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Abstract
Despite media interest in alleged sexual violence and harassment in the UK military, there remains a paucity of UK-based peer-reviewed research in this area. Ministry of Defence and service-specific reports support the suggestion that UK service personnel may be at risk of experiencing sexual harassment. These reports however highlight a reluctance by service personnel to report sexual harassment through official channels. In this article we discuss the paucity of UK-based research pertaining to the prevalence and impact of sexual harassment in the military, explore potential reasons for this gap in knowledge and outline future directions and priorities for academic research.











Key Messages
•	Service-specific reports from the Army and the Royal Navy and Marines suggest that unwanted sexualised behaviour is common in the UK Armed Forces. 
•	Despite this and recent media interest, there remains a lack of peer reviewed research on sexual violence and harassment in the UK Armed Forces.
•	Hyper-masculinity in the military and a reluctance to report sexual assault through official channels may have contributed to a lack of academic focus on this issue. 
•	International research points to a number of detrimental outcomes associated with sexual harassment in the military, this needs to be understood in UK context. 
• 	A programme of UK-based academic research is required to ascertain the scale and impact of the problem.

Introduction
Sexual harassment can be defined as “unwanted conduct of a sexual nature directed at an individual with the purpose or effect of violating his or her dignity, or creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive environment for that individual”[1]. Sexual harassment in the workplace is associated with poor mental and physical health, and poor job-related outcomes[2]. Male-dominated occupations such as the Armed Forces have been linked to higher rates of sexual assault and harassment[3], suggesting service personnel may be particularly at risk. Indeed, research carried out in the UK by Opportunity Now (Project 28-40)[4] found that the highest rates of sexual harassment by occupation were within the Uniformed and Armed Services, with 23% of women indicating they had been sexually harassed in the previous 3 years. 
The media maintains an interest in sexual violence and harassment in the UK Armed Forces. Most recently the controversy surrounding the order for new inquests into the deaths of Private Cheryl James and Private Sean Benton, two of four soldiers who died at the Princess Royal Barracks in Deepcut between 1995 and 2002[5,6], and the suicide, following an allegation of rape, of Royal Military Police Corporal Anne-Marie Ellement[7]. The Deepcut Review[8], an investigation of the circumstances surrounding the first two deaths, led to the suggestion of a culture of bullying and sexual abuse at the Princess Royal Barracks, Deepcut. Furthermore, the recent inquest into the death of Private Cheryl James highlighted historical failings in the Army’s duty of care and sparked media suggestion of a highly sexualised environment in which personnel in a position of authority perpetrated both physical and sexual abuse[9]. 
Despite this, there is a lack of UK-based peer-reviewed research exploring the issue of sexual harassment in the UK Armed Forces. This is in comparison to a large body of international research focusing on this area. In particular, researchers in the US have built up a plethora of academic research investigating military sexual trauma (MST) ([10] for an overview of policy and research trends in the US). The aim of this personal view is to discuss the paucity of UK-based research pertaining to the prevalence and impact of sexual harassment in the military, explore potential reasons for this gap in knowledge and outline future directions and priorities for academic research. 
What do we know about the prevalence and impact of sexual harassment in the UK Armed Forces? 
There is little data available looking at the prevalence of sexual harassment in the UK Armed Forces. In 2004, following increased media interest and complaints, the UK Equal Opportunities Commission began an investigation of sexual harassment against women in the Armed Forces. In response to this, the Ministry of Defence (MOD) embarked on an Action Plan to prevent and deal with sexual harassment[11]. In 2006, the MOD published a research report[12] supporting suggestions that sexualised behaviours were common in the Armed Forces. This report stated that 99% of servicewomen surveyed had experienced jokes, stories, language or material of a sexual nature. Furthermore, 67% had encountered sexual behaviours directed at them, varying from unwelcome comments to sexual assault[12]. Following these findings, the MOD began the implementation phase of its action plan, aiming to “create an environment in the Armed Forces in which harassment is recognised as inappropriate and preventable”. In 2008, the commission concluded that the MOD had put the appropriate procedures in place to tackle sexual harassment. This included a robust complaints process, support for staff reporting harassment, and emphasis on a lack of tolerance for harassment[11]. 
Recent reports however suggest that sexual harassment may still be an issue in the UK Armed Forced. Service-specific reports published in 2015 suggest that inappropriate sexualised behaviour is still common. In the Army Sexual Harassment Report[13], 90% of service personnel had experienced sexualised behaviours, and 4% reported an upsetting experience involving targeted sexual behaviours in the last 12 months. Similarly, the Royal Navy and Royal Marine Sexual Harassment survey[14] reported over 90% of personnel had experienced sexual jokes/stories or sexually explicit language, and 2% reported a sexual assault in the past 12 months. It is important to highlight that men also report being subjected to sexual harassment and assault in the Armed Forces. The Army Sexual Harassment Report[13] found that 3% of servicemen had experienced an upsetting experience involving targeted sexualised behaviour in the past 12 months[13]. In addition these reports highlight low rates of reporting, often due to fear of repercussions and negative effects on their career[13,14]. 
Notwithstanding, these reports emphasise the extent to which a sexualised environment characterised by sexual jokes and ‘banter’ is common in the UK Armed Forces. It is important, however, to view this within the context of a hyper-masculine military culture. Whilst the majority of the service personnel surveyed report experiencing sexualised behaviours of this type, there is no indication that this had a detrimental effect. Indeed, hyper-masculine ‘banter’, including that of a sexual nature, has been described as a core component and resource for fostering camaraderie within the masculinised environment of the military[12,15]. As such, it may be important for researchers to distinguish between sexualised behaviours that have a deleterious effect, and those that form a part of what is considered acceptable in this cultural context. To be clear, this is not to suggest that inappropriate sexual behaviours might on occasion be dismissed as mere ‘banter’, or as ‘par for the course’ of military life. Rather, research into sexual harassment would benefit from a nuanced cultural exploration of the ‘boundaries’ that service personnel draw up for themselves regarding what is and is not considered acceptable, and how such boundaries are negotiated, maintained, managed and policed.  

What are the potential reasons for the knowledge gap? 
There are a number of possible reasons for the lack of focus and academic research on sexual violence and harassment in the UK Armed Forces. Firstly, a general acceptance of hyper-masculine banter and behaviour as part of the military culture is apparent[12,15]. Qualitative data from the Equal Opportunities/MOD report[12] suggested that being ‘macho’ was an important part of men’s identity in the military, and sexual objectification of women was common. Indeed, the servicewomen interviewed generally accepted that derogatory and offensive language and behaviour was part of working in a male-dominated environment. 
Secondly, the mechanisms of reporting do not appear to be effective in capturing the true extent of the problem. The MOD have policies and procedures in place to deal with complaints of sexual harassment[17], yet formal channels of complaint are found to be the least utilised method of resolution[12]. Indeed, only 3% of Army personnel and 15% of Navy personnel who reported having an upsetting experience related to sexualised behaviour made a formal complaint[13,14]. As discussed above, underreporting is often due to a fear of potential negative consequences on the individual’s career[12,13,14]. 
A final reason is that the focus of the recent media in the UK on ‘hazing’, or the initiation of new male recruits in the form of sexual assault and rape would suggest that such behaviour is used to intimidate new recruits in the knowledge that perpetrators are rarely prosecuted [16]. Service-specific reports also indicate lower ranks are more likely to experience targeted sexualised behaviours[13] and the higher the rank of the perpetrator the less likely the victim is to make a formal complaint[12]. This tendency to accept sexualised behaviours and harassment as part of the military culture, and to not report sexual harassment, is likely to have contributed historically to underreporting and a lack of recognition of sexual harassment as a problem. 
What are the future directions and priorities for academic research in the UK?
Considering the prevalence indicated in the reports outlined above, it is imperative that UK academics begin to focus on the scale and impact of this issue on both victims and the UK Armed Forces as a whole. The male-dominated nature of the military is set to become increasing pertinent as greater numbers of women join the Armed Forces. It is clear from US research and UK reports that there are both male and female victims of sexual harassment in the military. However, it is reported that UK servicewomen are more likely be offended by sexualised behaviours, and to experience targeted sexualised behaviours compared to servicemen[13.14]. The Equal Opportunities/MOD report[12] indicated that servicemen saw sexual banter and male bonding as being an important part of the military culture, and that this was inhibited by the presence of women. Whilst it was felt by some that equal opportunities training programmes were making a difference, it will be important to focus on the impact of increasing numbers of servicewomen and the integration of women into the male-dominated military culture on the prevalence of sexual harassment. 
Research conducted in the US and internationally points to a number of detrimental outcomes associated with experiencing sexual harassment during military service. A number of psychological difficulties are reported, including increased symptoms of depression, anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), substance use disorders and sleep problems[10,18]. Furthermore, individuals who have experienced MST have more problems readjusting to civilian life[19], and MST is associated with increased risk of homelessness following discharge[20]. Whilst there are a number of differences between the UK and US militaries making comparison questionable, it is clear that sexual violence and harassment makes service personnel more vulnerable to psychosocial problems. Indeed it is of note that sexual assault in general is associated with greater risk of PTSD than exposure to other traumatic events[21]. Although these findings give us some insight into the psychological impact on victims of sexual harassment in the military, UK-based research is needed to better understand the impact in the UK context. 
Not only are there likely to be detrimental effects on the individuals as a result of sexual harassment, but also on the military as an organisation. The Armed Forces represents a distinct environment in which day-to-day exposure to colleagues and workplace is much higher than most civilian jobs[13]. As such, those who experience sexual harassment may be forced to spend a lot of time around the perpetrator. Both the Army and the Royal Navy and Royal Marines Sexual Harassment surveys[13,14] report that a number of service personnel who had experienced sexual harassment felt uncomfortable at work, no longer enjoyed their work, and in particular had lost respect for those involved. This is likely to have a negative effect on the individual’s ability and commitment to work, and in turn may be damaging to unit cohesion and operational effectiveness[13]. Furthermore, individuals may even decide on the basis of an upsetting experience that they no longer want to serve in the Armed Forces, making this a potentially retention-negative issue for the MOD. As such, research is needed to ascertain the effect that sexual harassment has on the operational effectiveness of the Armed Forces as a whole. 
In order to effectively deal with and prevent sexual harassment in the UK Armed Forces, an understanding of both victim and perpetrator is required. UK reports suggest that victims of sexual harassment tend to be female, young and of lower ranks[12,13,14]. Those responsible for sexual harassment are more often male than female, and in positions of power[12,13,14]. However pre-service (i.e. socio-demographic background, psychological problems) and in-service determinants (i.e. exposure to combat, gender ratio of units) are currently unknown. To develop effective preventative initiatives that educate and train service personnel and provide early intervention strategies to help those who experience sexual harassment requires an enhanced understanding of these issues. 
Conclusions 
MOD and service-specific reports suggest that UK service personnel may be at particular risk of experiencing sexual harassment, and demonstrate existing policy for dealing with sexual harassment [17]. However, these reports also highlight a reluctance by service personnel to report sexual harassment through official channels. Independent UK-based academic research is necessary to ascertain the scale of the problem. Moreover, given the deleterious impact on mental health and wellbeing, and workplace satisfaction, as well as the overall operational effectiveness of the military, such research is imperative to identify the risk factors and outcomes of sexual harassment. A systematic research programme–along the lines of that which exists in the US – is urgently needed. This will enable the development of effective strategies to: reduce the prevalence of sexual harassment in the UK Armed Forces, and inform clinicians and service providers of the specific needs of victims of sexual harassment in-service. 
Acknowledgments
The authors would like to thank Professor Susan Klein, Dr Nick Caddick, Dr Linda Cooper and Alex Cooper for their help and advice during the preparation of this manuscript. 


References
1. Government Equalities Office. Equality Act 2010 [Internet]. 2010 [cited 21 March 2017]; Available from: http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15. 
2. McDonald P. Workplace Sexual Harassment 30 Years on: A Review of the Literature. International Journal of Management Reviews, 2012; 14: 1-7.
3. Trade Union Congress. Still just a bit of banter? Sexual Harassment in the workplace in 2016. [Internet] 2016 [cited 21 March 2017]. Available from: https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/SexualHarassmentreport2016.pdf.
4. Nawrockyi L, Swiszczowski L, Saunders R, Colquhoun-Alberts T. Project 28-40, Opportunity Now & PwC [Internet]. 2014 [cited 21 March 2017]. Available from: www.bitc.org.uk/system/files/project_28-40_the_report.pdf.  
5. Barrett D. New inquest into Deepcut death of Private Cheryl James amid fears of foul play. The Telegraph [Internet]. 2014 [cited 21 March 2017]; Available from: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/defence/10975927/New-inquest-into-Deepcut-death-of-Private-Cheryl-James-amid-fears-of-foul-play.html.
6. Spillett R. New inquest ordered into the 'suicide' of a soldier who died at the notorious Deepcut barracks 21 years ago 'with five bullet wounds in his chest'. The Daily Mail [Internet]. 2016 [cited 21 March 2017]; Available from: http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3837932/Fresh-inquest-ordered-death-Private-Sean-Benton-Deepcut.html.
7. Mortimer C. Anne-Marie Ellement: One of two soldiers accused of rape admits 'verbally abusing' corporal after sex. The Independent [Internet]. 2016 [cited 21 March 2017]; Available from: http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/crime/anne-marie-ellement-one-of-the-soldiers-accused-of-rape-admits-verbally-abusing-corporal-after-a6986826.html. 
8. Blake N. The Deepcut Review. [Internet] 2006 [cited 21 March 2017]; Available from: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/228930/0795.pdf. 
9. Owen J. Deepcut: Allegations point to 'culture of cruelty' where sexual assaults and rape were widespread at army barracks. The Independent [Internet]. 2016 [cited on 21 March 2017]; Available from: http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/crime/deepcut-allegations-reveal-culture-of-cruelty-where-sexual-assaults-and-rape-were-widespread-at-army-a6815266.html. 
10. Stander, VA, Tomsen, CJ. Sexual Harassment and Assault in the U.S. Military: A Review of Policy and Research Trends. Military Medicine. 2016;181:1-20.
11. Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of Armed Forces. Training Resources on Defence Reform and Gender [Internet]. 2009 [cited 13 April 2017]. Available from: http://www.dcaf.ch/Publications/Training-Resources-on-Defence-Reform-and-Gender. 
12. Rutheford S, Schneider R, Walmsley A. Quantitative & Qualitative research into sexual harassment in the Armed Forces [Internet]. 2006 [cited 21 March 2017]. Available from: http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20121026065214/http://www.mod.uk/NR/rdonlyres/538E55EE-9CA4-4177-9A0B-6853A431B283/0/20060522SRReport.pdf.  
13. Ministry of Defence. Sexual Harassment: A study of the Servicemen and Servicewomen. An investigation into the nature, prevalence and management of sexual harassment within the British Army [Internet]. 2015 [cited 21 March 2017]. Available from: https://www.gov.uk/government/.../ADR005000-Sexual_Harassment_Report.pdf.   
14. Harris Interactive. Royal Navy and Royal Marines Sexual Harassment Survey [Internet]. 2015 [cited 21 March 2017]. Available from:  https://www.gov.uk/.../20160512_RN_RM_2015_Sexual_Harassment_Report.pdf.  
15. Caddick N, Smith B, Pheonix C. Male combat veterans’ narratives of PTSD, masculinity, and health. Sociology of Health & Illness. 2015;37(1):97-111.
16. Crone, J. Soldiers accused of 'gang-raping' male recruits in barracks as part of alleged bullying tactics. The Daily Mail [Internet]. 2014 [cited on 22 March 2017]. Available from: http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2881672/Soldiers-accused-gang-raping-male-recruits-barracks-alleged-bullying-tactics.html. 
17. Ministry of Defence. JSP 839 – Victims’ Services [Internet]. 2015 [cited 22 March 2017]. Available from: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/488634/20151116-JSP839.pdf 
18. Turchik JA, Wilson SM.  Sexual assault in the U.S. military: A review of the literature and recommendations for the future. Aggression and Violent Behaviour. 2010;15:267-277. 
19. Skinner KM, Kressin N, Frayne S, Tripp TJ, Hankin CS. The prevalence of Military Sexual Assault among female Veterans’ Administration outpatients. Journal of Interpersonal Violence. 2000;15(3):291-310.
20. Pavao J, Turchik JA, Hyun JK, Karpenko J, Saweikis M, McCutcheon S, et al. Military Sexual Trauma Among Homeless Veterans. Journal of General Internal Medicine. 2013;28(S2):S536-S541.
21. Klein S, Alexander DA. Epidemiology and presentation of posttraumatic disorders. Psychiatry. 2009;8(8):282-287. 

