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Abstract

Earlier research on the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s  Moving 
to Opportunity (MTO) for Fair Housing Demonstration identified sexual  environments 
as an important dimension of neighborhood quality for young people. The study  presented 
in this article uses survey data and new indepth interviews with young women in MTO 
households to present the perspectives of women experiencing harassment in their neigh-
borhoods and to deepen our understanding of how harassment relates to other aspects  
of their lives. Indepth interview respondents (N = 40) describe what it is like to live  
with chronic violence and predatory threats and how the violence and threats constrain 
community life. Women in these communities describe daily life with catcalls, grabbing, 
sexually suggestive language, and violence toward women and even very young girls. 
Our nonexperimental analysis of girls in the MTO Final Impacts Evaluation survey data  
(N = 2,183) supports a link between chronic violence and disadvantage and the existence 
of a coercive sexual environment (CSE) that further undermines the well-being of women 
and girls. We use multivariate ordinary least squares regression to identify contextual, 
social and emotional, and economic and demographic factors that are correlated with 
reported harassment. We observe a positive, statistically significant relationship between 
reported harassment and indicators of chronic neighborhood disadvantage. We argue 
that policy interventions aimed at improving the lives of young women in low-income 
neighborhoods need to identify and address CSEs.
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Introduction
If I went to a neighborhood where men didn’t treat females disrespectful, I would be like, “Wow, 
are you serious?” Like, you know, I would think that that was foreign because I’m so used to, you 
know, something else. When something greater comes it would just be like real foreign to me. So, 
I believe growing up in a different situation and environment, it affects who you become.

—Kenesha, youth interview

Young women like Kenesha, growing up in low-income, racially segregated, urban communities, 
view the world through a lens shaped by decades of poverty and racism. The risks for youth of 
growing up in concentrated poverty and disadvantage are well documented: developmental and 
cognitive delays; poor physical and mental health; and the likelihood of dropping out of school, 
engaging in risky sexual behavior, and becoming involved in delinquent and criminal activities 
(Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, 1997; Ellen and Turner, 1997; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn, 2004; 
Sampson, 2012; Sampson, Morenoff, and Gannon-Rowley, 2002; Sampson, Sharkey, and Rauden-
bush, 2008; Wodtke, Harding, and Elwert, 2011). In many of these neighborhoods, inadequate 
or nonexistent local institutions, such as poorly performing schools, inadequate health care, and 
a weak labor market, compound negative outcomes. Concentrated disadvantage contributes to 
lowered expectations in many areas (Anderson, 1991; Edin and Kefalas, 2005), including respect. 
As Kenesha suggests, it is more than the challenges and risks young girls face; it is an environment 
of concentrated and chronic disadvantage—“it affects who you become.”

Neighborhoods mired in chronic disadvantage suffer a range of social ills, including high rates of 
violent crime, social disorder, and domestic violence (Kawachi, Kennedy, and Wilkinson, 1999; 
Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls, 1997). In these disadvantaged communities, chronic violence 
is pervasive, both within and outside the home (Benson and Fox, 2004; Hannon, 2005), both 
stemming from and helping to perpetuate low levels of collective efficacy; that is, “social cohesion 
among neighbors combined with their willingness to intervene on behalf of the common good” 
(Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls, 1997: 918). In the Urban Institute’s  previous work, we have 
theorized that when disadvantage and violence are great and collective efficacy and social control 
are minimal, a gender-specific neighborhood mechanism can emerge that has differential effects 
on male and female youth. To be specific, some communities develop what we have termed a 
coercive sexual environment (CSE), wherein harassment, domestic violence, and sexual exploitation 
of women and even very young girls become part of everyday life (Popkin, Acs, and Smith, 2010; 
Popkin, Leventhal, and Weismann, 2010; Popkin and McDaniel, 2013). For girls in the inner 
city, experience with early and coerced sex can combine with structural deprivations to promote 
a life trajectory marked by school dropout, early motherhood, little or no connection to the labor 
market, and unstable family formation (Dunlap, Golub, and Johnson, 2004).

Earlier work addressed the question of why outcomes for inner-city male and female youth were so 
strikingly different in the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s (HUD’s) Moving 
to Opportunity (MTO) for Fair Housing Demonstration Interim Impacts Evaluation, with girls 
faring unexpectedly better in terms of mental health and engagement in risky behavior (Briggs, 
Popkin, and Goering, 2010; Popkin, Leventhal, and Weisman, 2010). That work  suggested key 
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differences in how neighborhood safety matters for male and female adolescents, with girls in 
high-poverty, high-crime communities also coping with pervasive sexual harassment and constant 
fear of sexual violence—in essence, a CSE (Briggs, Popkin, and Goering, 2010; Popkin, Leventhal, 
and Weisman, 2010). This article builds on this earlier research by exploring what a CSE looks 
and feels like to those experiencing it and by creating a measure that can be used to learn more 
about the relationship between a girl’s environment and her experiences of harassment.

A major goal of this study is to contribute to the understanding of the experiences of girls and 
women in low-income, racially segregated, urban communities. The first research question is, 
“How do women and girls in MTO experience sexual pressure and harassment in their neighbor-
hoods?” To address this question, we use new qualitative interview data to explore how sexual 
harassment and pressures in chronically disadvantaged neighborhoods feel for girls and women. 
The second research question is, “What are the neighborhood-, family-, and youth-level correlates of 
sexual harassment?” To address this question, we use data from the MTO Final Impacts Evaluation 
(Sanbonmatsu et al., 2011) about girls’ regular experiences of harassment and about their com-
munities, homes, and individual characteristics that previous literature has suggested is associated 
with greater risk of exposure to harassment.

We begin by reviewing key findings from  earlier work on MTO and other research on harassment 
to illustrate how the current analysis extends our understanding of a gender-specific neighborhood  
mechanism. After describing our methods, we present results from our analysis of indepth inter-
views to illustrate how girls and women perceive their neighborhoods. We then present an analysis 
of MTO survey data that explores the correlates of harassment. The discussion of our findings raises 
a number of issues about how sexual harassment feels, how girls navigate it, and how it relates to  
other socioeconomic and demographic characteristics. We then present the limitations and policy 
implications of our study, which highlight the importance of addressing coercive behaviors and 
harassment as a key component of strategies to reduce risk and improve the life chances of low-
income women and girls.

Moving to Opportunity
HUD launched the MTO demonstration in 1994 in five sites: Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Los An-
geles, and New York City. MTO was a voluntary relocation program, targeted at very low-income 
residents of distressed public housing in high-poverty neighborhoods in the five cities (Orr et al., 
2003; Sanbonmatsu et al., 2011). About 4,600 families, largely African American and Hispanic, 
were randomly assigned to one of three treatment groups: (1) a control group, in which families 
retained their public housing unit and received no new assistance related to MTO; (2) a Section 8 
comparison group, in which families received the standard counseling and voucher subsidy for use 
in the private housing market; and (3) an experimental group, in which families received special 
relocation counseling, search assistance, and a voucher designed to incentivize relocating to a low-
poverty neighborhood for at least 1 year. Slightly less than one-half of families in the experimental 
group successfully took advantage of the special voucher.

The MTO Interim Impacts Evaluation (Orr et al., 2003) was conducted in 2002, approximately  
5 to 7 years after families relocated. Although MTO designers hoped to show that helping families 
who lived in some of the nation’s most disadvantaged neighborhoods (distressed public housing) 
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move to lower poverty communities would help address some of the toughest problems of deep 
poverty, the Interim Impacts Evaluation findings were generally disappointing. MTO had no 
significant effect on employment for adults or educational attainment for youth, and many families 
did not stay in low-poverty neighborhoods. An exception to the apparently limited effect of the 
experimental voucher, however, was that adolescent girls whose families had moved were faring 
better in terms of mental health and risky behavior, whereas adolescent boys in the experimental 
group were no better off than those who remained in public housing.

The Three-City Study of MTO (Briggs, Popkin, and Goering, 2010) used nonexperimental and 
qualitative methods to probe some of these puzzling findings from the MTO Interim Impacts 
Evaluation research.1 This study, which was the basis for our earlier research, involved interviews 
with 122 parent-child dyads in Boston, Los Angeles, and New York conducted from 2004 through 
2005 and involved ethnographic observations of a subset of these dyadic households. The MTO 
Final Impacts Evaluation, conducted for HUD by the National Bureau of Economic Research 
(NBER), interviewed families from 2008 to 2010, approximately 10 to 15 years after the MTO 
families’ initial moves (Sanbonmatsu et al., 2011). This article addresses relevant results from the 
Three-City Study and MTO Final Impacts Evaluation research.

The Female Fear: How Neighborhoods Affect Girls
The most surprising finding from the MTO Interim Impacts Evaluation research was the gender 
difference in mental health and behavioral outcomes for boys and girls—especially surprising 
because preliminary single-site studies seemed to indicate that boys were faring better overall. 
Instead, the interim findings showed dramatic improvements for adolescent girls in terms of 
mental health and reduced delinquency but no benefits for boys. Our analysis of data from the 
Three-City Study suggested that the key mechanism underlying this gender-specific difference was 
neighborhood safety. Basing our analysis on this work, we argued that the main factor underlying 
the difference was that MTO girls who moved to safer, lower poverty communities experienced a 
substantial reduction in “female fear,” Gordon and Riger’s (1989) term (from their comprehensive 
study of women and violence) for the fear of sexual harassment, coercion, and rape and the ways 
in which it impedes women’s lives. Although Gordon and Riger suggested that all women experi-
ence this fear to some degree, women in neighborhoods with high levels of chronic violence and 
disadvantage are most vulnerable (Popkin, Leventhal, and Weisman, 2010).

The comments of the MTO mothers and daughters we interviewed for the Three-City Study 
research were striking, clearly documenting that safety has meaning for adolescent girls beyond 
less exposure to gang violence and drug trafficking. Girls whose families used their vouchers to 
move from high-poverty public housing communities to lower poverty neighborhoods indeed 
benefited from a dramatic change in the level of their female fear. Adolescent girls and their moth-
ers who moved to lower poverty neighborhoods were very aware of the dangers they left behind in 
public housing and cognizant that they felt less stressed and scared. Lower poverty communities 

1 Another study looking at these puzzles was conducted by Clampet-Lundquist, Kling, Edin, and Duncan and involved 
interviews with MTO dyads in Baltimore and Chicago (see Clampet-Lundquist et al., 2011).
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offered a chance for girls to move about more freely and take advantage of their improved ability 
to make new social connections (Clampet-Lundquist et al., 2011). By contrast, those who were 
still living in—or who moved back to—high-poverty communities spoke of their fears, the daily 
threat of humiliation or violence, the often extreme strategies they used to protect themselves (or 
their daughters), and the consequences—pregnancy, sexually transmitted disease, intimate partner 
violence, and sexual assault. Parents in high-poverty communities were concerned about their 
daughters not only being victimized, but also succumbing to pressures or temptations that might 
lead them into risky situations, often describing girls as “fast” because of their behavior or dress. 
We hypothesized that these gender-specific differences in neighborhood safety were the major 
factor underlying the positive outcomes for MTO girls who moved to low-poverty neighborhoods.

We continued to explore the question of how neighborhood environments might have differential 
outcomes for girls and boys with a small exploratory study in Washington, D.C. (Smith et al., 
2008). We conducted three focus groups with parents and teens living in public housing, asking 
them targeted questions about dating patterns, sexual relationships, and the way men and boys 
treat women in their community. The findings from these groups supported our hypothesis that, 
in these very distressed communities, harassment and oversexualization of even very young girls 
was both normalized—that is, part of everyday life—and still traumatizing. Participants spoke 
about the difficulty in distinguishing flirting from harassment, especially with the pressures 
commonplace in a community fraught with widespread violence. Respondents told stories of older 
boys and men hanging around outside schools to attract young girls, girls trading sex for favors 
like cell phones, and the acceptance that boys would have multiple girlfriends. As we found in the 
Three-City Study research, participants frequently cited girls’ own behavior and provocative dress 
as one source of the problem.

Although intriguing, this work was very exploratory and raised new questions about whether it 
was possible to demonstrate measurable differences in coercive sexual behaviors across neighbor-
hoods and to more rigorously explore how these differences might affect the life chances and 
well-being for adolescent girls.

The most recent additions to the body of literature related to MTO are those associated with the 
MTO Final Impacts Evaluation survey. Like the MTO interim research, the MTO final research 
found significant differences in mental and physical health and well-being between adult women 
and girls who moved to lower poverty neighborhoods and those who remained in public housing 
(Ludwig et al., 2011). The MTO Final Impacts Evaluation survey also included a set of questions 
intended to measure experiences of gender-based harassment and fear. Analysis of the final survey 
finds that girls in the experimental group were significantly less likely than those in the control 
group to report frequent unwanted sexual attention (Sanbonmatsu et al., 2011).

Understanding Coercive Sexual Environments
As outlined previously, our work exploring the gender differences in outcomes for MTO youth 
led us to define a specific neighborhood mechanism, a CSE, that we believe undermines the life 
chances of adolescent girls growing up in distressed communities. These neighborhoods are mired 
in what Sampson (2012) refers to as concentrated disadvantage—places with high poverty, high 
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crime, and distress that blight the life chances of the families who live there. He argued that, 
because of their history of disadvantage, these communities suffer from low levels of collective 
efficacy, which in turn are associated with a range of ills, including violence, poor health, and 
infant mortality. Other evidence suggests that the risk of sexual violence is greater in disadvantaged 
communities, even among couples with higher incomes (Fox and Benson, 2006). Distressed, 
central-city public housing communities like those in which MTO families lived are some of the 
most racially and economically segregated communities in the nation, where the worst aspects of 
concentrated disadvantage are plainly evident—physical decay, violent crime, drug trafficking, 
drug and alcohol addiction among adults, high rates of incarceration, and the absence of even 
the most basic amenities, such as grocery stores and laundromats. Many adults who live in those 
communities are disconnected from the labor market and suffer from high rates of physical and 
mental illness; many of the children and youth are in danger of injury, neglect, and educational 
failure (Popkin et al., 2000; Popkin, Acs, and Smith, 2010).

Ample evidence suggests that children growing up in such troubled communities experience 
developmental delays, suffer serious physical and mental health problems, and are at greater risk 
for delinquency, early sexual initiation, and teen parenthood (Popkin, Leventhal, and Weismann, 
2010). In addition, existing research supports the idea that girls and boys experience the effects 
of chronic disadvantage in very different ways, especially as they enter adolescence. In the 1990s, 
Anderson argued that young men in inner-city neighborhoods felt pressured to act tough to 
maintain respect, following the “code of the street,” and girls gained status and respect through 
getting pregnant (Anderson, 1990). In a more recent example, one study of African-American 
youth growing up in high-crime communities found that young men focus on maintaining respect 
and avoiding the risk of gun violence, whereas young women focus on the fear of being the object 
of predatory behavior (Cobbina, Miller, and Brunson, 2008). In her graphic portrayal of life for 
low-income, urban, African-American girls, Miller (2008: 149) emphasized how neighborhood 
environments place girls at risk, writing that the “broader patterns of girls’ neighborhood mistreat-
ment, visible violence against women, crime and delinquent peer networks, and the prevalence 
of sexual harassment in schools all coalesced to create social contexts that heightened young 
women’s risks for sexual victimization.” As in our research on MTO and with Washington, D.C. 
public housing residents, Miller noted that teens often believe that the girls are to blame because 
of the way they behave or dress, explaining that “gendered status hierarchies and the sexualization 
of young women meant that a number of youths looked to young women’s behavior or dress in 
explaining their neighborhood risks” (Miller, 2008: 39).

Understanding Individual Perceptions of Coercive Sexual Environments
Our own research, combined with our review of the literature, suggests it is not, as some residents  
suggest, the way girls dress that puts them at risk, but neighborhood characteristics and other 
environmental factors that put them at risk. Youth living in high-poverty, disadvantaged neighbor - 
hoods are exposed to a variety of neighborhood conditions, interactions, and stresses that potentially 
affect developmental and academic outcomes. The effect of neighborhood environments—often 
referred to as neighborhood effects—on life outcomes can vary considerably, however (Harding et 
al., 2010). Girls’ perceptions of harassment and unwanted attention are likely shaped by their age, 
ethnicity, and family background, in addition to their gender. Our previous research highlighted 
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one of the challenges of measuring individual perceptions—whereas the women and girls in our 
studies consistently described a threatening environment rife with harassment, oversexualization, 
and unwanted attention, we also found that these phenomena are viewed as part of everyday life 
rather than as a problem. It is also difficult to predict which girls might be at greater risk, given 
that many demographic and social characteristics can potentially be both risk factors for and 
results of CSEs. The factors discussed in the existing literature as associated with CSEs fall into 
three broad categories.

1. Contextual factors. Family routines and parental involvement can be central to understanding 
how youth experience their environments and relationships in neighborhoods and schools.

2. Social and emotional factors. Adolescents and teenagers experience a great deal of physiological 
and emotional development. How young people navigate the freedoms and responsibilities 
of young adulthood and how their peers influence them may protect them or make them 
more vulnerable to harassment. For example, young people are more likely to engage in risky 
behaviors such as early sexual initiation, smoking, marijuana use, and truancy if their peers 
have done so as well (Card and Giuliano, 2011).

3. Economic and demographic factors. Economic and demographic characteristics of youth may make 
them more vulnerable to harassment (or more likely to report it). Young people in single-parent 
households spend more of their time unsupervised; many come home from school to empty 
households while their parent works (Flannery, Williams, and Vazsonyi, 2010).

Evidence from the MTO evaluation suggests that neighborhoods influence young girls’ lives, and 
other research suggests that coercive sexual norms and harassment are additional risks that women 
in areas of concentrated disadvantage face. Critical dimensions missing from this body of work, 
however, are the perspectives of women experiencing CSEs and a more thorough understanding 
of how harassment relates to other aspects of the lives of women in distressed areas. What do 
pervasive fears of sexual violence and regular encounters with harassment look and feel like to 
those who face it, and which neighborhood-, household-, and individual-level factors are most 
associated with elevated reports of harassment? Although the young women who cope with CSEs 
may shed critical insight on both of these questions, the latter demands more systematic analysis. 
Our study addresses this problem by drawing on the insights and observations of women and girls 
who face CSEs from indepth interviews and by complementing their perspectives with an analysis 
of survey data that examine key correlates of harassment.

Methods
This article draws on survey data collected as part of the MTO Final Impacts Evaluation and on 
new data from a set of indepth interviews with mother-daughter dyads in Los Angeles conducted 
in the summer of 2011. The University of Michigan’s Institute for Social Research collected the 
MTO Final Impacts Evaluation survey data between June 2008 and April 2010 under its contract 
with NBER. The database includes 3,273 adult household heads and 5,105 youth who were ages 
10 to 20 years at the end of 2007 (Sanbonmatsu et al., 2011). The response rate was approximately 
90 percent for adults and youth. Using these data, we identified 2,374 girls ages 13 to 20 whose 
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families participated in MTO between 1994 and 2008. Some of these girls had missing data for one 
or more key measures, leaving us with an analytical sample of 2,183 girls.2 Exhibit 1 presents the 
characteristics of girls in the national survey sample and the indepth interview sample.3

Exhibit 1

Variable Name Survey Sample Interview Sample

Survey and Indepth Interview Samples  

Sample size 2,183 20 dyads

Girls’ reported harassment
   Mean (SD) 3.89 (2.95) 4.15 (3.03)

Girls’ age 17–20 (%) 52.3 30.0

Race and ethnicity (%)
   African American, non-Hispanic 60.0 50.0
   White, non-Hispanic 1.4 5.0
   Other, non-Hispanic 2.3 0.0
   Hispanic 31.4 30.0
   Missing 4.90 15.0

Household income (%)
   ≤ $11,000 28.5 35.0
   $11,000–$25,000 28.0 45.0
   ≥ $25,000 28.5 20.0
   Missing 14.9 0.0

Adult has GED or equivalent (%) 53.5 45.0
   Missing 6.6 5.0

City (%) 
   Baltimore 12.9 0.0
   Boston 20.2 0.0
   Chicago 21.3 0.0
   Los Angeles 23.4 100.0
   New York 22.2 0.0

Neighborhood poverty (%)
   Mean (SD) 29 (12) 30 (8)
GED = General Equivalency Diploma. SD = standard deviation.  

Sources: MTO Final Impacts Evaluation Survey (2008); U.S. Census Bureau

Analytic Approach
We use the data from our indepth interviews to explore how girls and women perceive and de - 
scribe the gender dynamics in their neighborhoods. We also take advantage of the neighborhood-  
and individual-level data from the MTO Final Impacts Evaluation survey to conduct a nonexperimental, 
exploratory analysis of the factors associated with individual perceptions of sexual harassment.

2 To maximize our sample size, we used the sample mean to impute parental education and median household income for 
less than 10 percent of the girls. We also used the race and ethnicity of a girl’s parent to impute a number of cases in which 
the girl’s race and ethnicity were not available.
3 Four girls in the indepth interview sample were not within the age range (13 to 20) for many of the survey items that 
we included in our quantitative analysis, and so they are not included in the sample for the regression analysis. They 
are nonetheless included in the Interview Sample column in exhibit 1, and their interview responses are included in the 
qualitative analysis portion of the study.
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Indepth Interviews
The new interviews conducted for this project sought to better understand how MTO program 
participants experience sexual pressure and harassment in their neighborhoods and to have them 
describe accepted neighborhood norms about respect, romantic relationships, commitment, and 
sexual activity. Interview questions prompted respondents to identify sexual pressures in their 
neighborhoods, compare their experiences (or expectations) of how men treat women in different 
communities, and discuss how they navigate potentially unsafe neighborhood situations. Although 
harassment is often a very personal experience, the interview guide prompted reflection on these 
issues often through a neighborhood lens. We conducted indepth interviews with 20 mother-
daughter dyads4 (40 separate interviews) from the Los Angeles MTO sample in the summer of 
2011. We selected Los Angeles because we hoped to recruit respondents from neighborhoods 
with different poverty levels, and the Los Angeles MTO site was the most successful in moving 
families to low-poverty neighborhoods. It was also a potentially promising site to find respondents 
with experience in different types of neighborhoods, because shifts in the rental market caused a 
number of families who moved to lower poverty neighborhoods during the demonstration to move 
back to higher poverty areas. Finally, Los Angeles was one of the Three-City Study sites, enabling 
us to build on our indepth familiarity with the site. We identified 241 eligible MTO households 
with a female 13 to 24 years of age in the household who was not the head of household. We sent 
recruitment letters to all eligible households introducing the project, describing their opportunity 
to participate, and providing a toll-free number to call to register or ask questions. These introduc-
tory letters were followed up with attempts to reach all eligible households by telephone.5 The first 
20 dyads to complete interviews were included in the study.

For this research, we developed semistructured interview guides that cover topics including hous-
ing mobility, neighborhood sexual safety and harassment, friends, school, peer pressure, teenage 
relationships, sexual activity, and pregnancy. Most respondents were very forthcoming on these 
sensitive topics, with many offering detailed thoughts and opinions.6 Teams of two experienced 
researchers with training in qualitative data collection conducted the interviews. Interviewers were 
matched to respondents on gender (all female) but not on race or ethnicity. Spanish-speaking 
respondents were given the opportunity to conduct the in-person interview in Spanish.7 Separate 

4 In one dyad, the adult portion of the dyad was the grandmother. The mother was not present in the home and the 
grandmother performed the role of primary caregiver.
5 We hoped to interview young women in a variety of neighborhood situations (high and low poverty; more and less 
reported harassment). To that end, initial recruitment strategies divided eligible families into different categories based on 
neighborhood poverty level and response to the MTO Final Impacts Evaluation survey questions regarding harassment and 
fear. We conducted recruitment activities in waves, hoping to secure interviews with respondents in different situations. 
Difficulty in finding willing respondents led us to abandon this tiered recruitment strategy and offer all eligible families the 
opportunity to participate.
6 Given that we were interviewing two members of a family, we were able to compare responses to help gauge how forth-
coming each respondent was to the interview questions. We also reviewed transcripts for internal consistency. Interviewers 
made notes in internal family profiles on their impressions of a respondent’s cooperation and understanding of the interview.
7 Four adult female household heads chose to be interviewed in Spanish. The female youth in each of these dyads chose to 
be interviewed in English.
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but concurrent interviews were conducted with the head of household and one eligible female 
youth. Interviews were held in the homes of respondents and lasted approximately 60 to 90 
minutes.8 Each respondent (adult and youth) was given $40 to compensate them for their time.

The interviews were recorded and transcribed, and the content was coded for analysis using 
NVIVO.9 We identified emergent trends and other key responses thematically related to girls’ 
experiences of harassment and exposure to CSEs. We gave special attention to girls’ perceptions  
of harassment and respect in specific settings, such as schools, neighborhoods, and the home.

Survey Analysis
To measure sexual harassment and unwanted sexual attention, we use items added to the MTO 
Final Impacts Evaluation survey. NBER, which conducted the MTO Final Impacts Evaluation, 
adapted questions from MADICS, or the Maryland Adolescent Development in Context Study, 
about how often girls face unwanted or rude comments and unwanted sexual attention from their  
peers or are afraid to go places because of unwanted attention or pressure (Goldstein et al., 2007). 
The MTO Final Impacts Evaluation survey asked adolescent girls how often (never, a couple of 
times each year, a couple of times each month, once or twice a week, or every day) they experi-
enced the following—

1. How often do people make unwanted or rude comments to you?

2. How often do people give you sexual attention that you do not want?

3. How often are you afraid to go places because you worry about unwanted attention or pressure?

We used the responses from these three items to create a harassment index that ranges from 0 (re-
spondent never experienced any of the three types of harassment) to 12 (respondent experienced 
all three types of harassment daily). Among girls in our study sample, one-fourth have harassment 
indices of 0 to 1; one-fourth have harassment indices of 2 or 3; one-fourth have harassment indices 
of 4 to 6; and the remaining one-fourth have harassment indices of 7 to 12. Each point on the 
harassment index reflects increased frequency or type of harassment and assumes that experiencing 
harassment more frequently is similar to experiencing multiple types of harassment.

To determine whether reports of harassment, as measured by the harassment index, vary for girls 
with different characteristics, we calculated bivariate descriptive statistics to examine differences 
according to contextual factors at home, at school, and in the neighborhood; social and emotional 
factors; and economic and demographic factors. Then, we assess the extent to which certain 
factors are more strongly associated with harassment than others, using an ordinary least squares 
regression model in which the harassment index is regressed on all the factors. Exhibit 2 presents 
descriptions of the measures used.

8 We offered respondents the option of meeting at a public place, but all chose to have the interviews conducted in their 
homes.
9 NVIVO is software that enables researchers to organize and report on qualitative data like those from the indepth 
interviews used in this study.
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Exhibit 2

Variable Name Item Wording or Description Scale

Descriptions of Study Variables (1 of 2)

Contextual variables

Presence of gangs Are there any gangs in your 
neighborhood or where you go to 
school?  

Dummy variable representing yes/no 
response.

Perceived 
neighborhood 
safety

How safe do you feel on the streets 
near your home at night?

Four-point scale recoded as a dummy 
variable.

Neighborhood 
poverty rate

Derived from tract-level U.S. census 
data.

Decimal between 0 and 1 representing 
share of households, weighted by 
individual’s time living in neighborhood.

Neighborhood White 
population

Derived from tract-level U.S. census 
data.

Decimal between 0 and 1 representing 
share of households, weighted by 
individual’s time living in neighborhood.

Positive school 
climate

Fraction of positive responses to five 
school quality statements.

Decimal between 0 and 1, average of five 
items recoded as dummy variables.

Peers dropped out of 
school

Did your [friend/friends] ever drop out 
of school?

Dummy variable representing yes/no 
response.

Peer drug use [Has your close friend/Have your close 
friends] ever used marijuana or other 
drugs?

Dummy variable representing yes/no 
response.

Peers value studying Among most of your close friends you 
hang out with, how important is it to 
your friends to study?

Four-point scale recoded as a dummy 
variable.

Peers 
extracurricularly 
involved

[Has your close friend/Have your close 
friends] ever been involved in school 
activities like school clubs, teams, or 
projects?

Dummy variable representing yes/no 
response.

Domestic violence in 
household 

Did you ever witness serious physical 
fights at home, like a father beating 
up a mother?

Dummy variable representing yes/no 
response.

Parent-child 
involvement

Fraction of positive responses to 
three items reflective of parent’s 
involvement in the youth’s life.

Decimal between 0 and 1, average 
of three items recoded as dummy 
variables.

Witnessed drug use/
sales

Have you seen people using or selling 
illegal drugs in your neighborhood 
during the past 30 days?

Dummy variable representing yes/no 
response.
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Exhibit 2

Variable Name Item Wording or Description Scale

Descriptions of Study Variables (2 of 2)

Social and emotional variables

Educationally on 
track

Youth is enrolled in age-appropriate 
grade or has GED equivalent.

Dummy variable for whether youth is on 
track or not.

In gifted and talented 
program

Have you ever been enrolled in a 
program for the gifted and talented?

Dummy variable representing yes/no 
response.

Ever experienced 
mood disorder

Child met five conditions established 
by MTO study as signaling a mood or 
depression-related disorder.

Dummy variable, equals 1 when youth 
meets conditions signaling mood 
disorder.

Ever experienced 
anxiety disorder

Child met four conditions established 
by MTO study as signaling 
generalized anxiety disorder.

Dummy variable, equals 1 when youth 
meets conditions signaling anxiety 
disorder.

Index of delinquent 
behaviors

Fraction of nine delinquent behaviors in 
which youth reported ever engaging.

Decimal between 0 and 1, representing 
number of behaviors in which youth 
has engaged.

Index of risky 
behaviors 

Fraction of four risky behaviors in which 
youth reported ever engaging. 

Decimal between 0 and 1, representing 
number of behaviors in which youth 
has engaged.

Regular social 
activity

During the hours when you are not 
at school, how often do you either 
talk on the phone, hang out, or get 
together with at least one friend?  

Dummy variable representing whether 
youth spends time with at least one 
friend per week.

Extracurricular 
involvement

Have you participated this year in 
school sports, or any other group or 
club, including honor society?

Dummy variable representing yes/no 
response.

School suspension/
expulsion

Have you ever been suspended or 
expelled from school?

Dummy variable representing yes/no 
response.

Economic and demographic variables

Youth is age 17–20 Based on date of birth of youth 
provided by head of household, age 
at time of final survey.

Dummy variable, equals 1 for older youth 
in the sample.

African American, 
non-Hispanic

Based on race and ethnicity of youth 
provided by head of household.

Dummy variable, equals 1 for African-
American, non-Hispanic youth.

White, non-Hispanic Based on race and ethnicity of youth 
provided by head of household.

Dummy variable, equals 1 for White, non-
Hispanic youth.

Other race, non-
Hispanic

Based on race and ethnicity of youth 
provided by head of household.

Dummy variable, equals 1 for other race, 
non-Hispanic youth.

Parent educational 
attainment 

From adult survey, has head of 
household attained a high school 
diploma or GED?

Dummy variable, equals 1 for those who 
obtained a GED or equivalent.

Total household 
income

From adult survey, sum of household 
income from all sources.

In 2009 U.S. dollars.

Presence of older 
sister

From MTO family roster, does youth 
have an older sister?

Dummy variable, equals 1 if the household 
includes an older sister.

GED = General Equivalency Diploma. MTO = Moving to Opportunity.  

Sources: MTO Final Impacts Evaluation Survey (2008); U.S. Census Bureau
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Results
This study builds on our earlier research on the gender difference in outcomes for MTO adolescents. 
The goal of the work is to explore the extent to which girls’ perceptions of their neighborhoods, 
particularly their perceptions of sexual safety, are related to contextual factors such as poverty 
and crime, individual-level economic and demographic factors, and social and emotional factors. 
Together, the survey analysis and the indepth interviews present a framework for understanding 
how girls’ experiences of harassment are related to their neighborhood context and individual 
characteristics. The qualitative interviews lend depth to our understanding of what it means to 
grow up in an atmosphere rife with sexual harassment and threats. Exhibit 3 presents the key 
characteristics of survey sample members and levels of reported harassment among subgroups. 
The average harassment index for the sample was 3.89. Differences in reported harassment are 
identified among subgroups defined according to contextual, social and emotional, and economic 
and demographic characteristics.

Exhibit 3

Study Variable Percent of Sample Mean Harassment

Descriptive Statistics for Survey Sample (1 of 3)

All 100.0 3.89

Contextual
School climate 
        Very negative 4.3 5.29†

        Moderate 25.6 4.55*
        Very positive 70.1 3.56***
Peers dropped out of school
        Yes 19.7 4.66***
        No 80.3 3.70
Peer drug use
        Yes 31.0 4.87***
        No 69.0 3.45
Peers value studying
        Yes 46.1 3.67**
        No 53.9 4.08
Peers extracurricularly involved
        Yes 79.9 3.86
        No 20.1 3.99
Parent-child involvement
        Very little involvement 23.5 4.40†

        Some involvement 27.2 4.23
        Significant involvement 49.3 3.46***
Domestic violence in household
        Yes 16.6 4.85***
        No 83.4 3.70
Perceived neighborhood safety
        Streets feel safe 51.0 3.16***
        Streets do not feel safe 49.0 4.64
Presence of gangs
        Yes 65.4 4.39***
        No 34.6 2.94
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Exhibit 3

Study Variable Percent of Sample Mean Harassment

Descriptive Statistics for Survey Sample (2 of 3)

Contextual (continued)
Witnessed drug use/sales
        Yes 36.0 5.01***
        No 64.0 3.26
Neighborhood poverty rate
        ≤ 10%  1.8 2.88†

        10–40% 87.3 3.86*
        ≥ 40% 10.9 4.32**

Neighborhood White population

        ≤ 7% 33.3 4.34†

        7–23% 33.4 3.87**

        ≥ 23% 33.4 3.46***

Social and emotional

In gifted and talented program

        Yes 23.3 4.52***

        No 76.7 3.70

Extracurricular involvement

        Yes 31.5 3.97

        No 68.5 3.85

School suspension/expulsion

        Yes 18.4 4.48***

        No 81.6 3.76

Educationally on track

        Yes 86.4 3.86

        No 13.6 4.06

Index of delinquent behaviors

        Zero or one 77.2 3.52†

        Two or three 17.8 4.95***

        Four or five 4.2 5.91***

        More than five 0.8 5.82***

Index of risky behaviors

        None 27.0 2.75†

        One or two 41.0 3.86***

        Three 18.0 4.66***

        Four 14.0 5.19***

Regular social activity

        Yes 49.6 4.16***

        No 50.4 3.63

Ever experienced mood disorder

        Yes 20.2 5.40***

        No 79.8 3.51

Ever experienced anxiety disorder

        Yes 14.8 5.27***

        No 85.2 3.65
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Indepth Interviews
The indepth interviews provide personal accounts of harassment and violence in neighborhood 
life. In the beginning of the interview, we asked respondents more generally about their neighbor-
hoods. Interview respondents confirmed that where you grow up—your neighborhood—matters. 
When prompted about the differences of living in various neighborhoods, one mother discusses 
how neighborhoods have fundamentally defined how her daughter developed.

[Neighborhoods] define or contribute to the way everything is or how each child is coming along 
and how they develop, how they think, how they feel. The environment, it has a lot to do with it.

—Brianna, adult interview

Respondents also suggested that how people are treated and what they see of life directly influence 
how they view the world. For our respondents living in communities of concentrated disadvan-
tage, violence has been a part of everyday life. Women spoke about the commonality of physical 
violence in their communities, related to both incessant fighting (with a regular fear of “getting 
beat”) and instances of gun violence.

Exhibit 3

Study Variable Percent of Sample Mean Harassment

Descriptive Statistics for Survey Sample (3 of 3)

GED = General Equivalency Diploma. HS = high school. 

*p < .10. **p < .01. ***p < .001. †indicates reference group for variables with more than two categories.

Sources:  MTO Final Impacts Evaluation Survey (2008); U.S. Census Bureau

Economic and demographic

Age 

        13–16 47.7 3.66

        17–20   52.3 4.10***

Race and ethnicity

        African American, non-Hispanic 60.0 4.06***

        White, non-Hispanic 1.4 3.77†

        Other race, non-Hispanic 2.3 3.46

        Hispanic 31.4 3.47

        Missing 4.9 4.78***

Total household income

        ≤ $11,000 28.5 3.92†

        $11,000–25,000 28.0 3.99

        ≥ $25,000 28.5 3.75

        Missing 14.9 3.90

Presence of older sister

        Yes 69.0 3.83

        No 31.0 4.02

Parent educational attainment

        Has GED/HS diploma 53.5 3.96

        No GED/HS diploma 40.0 3.75
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In worse neighborhoods, girls are trying to jump you because of a color you have on or you 
look like you from somebody, you somebody I knew or whatever, you can’t get a mistake, ask 
someone, and you’ll get hurt, even shot or beat up.

—Dania, adult interview

Expectations for what constitutes a “safe” neighborhood vary. Many respondents openly said they 
have lived in places of danger, and oftentimes those reporting a move to a “better” area also offered 
examples of activity reflecting an acceptance of dangerous activities that might not be tolerated in 
a less vulnerable community. One mother’s mention of “only” one homicide on her new street in 
6 years and another’s boast that her current neighborhood is safe with little violence—“just the 
shooting that we hear at night” and “a lot of gang activity”—reflect how violence and norms are 
interpreted by life experiences.

Seemingly random violence is common and particularly troubling for adults and youth. The fear 
of being in the wrong place at the wrong time or getting caught in the crossfire promotes a sense 
of helplessness and futility.10 It is not surprising that when asked about “safety,” some respondents 
responded first with concerns about gangs, shootings, stabbings, and fights.

I keep my surroundings open and watch my back, and, you know, because you never know when 
someone want to act crazy day or night. If they’re going to do it, they’re going to do it.

—Keeanna, adult interview

Multiple respondents described a very sexualized neighborhood environment—discussing sexualized 
elements in their neighborhoods such as active prostitution, men trying to recruit girls to prostitute 
for them, men regularly on the corner making suggestive comments and gestures to women, and 
older men “dating” younger girls—but they speak of these situations as “just the way it is.”

If I try to walk to the shopping center, it’s like I walk and guys would be all, ‘hey,’ and honking 
the horn, or they be hanging out like they be, oh man, being perverts sometimes like. So I don’t 
walk places, I try to get rides wherever I go.”

—Amanda, youth interview

After one young respondent, Chantal, said it is commonplace for men and boys in her neighbor-
hood to make rude comments about females’ bodies, she explained she had heard comments about 
“my butt or whatever” the day before but “you’ve got to get used to it.” When asked if males grab 
females, she said, “yeah” but explained that it isn’t “uncomfortable” because “I know everybody 
around here. … I know all these dudes want to talk to11 me, because they all try to talk to me.”

When asked how men treat women in their neighborhood, respondents said everything from 
“good” to “like dogs.” It was not uncommon for respondents to reflect on their neighborhood or 
other places they lived and share harrowing stories of verbal and physical abuse.

10 This assertion is consistent with other studies linking neighborhood processes—chronic violence and fear—to lower 
levels of self-efficacy for young people (see Dupere, Leventhal, and Vitaro, 2012).
11 Some respondents used the term “talk to” as a euphemism for a more prolonged connection, such as dating or sexual 
activity.
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They call the girls hoes and B’s and, like, some girls I know, like, they have sex with the boys 
over here and then the boys will go around and tell everybody and then call the girls out … like 
they just have no respect for women.

—Chantal, youth interview

[Signs of disrespect]. If they hit you. If they call you out by name, and if they bring other females 
or cheat on you.

—Keeanna, adult interview

Respondents speculated on why these situations happen. A common theme offered by Keeanna is 
that women might have low self-esteem and feel “that’s the only [man] you can get, and so they 
just put up with it rather than being alone.” She feels it could be particularly true for women “in 
the projects. … Sometime they’re not working, you know, all that plays a factor into it, getting 
welfare, you know, want some money, things like that … it can bring you down.” She went on 
to say that one reason it is worse for women in some neighborhoods (like her old public housing 
community) is because “seeing a lot of the violence and things that are going on, … being hit and 
things like that.”

Imagining neighborhoods in which such sexualized activities are not present was challenging for 
youth whose neighborhoods and everyday lives are rife with such pressures. When asked about 
other neighborhoods and how men might treat women differently in other places, one young 
woman said she did not know but seemed sure that it would be different from, and better than, 
her own neighborhood. As Kenesha said when thinking about a neighborhood where men did not 
treat women disrespectfully, “… it would just be like real foreign to me.”

Respondents described strategies of isolation and “not getting involved” as ways to protect 
themselves (or their children) from potential violence and harassment.

I don’t try to make problems with anybody, and I don’t want problems with anybody. So I pretty 
much stay to myself and just deal with me, and my kids, and my grandkids. ... It’s a lot of people 
that will stay to theirself or either don’t want to get involved. You know, that ain’t my child or 
whatever, or that ain’t got nothing to do with me.

—Dania, adult interview

I also taught them you have no friends, [only] associates. If you have a friend, you know, they 
will just die with you in a hardcore way. … If that associate, you know, does something wrong, 
then you just cut that associate off and keep on moving. So it’s kind of weird teachings, but it, like 
I always say, it’s a dog-eat-dog world out there.

—Imani, adult interview

One teen, Simone, told us how, after seeing men grabbing and disrespecting women “out of my 
window,” she does not “want to call the police in, because that’s their business. So I just stay out of 
it. I just close the window, play music, just ignore it. Stay to myself.” She went on to say how she 
feels about the guys she sees: “You just feel hate towards them, you know.”

Mothers shared specific advice on how to avoid sexualized activities and dangers, including how to 
behave to avoid unwanted attention.
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I told my kids if they ever was approached like that [harassing, making comments], that just to 
keep walking and don’t pay it no mind. Don’t show no smiley faces that you’re interested, and 
don’t be walking slow like you’re waiting for them to catch up with you.

—Jasmine, adult interview

One rule my mom always told me and my sisters, and I remember this from, man, when we 
were like babies, … always respect your body so that everybody else can.

—Michelle, youth interview

Adult and youth interview respondents concurred with the importance of an involved parent to 
youth success. Many felt strongly that “parents got to take more control what goes on in their kid’s 
life” and suggested that many youth problems are the result of “just a lack of paying attention to 
your kids.” In addition to being plugged in, parents gave examples of house rules to promote safety 
and protect kids from neighborhood violence.

Correlates of Harassment
Exhibit 4 presents results from the multivariate regression analysis of girls’ reported harassment. 
We review the results according to the three broad categories of factors that we outlined previ-
ously: contextual factors, social and emotional factors, and economic and demographic factors.

Contextual Factors

Several contextual variables had statistically significant relationships with reported harassment. 
Both gang activity and drug use in girls’ neighborhoods were positively correlated with harass-
ment, and the presence of either one corresponded to an increase in the harassment index of 
approximately 0.5 point on a 12-point scale. Perceived neighborhood safety was associated with 
less reported harassment, by about 0.8 point. Of the peer influences included in the model—
whether peers dropped out from school, used drugs, or valued studying—only peer drug use had 
a statistically significant relationship with harassment, which was positive but modest. Positive 
school climate had a large, negative, and significant relationship with reported harassment. Greater 
parental involvement and a greater share of White households in the neighborhood were both 
associated with slightly lower harassment indices. Neighborhood poverty and household domestic 
violence did not have statistically significant relationships with reported harassment.

Social and Emotional Factors

Most of the social and emotional variables in the model had a statistically significant and positive 
relationship with reported harassment. Girls who had ever experienced a mood disorder or anxiety 
disorder were more likely to have reported harassment, as were girls who engaged in risky and 
delinquent behaviors or were suspended or expelled from school. Although the parameter estimate 
is modest in magnitude, a positive and statistically significant relationship emerged between 
participation in a gifted and talented school program and reported harassment. The relationships 
between reported harassment and regular social activity, extracurricular involvement, and being on 
track to graduate on time were not statistically significant.
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Exhibit 4

Variable Parameter Estimate Standard Error t Value

Regression of Reported Harassment on Study Variables

*p < .10. **p < .01. ***p < .001    

Notes: The N for the model is 2,183, and the adjusted R squared is .24. The reference category for race and ethnicity was Hispanic. 
Sources:  MTO Final Impacts Evaluation Survey (2008); U.S. Census Bureau  

Intercept 3.35 0.41 8.22***

Contextual 
Presence of gangs 0.48 0.13 3.71***
Perceived neighborhood safety − 0.80 0.12 − 6.66***
Neighborhood poverty rate 0.16 0.46 0.36
Neighborhood White population − 0.61 0.29 − 2.10*
Positive school climate − 1.31 0.25 − 5.28***
Peers dropped out of school 0.16 0.15 1.05
Peer drug use 0.38 0.14 2.73**
Peers value studying − 0.14 0.11 − 1.21
Peers extracurricularly involved 0.13 0.15 0.91
Domestic violence in household 0.17 0.16 1.10
Parent-child involvement − 0.16 0.07 − 2.37*
Witnessed drug use/sales 0.61 0.13 4.77***

Social and emotional
Educationally on track 0.25 0.17 1.44
In gifted and talented program 0.39 0.14 2.87***
Ever experienced mood disorder 0.92 0.15 6.19***
Ever experienced anxiety disorder 0.44 0.17 2.63**
Index of delinquent behaviors 1.26 0.42 3.00**
Index of risky behaviors 0.97 0.21 4.66***
Regular social activity 0.15 0.11 1.30
Extracurricular involvement 0.11 0.12 0.90
School suspension/expulsion 0.30 0.15 1.93*

Economic and demographic 
Youth is age 17−20 0.19 0.13 1.39
African American, non-Hispanic 0.44 0.12 3.61***
White, non-Hispanic 0.26 0.48 0.55
Other race, non-Hispanic 0.77 0.60 1.28
Parent educational attainment 0.19 0.12 1.61
Total household income 0.00 0.00 − 1.22
Presence of older sister − 0.04 0.12 − 0.31

Economic and Demographic Factors

We included five economic and demographic measures in the model as control variables: age 
group, race and ethnicity,12 parent’s education, total household income, and whether a subject 

12 The dummy variable for the Hispanic group was omitted as the reference category. As exhibit 1 shows, the final sample 
is almost exclusively Hispanic and non-Hispanic African American. When we used non-Hispanic White or other non-
Hispanic as the reference category for race and ethnicity in our regression analysis, we found that the Hispanic and non-
Hispanic African-American dummy variables were collinear, so we selected Hispanic as the reference category for our final 
model. The dummy variable for the group of younger (ages 13 to 16) girls was also omitted as the reference category.
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has an older sister. Of these measures, only the dummy variable for the non-Hispanic African-
American group was statistically significant. Compared with the reference group, which was the 
Hispanic group, non-Hispanic African-American girls reported slightly more harassment.

Discussion
This study sought to illustrate the perspectives of women experiencing CSEs and to deepen our 
understanding of how harassment relates to other aspects of the lives of women and girls in 
distressed areas. Interview responses describing neighborhood life tell us how women and girls 
in the MTO study experienced sexual pressure and harassment in their neighborhoods. They 
vividly relate stories of rude gestures, sexual comments, and predatory behavior. The matter-of-fact 
recitation of disrespectful behavior, lewd acts, and low relationship aspirations is poignant. These 
voices paint a picture of low life expectations, pervasive violence, and acceptance of sexual threats 
consistent with previous work (Edin and Kefalas, 2005; Gardner, 1995; Miller, 2008; Popkin, 
Leventhal, and Weismann, 2010).

Although physical attacks can (and do) have an element of sexual threat, when some girls discuss 
safety, their first concern is the threat of flying fists and bullets. Experience with chronic violence is 
important to understanding how people perceive and report harassment and sexual violence. The 
downgrading of sexual threats as a safety concern seems linked to (1) the immediacy of permanent 
repercussions from gun and physical violence and (2) the acceptance of sexual intimidation, harass - 
ment, and degradation as a part of everyday life, both of which were common themes discussed  
by interview participants. This acceptance of the victimization of women is fed by wider violence 
and related, socially accepted relationship dynamics (Anderson, 1999, 1990; Cobbina, Miller, and  
Brunson, 2008; Miller, 2008) and may be part of what Wilson (2011: 20) noted as, “distinct cultural 
frames in the inner city have not only been shaped by race and poverty but, in turn, often shape 
responses to poverty including responses that may contribute to the perpetuation of poverty.”13

Our respondents’ stories illustrate what it is like to live with chronic violence and predatory threats 
and how those conditions constrain community life. The most common strategy for keeping 
safe is to ignore, isolate, and disassociate—to “keep to yourself.” Whereas it may keep individual 
residents safe, staying indoors and avoiding engagement further undermines community cohesion, 
collective efficacy, and social control. Good neighborhoods, according to our respondents, have 
“nice people” who look out for each other—a willingness of neighbors to intervene on behalf of  
others in the neighborhood. When residents are afraid to intervene, however, social control erodes, 
creating the ideal conditions for the emergence and growth of a CSE. A violent and chaotic environ - 
ment can promote sexual harassment and the abuse of women and girls by normalizing violent 
activities, degrading women and girls, and stifling community response.

13 It is instructive to note Wilson’s definition of cultural traits (frames) as “shared outlooks, modes of behavior, traditions, 
belief systems, worldviews, values, skills, preferences, styles of self-presentation, etiquette, and linguistic patterns—that 
emerge from patterns of intragroup interaction in settings created by discrimination and segregation and that reflect 
collective experiences within those settings” (Wilson, 2011: 20).
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Our nonexperimental analysis of the MTO Final Impacts Evaluation survey data supports a link 
between chronic violence and disadvantage and the existence of a CSE that further undermines 
the well-being of women and girls. In this article, reported harassment emerges as one potential 
individual-level marker of CSE at the neighborhood level. We observe a positive, statistically signifi - 
cant relationship between reported harassment and several indicators of chronic neighborhood 
disadvantage. Neighborhood characteristics are not the only factors to emerge from our multivariate 
analysis, but they are among the strongest factors.

Girls living in neighborhoods with disorder and crime report more harassment. As we discussed 
previously, our earlier work suggests that a CSE is a reflection of chronic violence and disadvantage, 
and that it is associated with poor collective efficacy and social control. Our analysis, which finds 
that girls reporting gang activity and recent drug sales or use in their neighborhoods are more likely 
to report harassment, is consistent with the hypothesis that violence and social disorder play roles 
in creating communities with pervasive harassment and fear.

Our analysis also reveals a number of nonneighborhood factors that are related to reported harass-
ment. Unsafe or unsupportive school environments may facilitate harassment. Between classes and  
before and after school, young women and their peers are often loosely supervised or unsupervised, 
creating opportunities for harassment to occur. Our analysis finds that having a more supportive 
school environment is associated with less reported harassment. In fact, school climate is the factor 
that is most strongly correlated with reported harassment for girls in our sample.

The home environment is a central context for young people, and involved parents make a differ-
ence. Children benefit from healthy families with parents who provide supportive environments 
and closely monitor their emotional, social, and academic well-being; they suffer in violent and 
chaotic home environments. It is not surprising that our analysis indicates that girls with more 
parental involvement, including parental help with homework, establishment of a curfew, and 
parental familiarity with friends, report less harassment than girls with less parental involvement. 
Parents who are involved in their children’s lives may also observe neighborhood dynamics and 
offer advice on how to behave to avoid unwanted attention, including attention with a sexual 
connotation. This advice may help youth identify and navigate neighborhood influences.

Poor mental health is related to reported harassment. Young women with mood disorders or other 
mental health concerns may find it particularly challenging to navigate or avoid problematic people 
or places. They may also be more likely to experience symptoms of mood disorders if they have 
experienced harassment. This analysis finds that girls who have been diagnosed with a mood or 
anxiety disorder are more likely to report harassment than girls who have not had such a diagno-
sis. Differences between girls with and without mood or anxiety disorders emerge in our bivariate 
analysis and persist in our multivariate analysis. It is unclear, however, whether existing mental 
health issues make girls more vulnerable to harassment or whether the trauma of experiencing 
such harassment induces mood disorders (Hailey and Saxena, 2013).

Having friends who use drugs increases girls’ risk of harassment. Although peers are typically 
very influential for teens, girls in this study whose friends have negative influences (for example, 
dropped out of school) or positive influences (for example, value studying or are involved in 
school activities) are no more or less likely to report harassment. One exception is that girls who 
report that their friends use drugs are more likely to report harassment.
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Girls’ own risky and delinquent behavior is associated with their reports of harassment. The indices 
summing youths’ reported delinquent and risky behaviors are positively associated with reported 
harassment. Girls who engage in risky behaviors such as smoking, alcohol use, marijuana use, 
and sex are more likely to report harassment. Likewise, girls who engage in delinquent behaviors 
such as carrying a gun, belonging to a gang, stealing, or selling drugs are also more likely to report 
harassment. In fact, our bivariate and multivariate analyses suggest that girls who engage in risky 
behaviors or delinquent behaviors have a harassment index that is about 1 point higher than those 
girls who do not report such behaviors. Again, it is difficult to discern whether harassment causes 
or is caused by risky and delinquent behavior.14

Our analysis paints a more complex picture than the stereotype of a disruptive girl with a string 
of suspensions being more likely to experience sexual harassment than her academically on-track 
peer. For example, being suspended or expelled in the past 2 years is not associated with reported 
harassment, and neither is being educationally on track or participating in school clubs or groups. 
Participation in a gifted and talented program has a moderate positive relationship with reports of 
harassment, however. These findings highlight the complicated interplay between experiencing 
harassment, recognizing it as harassment, and letting others know that it has happened.

Limitations
Our study has two important limitations. First, sexual harassment may be more prevalent among 
our sample than our harassment index suggests, because many incidents of sexual harassment and 
sexual abuse go underreported, perhaps because victims who report incidents are often stigmatized. 
One-half of all students nationwide who are harassed do nothing about it, whereas one-third talk 
about it with a family member and a much smaller proportion report the incident to an authority 
at school (Hill and Kearl, 2011). Moreover, the pervasiveness and subsequent normalization of 
sexual violence in some communities can make it difficult for some people to identify and report 
harassing activity. To address this challenge during the indepth interviews, interview guides in - 
cluded questions asking respondents to describe neighborhood situations and relationships (such 
as “how men treat women” and “what does respect/disrespect look like”) rather than labeling 
certain activities or experiences as harassment.

Second, the neighborhoods of girls in the MTO sample are almost exclusively moderate- to high- 
poverty communities. Nearly all (97 percent) of the girls in our study live in neighborhoods with a  
poverty rate in excess of 10 percent, and the vast majority (80 percent) of the girls live in a neighbor - 
hood with a poverty rate of 17 to 40 percent. As a result of this limited variation in  neighborhood 
poverty, our analyses are unable to detect whether girls in low-poverty neighborhoods report less  
harassment. Therefore, although our regression and bivariate analyses using the MTO Final Impacts  
Evaluation survey does not suggest significant relationships between poverty and reported harass-
ment, we cannot conclude that poverty is not correlated with girls’ experiences of harassment. Racial  

14 See Lauritsen, Sampson, and Laub (1991) to review the difficulty in understanding victimization risk apart from 
delinquent lifestyle behaviors.
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and ethnic composition, however, emerges as a statistically significant factor; girls living in neighbor - 
hoods with greater proportions of White residents report less harassment, equal to approximately 
0.6 point on the harassment index. This relationship may have been able to emerge because of 
more variation in the proportion of White residents in sample members’ neighborhoods. Sampson 
(2012) included racial segregation as one of the core components of what makes a chronically 
disadvantaged community, so it is perhaps not surprising that race plays a key role here.

Policy Implications
Results from the MTO Interim and Final Impacts Evaluation surveys show that adolescent girls 
who move from distressed public housing to neighborhoods with lower poverty rates, less crime, 
more educated and employed adults, and stronger social institutions fare better in terms of their 
mental health than girls who stay in their distressed neighborhoods (Kling, Liebman, and Katz, 
2001; Orr et al., 2003; Sanbonmatsu et al., 2011). Findings from this study and previous indepth 
ethnographic and qualitative studies of MTO suggest that neighborhood sexual context—specifically, 
less harassment, violence, and pressure for early sexual initiation—in lower poverty neighborhoods 
may be a significant part of the explanation for why girls benefited so much from moves to these 
neighborhoods (Briggs, Popkin, and Goering, 2010; Popkin, Leventhal, and Weismann, 2010). 
This study used the MTO Final Impacts Evaluation survey to conduct a nonexperimental, explor-
atory analysis to document the way that girls and women describe how harassment looks and feels 
in their own words. We used the MTO Final Impacts Evaluation survey data to identify the factors 
associated with individual perceptions of harassment, one marker of a CSE.

Women in these communities describe daily life with catcalls, grabbing, sexually suggestive language, 
and violence toward women and even very young girls. This study identifies a number of contextual, 
social and emotional, and economic and demographic factors associated with reported harassment. 
In our analysis, we find that girls reporting the presence of gangs and drugs in their neighborhood—
which are markers of violence and loss of social control—are more likely to report harassment, an 
individual marker of a CSE. Conversely, girls who perceive their neighborhood as a safe place or 
describe their school environment as positive report less harassment. Family and friends also seem 
to influence reported harassment, with greater parental involvement associated with less reported 
harassment and friends who use drugs connected to more reported harassment. Young women with 
mental or behavioral health issues are also more likely to report harassment. Harassment, pressure, 
and violence are shaming and traumatizing for young women and contribute to poor outcomes, 
including early pregnancy, early parenthood, and sexually transmitted diseases, associated with 
youth living in concentrated disadvantage.

We need sustainable solutions to address these realities. Successful interventions will address the 
violence that starts and perpetuates victimization and will build collective efficacy to strengthen 
community ties and positive social norms. Influencing social norms includes addressing prevail-
ing attitudes toward masculinity, femininity, and healthy relationships. Increased community 
discussion of harassment and abuse may uncover existing and previous instances of such activity 
experienced by individuals and necessitate interventions to deal with trauma in the wider com-
munity. We believe effective approaches to combat CSEs will support residents in the development 
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of community interventions that empower female and male youth and their families to no longer 
accept “just the way it is” and create a new set of expectations for their neighborhood that directly 
deal with gender roles, sexual mores, and behaviors.

Acknowledgments

The authors are indebted to the women and girls who let them into their homes and shared their 
experiences. This work is dedicated to them. This research was funded by the Annie E. Casey 
Foundation (AECF), the Smith Richardson Foundation (SRF), and the U.S. Department of Housing 
and Urban Development (HUD). The authors thank each organization for its support but acknowl-
edge that the findings and conclusions presented in this paper are those of the authors alone and 
do not necessarily reflect the opinions of the foundations; the U.S. government; or the Urban 
Institute, its board, or its sponsors. They particularly thank Cindy Guy at AECF, Mark Steinmeyer 
at SRF, and Madlyn Wohlman-Rodriguez and Elizabeth Rudd at HUD for their assistance. The 
authors also thank, at the Urban Institute, Kaitlin Franks for her research assistance, Doug Wissoker 
for his statistical support, Liza Getsinger and Elsa Falkenburger for their expert interviewing, and 
Greg Acs for reviewing early versions of this article.

Authors

Robin Smith is a senior research associate in the Metropolitan Housing and Communities Policy 
Center at the Urban Institute.

Megan Gallagher is a senior research associate in the Metropolitan Housing and Communities 
Policy Center at the Urban Institute.

Susan Popkin is a senior fellow and the Director of the Program on Neighborhoods and Youth at 
the Urban Institute.

Amanda Mireles is a Ph.D. student in sociology at Stanford University.

Taz George is a research assistant in the Metropolitan Housing and Communities Policy Center at 
the Urban Institute.

References

Anderson, Elijah. 1999. Code of the Street: Decency, Violence, and the Moral Life of the Inner City. New 
York: W.W. Norton.

———. 1991. “Neighborhood Effects on Teenage Pregnancy.” In The Urban Underclass, edited by 
Christopher Jencks and Paul E. Peterson. Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution: 375–398.

———. 1990. Streetwise: Race, Class, and Change in an Urban Community. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press.

Benson, Michael L., and Greer Litton Fox. 2004. When Violence Hits Home: How Economics and 
Neighborhood Play a Role. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, National Institute of Justice.



Coercive Sexual Environments: What MTO Tells Us About Neighborhoods and Sexual Safety

109Cityscape

Briggs, Xavier de Souza, Susan J. Popkin, and John Goering. 2010. Moving to Opportunity: The Story 
of an American Experiment To Fight Ghetto Poverty. Oxford, United Kingdom; New York: Oxford 
University Press.

Brooks-Gunn, Jeanne, and Greg J. Duncan. 1997. “The Effects of Poverty on Children,” The Future 
of Children 7 (2): 55–71.

Card, David, and Laura Giuliano. 2011. Peer Effects and Multiple Equilibria in the Risky Behavior 
of Friends. NBER Working Paper 17088. Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research.

Clampet-Lundquist, Susan, Jeffrey Kling, Kathryn Edin, and Greg Duncan. 2011. “Moving 
Teenagers out of High-Risk Neighborhoods: How Girls Fare Better Than Boys,” American Journal of 
Sociology 116 (4): 1154–1189.

Cobbina, Jennifer, Jody Miller, and Rod Brunson. 2008. “Gender, Neighborhood Danger and Risk 
Avoidance Strategies Among Urban African American Youth,” Criminology 46 (3): 501–538.

Dunlap, Eloise, Andrew Golub, and Bruce D. Johnson. 2004. “Girls’ Sexual Development in the 
Inner City: From Compelled Childhood Sexual Contact to Sex-for-Things Exchanges,” Journal of 
Child Sexual Abuse 12 (2): 73–96.

Dupéré, Véronique, Tama Leventhal, and Frank Vitaro. 2012. “Neighborhood Processes, Self-
Efficacy, and Adolescent Mental Health,” Journal of Health and Social Behavior 53 (2): 183–198.

Edin, Kathryn, and Maria Kefalas. 2005. Promises I Can Keep: Why Poor Women Put Motherhood 
Before Marriage. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Ellen, Ingrid Gould, and Margery Austin Turner. 1997. “Does Neighborhood Matter? Assessing 
Recent Evidence,” Housing Policy Debate 8 (4): 833–866.

Flannery, Daniel J., Laura L. Williams, and Alexander T. Vazsonyi. 2010. “Who Are They With and 
What Are They Doing? Delinquent Behavior, Substance Use, and Early Adolescents’ After‐School 
Time,” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry 69 (2): 247–253.

Fox, Greer Litton, and Michael Benson. 2006. “Household and Neighborhood Contexts of Intimate 
Partner Violence,” Public Health Reports 121 (4): 419–427.

Gardner, Carol Brooks. 1995. Passing By: Gender and Public Harassment. Berkeley: University of 
California Press.

Goldstein, Sara E., Oksana Malanchuk, Pamela E. Davis-Kean, and Jacquelynne S. Eccles. 2007. 
“Risk Factors of Sexual Harassment by Peers: A Longitudinal Investigation of African American and 
European American Adolescents,” Journal of Research on Adolescence 17 (2): 285–300.

Gordon, Margaret T., and Stephanie Riger. 1989. The Female Fear: The Social Cost of Rape. New 
York: Free.

Hailey, Chantal, and Priya Saxena. 2013. “HOST—Helping Families, Building Community.” HOST 
Policy Brief Series. Washington, DC: Urban Institute.

Hannon, Lance E. 2005. “Extremely Poor Neighborhoods and Homicide,” Social Science Quarterly 
86 (s1): 1418–1434.



110

Smith, Gallagher, Popkin, Mireles, and George

Housing, Contexts, and the Well-Being of Children and Youth

Harding, David J., Lisa Gennetian, Christopher Winship, Lisa Sanbonmatsu, and Jeffrey R. Kling. 
2010. Unpacking Neighborhood Influences on Education Outcomes: Setting the Stage for Future 
Research. NBER Working Paper 16055. Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research.

Heise, Lori, Mary Ellsberg, and Megan Gottemoeller. 1999. “Ending Violence Against Women.” 
Population Reports, Series L. No. 11. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Hill, Catherine, and Holly Kearl. 2011. Crossing the Line: Sexual Harassment at School. Washington, 
DC: American Association of University Women.

Kawachi, Ichiro, Bruce P. Kennedy, and Richard G. Wilkinson, eds. 1999. Income Inequality and 
Health, Vol. 1. New York: New Press.

Kling, Jeffrey R., Jeffrey B. Liebman, and Lawrence F. Katz. 2001. Bullets Don’t Got No Name: 
Consequences of Fear in the Ghetto. Working paper 225. Evanston, IL; Chicago: Joint Center for 
Poverty Research.

Lauritsen, Janet, Robert Sampson, and John Laub. 1991. “The Link Between Offending and 
Victimization Among Adolescents,” Criminology 29: 265–292.

Leventhal, Tama, and Jeanne Brooks-Gunn. 2004. “A Randomized Study of Neighborhood Effects 
on Low-Income Children’s Educational Outcomes,” Developmental Psychology 40 (4): 488–507.

———. 2000. “The Neighborhoods They Live in: The Effects of Neighborhood Residence on 
Child and Adolescent Outcomes,” Psychological Bulletin 126 (2): 309–337.

Ludwig, Jens, Lisa Sanbonmatsu, Lisa Gennetian, Emma Adam, Greg Duncan, Lawrence Katz, 
Ronald Kessler, Jeffery Kling, Stacy Tessler Lindau, Robert Whitaker, and Thomas McDade. 2011. 
“Neighborhoods, Obesity, and Diabetes—A Randomized Social Experiment,” New England Journal 
of Medicine 365 (16): 1509–1519.

Miller, Jody. 2008. Getting Played: African American Girls, Urban Inequality, and Gendered Violence. 
New York: NYU Press.

Orr, Larry, Judith D. Feins, Robin Jacob, Erik Beecroft, Lisa Sanbonmatsu, Lawrence F. Katz, 
Jeffrey B. Liebman, and Jeffrey R. Kling. 2003. Moving to Opportunity for Fair Housing Demonstration 
Program: Interim Impacts Evaluation. Report prepared by Abt Associates Inc. and the National 
Bureau of Economic Research for the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Office 
of Policy Development and Research. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development.

Popkin, Susan J., Gregory Acs, and Robin Smith. 2010. “Understanding How Place Matters for 
Kids,” Community Investments 22 (1): 23–26.

Popkin, Susan J., Victoria E. Gwiasda, Donald P. Rosenbaum, Lynne M. Olson, and Larry F. 
Buron. 2000. The Hidden War: Crime and the Tragedy of Public Housing in Chicago. New Brunswick, 
NJ: Rutgers University Press.

Popkin, Susan J., Tama Leventhal, and Gretchen Weismann. 2010. “Girls in the ’Hood: How Safety 
Affects the Life Chances of Low-Income Girls,” Urban Affairs Review 45 (6): 715–744.



Coercive Sexual Environments: What MTO Tells Us About Neighborhoods and Sexual Safety

111Cityscape

Popkin, Susan J., and Marla K. McDaniel. 2013. HOST: Can Public Housing Be a Platform for Change? 
Washington, DC: Urban Institute.

Sampson, Robert J. 2012. Great American City: Chicago and the Enduring Neighborhood Effect. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Sampson, Robert J., Jeffrey D. Morenoff, and Thomas Gannon-Rowley. 2002. “Assessing ‘Neigh-
borhood Effects’: Social Processes and New Directions in Research,” Annual Review of Sociology 28: 
443–478.

Sampson, Robert J., Stephen W. Raudenbush, and Felton Earls. 1997. “Neighborhoods and Violent 
Crime: A Multilevel Study of Collective Efficacy,” Science 277 (5328): 918–924.

Sampson, Robert J., Patrick Sharkey, and Stephen W. Raudenbush. 2008. “Durable Effects of 
Concentrated Disadvantage on Verbal Ability Among African-American Children,” Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Sciences 105 (3): 845–852.

Sanbonmatsu, Lisa, Jens Ludwig, Lawrence F. Katz, Lisa A. Gennetian, Greg J. Duncan, Ronald C. 
Kessler, Emma Adam, Thomas W. McDade, and Stacy Tessler Lindau. 2011. Moving to Opportunity 
for Fair Housing Demonstration Program—Final Impacts Evaluation. Washington, DC: U.S. Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development.

Smith, Robin, Susan Popkin, Liza Getsinger, and Michel Grosz. 2008 (September). Neighborhood 
Influences on Youth Transitions to Adulthood: Focus Group and Interview Summary. Unpublished 
working paper by the Urban Institute for the Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Wilson, William Julius. 2011. “Being Poor, Black, and American: The Impact of Political, Economic, 
and Cultural Forces,” American Educator 35 (1): 10–23.

Wodtke, Geoffrey T., David J. Harding, and Felix Elwert. 2011. “Neighborhood Effects in Tempo-
ral Perspective: The Impact of Long-Term Exposure to Concentrated Disadvantage on High School 
Graduation,” American Sociological Review 76 (5): 713–736.

Additional Reading

Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women. 1993. General Recommendation 
19, Violence Against Women (Eleventh session, 1992). U.N. Doc A/47/38 at 1. New York: United 
Nations.

Decker, Michelle, Jay Silverman, and Anita Raj. 2005. “Dating Violence and Sexually Transmitted 
Disease/HIV Testing and Diagnosis Among Adolescent Females,” Pediatrics 116 (2): 2272–2276.

Dunlap, Eloise, Andrew Golub, Bruce D. Johnson, and Ellen Benoit. 2009. “Normalization of 
Violence: Experiences of Childhood Abuse by Inner-City Crack Users,” Journal of Ethnicity in 
Substance Abuse 8 (1): 15–34.

Lauritsen, Janet, and Kristin Carbone-Lopez. 2011. “Gender Differences in Risk Factors for Violent 
Victimization: An Examination of Individual-, Family-, and Community-Level Predictors,” Journal 
of Research in Crime and Delinquency 48: 538–565.



112

Smith, Gallagher, Popkin, Mireles, and George

Housing, Contexts, and the Well-Being of Children and Youth

Lauritsen, Janet, and Robin Schaum. 2004. “The Social Ecology of Violence Against Women,” 
Criminology 42: 323–357.

Ng-Mak, Daisy, Suzanne Salzinger, Richard Feldman, and C. Ann Stueve. 2004. “Pathologic 
Adaptation to Community Violence Among Inner-City Youth,” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry 
74 (2): 196–208.

Ng-Mak, Daisy, Ann Stueve, Suzanne Salzinger, and Richard Feldman. 2002. “Normalization of 
Violence Among Inner-City Youth: A Formulation for Research,” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry 
72 (1): 92–101.

Pain, Rachel. 2001. “Gender, Race, Age, and Fear in the City,” Urban Studies 38 (5–6): 899–913.

Richardson, Jean L., Barbara Radziszewska, Clyde W. Dent, and Brian R. Flay. 1993. “Relationship 
Between After-School Care of Adolescents and Substance Use, Risk Taking, Depressed Mood, and 
Academic Achievement,” Pediatrics 92 (1): 32–38.

Silverman, Jay G., Heather L. McCauley, Michele R. Decker, Elizabeth Miller, Elizabeth Reed, and 
Anita Raj. 2011. “Coercive Forms of Sexual Risk and Associated Violence Perpetrated by Male 
Partners of Female Adolescents,” Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health 43 (1): 60–65.

Welsh, Sandy. 1999. “Gender and Sexual Harassment,” Annual Review of Sociology 25 (1): 169–190.




