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Abstract

Each year in the United States thousands of college students head out to complete an internship as 
part of a degree requirement.  Students Title IX rights apply to any internship that is required to 
complete a degree so that students can complete them without being harassed; and if harassed have 
the support of their internship coordinator and/or Title IX coordinator to stop it.  However, two 
recent studies of hospitality students revealed that it is not common knowledge that students Title 
IX rights follow them off campus to their internship.  This article will provide the key findings of 
the two studies on sexual harassment of student interns and make recommendations on what stu-
dents, internship coordinators and employers should do to protect those rights in the future.   
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INTRODUCTION

The issue of sexual harassment is now reported 
daily in the news media.  The list of those ac-
cused of sexual harassment grows by the day in 
all aspects of the private and public sector.  It is 
no secret that one of the industries that is rife 
with sexual harassment is the hospitality industry, 
especially the food service sector.  In fact, more 
than 14% of the 41,250 sexual harassment claims 
filed in the USA from 2005 to 2015 were in the 
food service and hospitality sector (Meyer, 2017).  
In 2018, a restaurant group that operates two In-
ternational House of Pancakes (IHOP) franchise 
restaurants in Southern Illinois paid $975,000 to 
18 claimants to settle sexual harassment and  

 

retaliation claims filed with the Equal Employ-
ment Opportunity Commission (EEOC).  Yet, 
each year hospitality programs routinely require 
students, who are mostly female, to complete an 
internship in an industry which is notorious for 
sexual harassment in the workplace.  

In this article I will describe two recent studies 
that were completed to investigate whether hos-
pitality students Title IX rights were being safe-
guarded during an internship.  As mentioned, 
Title IX states that, “No person in the United 
States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded 
from participation in, be denied the benefits of, 
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or be subjected to discrimination under any 
education program or activity receiving Federal 
financial assistance.”   The first study was a de-
scriptive one to see if student interns were being 
harassed.  The second one was prompted by the 
study findings of the first one; it was a qualita-
tive study involving internship coordinators at 
the top 25 hospitality programs to see what they 
are doing to protect students Title IX rights 
during an internship.  The findings are relevant 
to all academic units and businesses that em-
ploy interns so recommendations will be made 
for students, internship coordinators, and em-
ployers to protect students’ rights. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Sexual Harassment

Sexual harassment was thrust into the national 
spotlight when Anita Hill was testifying in 1991 
before the Senate Judiciary Committee in a tele-
vised hearing about being harassed by Clarence 
Thomas when she worked for him at the De-
partment of Education.  At the time, many of 
the male Senators on both sides of the aisle were 
dismissive of her claims and were quite hostile 
to her unlike the soft treatment given Thomas 
as to his behavior.  Although Hill’s testimony 
did not stop the Senators from confirming 
Thomas as a Supreme Court Justice, Congress 
did take action in 1991 to strengthen Title VII 
of The Civil Rights Act of 1991.  We saw his-
tory repeat itself in the 2018 of Christine Blasey 
Ford, a psychologist who lives in California and 
teaches at Palo Alto University, who testified be-
fore Congress that Supreme Court nominee 
Brett Kavanaugh attempted to rape her when 
they were at a gathering of teenagers at a Mary-
land home in 1982.  Even though she and other 
women came forward with similar allegations, 
the Senate did not take the women seriously 

enough to vote against giving Kavanaugh a life-
time appointment on the Supreme Court, per-
haps signaling to other women that their claims 
of sexual misconduct on the part of privileged 
males will be disavowed as well so better to re-
main quiet.

Perhaps more people are familiar with Gretchen 
Carlson, a former Fox News anchor, who sued 
her old boss, Roger Ailes, for sexual harassment.  
In her suit, Ms. Carlson claimed that Mr. Ailes 
made sexual advances toward her and later fired 
her because she complained about sexual ha-
rassment at the network (Koblin, 2016).  Of 
course Mr. Ailes denied it.  In the end, Ms. 
Carlson was taken seriously and awarded 20 
million dollars and an apology from Fox News.  
Readers are encouraged to read her book where 
she shares her own experiences, those of other 
women, and gives sound advice on what women 
can do to empower and protect themselves in 
the workplace or college campus (Carlson, 
2017).  

The current definition of sexual harassment pro-
vided by the Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission reads as:

“Unwelcome sexual advances, requests for 
sexual favors, and other verbal or physical 
conduct of a sexual nature constitute sexual 
harassment when: a) Submission to such 
conduct is made either explicitly or 
implicitly a term of condition of an 
individual’s employment, b) Submission to 
or rejection of such conduct by an 
individual is used as the basis of employ-
ment decisions affecting such individual; or 
c) Such conduct has the purpose or effect 
of unreasonably interfering with and 
individual’s work performance or creating 
an intimidating, hostile, or offensive 
working environment.” (Facts about sexual 
harassment, n.d.)
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Survey after survey makes it clear that the vast 
majority of sexual harassment perpetrators are 
men and the vast majority of victims are women 
(Pryor, LaVite & Stoller, 1993).  This is true be-
cause men have used their economic power, 
their positions of authority, and their gender-
based power (including the underlying threat of 
violence as the basis for their ability to harass 
and intimidate women) for the purposes of 

“forcing sexual access, enforcing male domi-
nance, and applying strategic harassment to 
drive women out of male occupations” 
(Langelan, 1993, p. 71).  That is why Langelan 
(1993) gets more to the point by defining sexual 
harassment as “the inappropriate sexualization 
of an otherwise nonsexual relationship, an as-
sertion by men of the primacy of a women’s 
sexuality over her role as a worker or profession-
al colleague or student.” (p. 34).

Sexual harassment is not a victimless crime; it 
causes great suffering for those who experience 
it in the workplace.  As (Matulewicz, 2016) 
points out:

“Sexual harassment is a demeaning practice, 
one that constitutes a profound affront to 
the dignity of the employees forced to 
endure it.  By requiring an employee to 
contend with unwelcome sexual actions or 
explicit sexual demands, sexual harassment 
in the workplace attacks the dignity and 
self-respect of the victim both as an 
employee and as a human being” (p. 130).

According to Bravo and Cassedy (1992) women 
can suffer psychological, physical, and econom-
ic effects, not to mention the ill-effects imposed 
on their families and the employer.  Psychologi-
cal effects include self-doubt, denial, self-blame, 
invalidation, humiliation, loss of interest in 
work, loss of trust, anger, and depression.  
Depression alone can lead to lack of appetite 
causing weight loss, sleep disorders, decreased 

sex drive, fatigue, feelings of worthlessness, in-
ability to focus, and suicidal thoughts.  Women 
suffer economically because they leave or lose 
their jobs often times for lower paying jobs in 
addition to the attorney and doctor fees it takes 
to file a sexual harassment claim providing they 
are not fired for taking their complaint to hu-
man resources (HR), which is not atypical.  The 
family suffers, too, because someone being ha-
rassed at work has to show restraint only to go 
home and take their emotions out on the family, 
who do not understand the underlying reasons 
for the sudden change in behavior.  Finally, the 
company suffers the effects of harassment not 
only in the millions paid to settle sexual harass-
ment claims, but the loss of productivity, in-
creased absenteeism, higher employee turnover, 
and the costs associated with hiring new em-
ployees. 

Sexual Harassment in the Hospitality Industry

According to the US Government’s’ Bureau of 
Labor Statistics (BLS) the leisure and hospitality 
supersector is part of the service-providing in-
dustries supersector group, including financial 
activities and business and professional services.  
The different sectors of the hospitality industry 
include food & beverage, lodging, recreation, as 
well as travel and tourism businesses. 

The hospitality industry is one of the largest and 
fastest-growing sectors in the service industry 
on the planet (Morgan & Pritchard, 2018).  
Globally, women comprise 70 percent of the 
tourism and hospitality workforce but less than 
40 percent in managerial positions (Baum & 
Cheung, 2015).  According the US Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, the leisure and hospitality in-
dustry employed over 16 million people at the 
end of 2017 (Industries at a glance, n.d.).  
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Sexual harassment continues to be a major 
problem in the hospitality industry (Madera, 
Guchait, & Dawson, 2018) not only for restau-
rant servers but housekeepers in hotels as well 
(Kensbock, Bailey, Jennings, & Patiar, 2015).  
Despite the laws and legislation that have been 
enacted to prevent it 10-20% of workers report 
experiencing bullying, violence and sexual ha-
rassment in the workplace (Ram, 2018).  

One of the underlying causes of harassment in 
restaurants is due to the fact that employees 
work in spaces where people go to socialize with 
friends, family, co-workers, and others.  Unfor-
tunately, these social spaces are renowned for 
having sexualized work environments where 
sexual harassment is rampant, if not encouraged 
by the restaurant culture (Poulston, 2007 & 
Leyton, 2014).  Restaurant employees do their 
jobs when others are socializing and having a 
good time while they work nights, weekends, 
and holidays and become separated from their 
normal social and sexual activities creating a 
subculture that has a special bond perpetuating 
the sexualized work environment (Anders, 
1993).  Female servers, especially, have to con-
tend with male managers who are told to look 
their best, watch their weight, dress as though 
date ready, wear push up bra’s, shorter shorts, 
and more to essentially invite harassment from 
customers (Covert, 2014).  Or, as Guiffre 
&Williams (1994) puts it, “waitresses are ex-
pected to be friendly, helpful, and sexually avail-
able to the male customers…consequently some 
women are reluctant to label blatantly offensive 
behaviors as sexual harassment (p. 386-387).

One key aspect of the food and beverage indus-
try is that servers depend on tipping to earn a 
living.  Servers are at the mercy of the customers 
because they hold economic power over them in 

the form of tips, which they depend on to earn 
a living.  That dilemma forces servers to endure 
endless inappropriate verbal and physical be-
haviors which makes a high stress job that much 
more difficult due to harassment (The Glass 
Floor, 2014).  Verbal behaviors which include 
sexual teasing, jokes, remarks about sexual ori-
entation, flirting, and being told, as mentioned 
above, by managers to wear tighter/revealing 
clothing that expose oneself sexually.  Physical 
behaviors include pressure for dates, sexually 
suggestive looks and gestures, deliberate touch-
ing, cornering, pinching, attempts at kissing or 
hugging, patting, fondling, being ask to sit on 
one’s lap, and more.

Hospitality Internships

A sufficient reason for the wrongness of sexual 
harassment in higher education is “that the ha-
rassment of any person or group for any reason 
– sexual, religious, ethnic, racial, etc. – jeopar-
dizes the conditions under which learning can 
take place” (Holmes, 2001, p. 187).  As such, 
there must be confidence on the part of all stu-
dents that professors, staff, fellow students, and 
others will not exploit that trust in them for 
their personal gain and harassing a student in 
any way violates that trust.  To enable a student 
to obtain an education without harassment, Ti-
tle IX of the Education Amendments Act of 
1972 is a federal law that states, “No person in 
the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be 
excluded from participation in, be denied the 
benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination 
under any education program or activity receiv-
ing Federal financial assistance.”  Title IX rights 
do apply to students when participating in aca-
demic activities that are part of a degree plan.  
The Department of Education’s Office for Civil 
Rights (OCR), guidelines make it clear that ed-
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ucation programs and activities covered by Title 
IX include “any academic, extracurricular, re-
search, occupational training or other educa-
tion program or activity operated by the recipi-
ent” (Bowman & Lipp, 2000, p. 115).  

In addition, Universities are required by the Of-
fice of Civil Rights (OCR) to:

“…develop and implement procedures 
regarding sexual harassment of students 
during educational programs that are not 
operated wholly by the school, as in the 
case of internships, and to refrain from 
cooperating with outside organizations 
known to discriminate…and that the 
University is obligated to provide a prompt, 
thorough and equitable investigation of 
any report of sex-based discrimination, 
sexual harassment or sexual violence. This 
obligation remains even in the absence of a 
formal complaint.”  

Therefore, internship coordinators not only 
need to inform students that their Title IX 
rights follow them off campus; they must pre-
pare students to handle any situation where 
their rights are potentially being violated during 
the course of an internship.  They do not bear 
this responsibility alone; they have the support 
of the Title IX coordinators on campus, who are 
required by the statute, to investigate com-
plaints of sexual harassment made by students 
during their internship.

According to Zopiatas and Constanti (2012), 
an internship is defined as “a structured and 
career-relevant supervised professional work / 
learning experience, paid or unpaid, within an 
approved hospitality company/organization un-
der the direct supervision of at least one practic-

ing hospitality professional and one faculty 
member, for which a hospitality student can 
earn academic credit” (p. 44).  

Internships are designed to connect the class-
room to the industry where students can apply 
what they learned in the context of the myriad 
of businesses and acquire hands-on learning 
working for those businesses that are part of the 
hospitality industry.  According to Self, Adler 
and Sydnor (2016), students who completed an 
internship: a) enjoy greater job satisfaction,  
b) obtain initial employment more quickly,  
c) report higher starting salaries than those stu-
dents not participating in a college internship, 
d) apply classroom material/theory to real world 
situations, e) develop skills such as problem 
solving, critical thinking, and networking, and 
f ) become more familiar with the industry.  Em-
ployers also benefit from student internships 
because they: a) provide a trial period as they 
offer a low-cost opportunity to work with a per-
spective employee providing labor hours to the 
company, b) act as a realistic job preview, which 
has been shown to set realistic job expectations, 
helps reduce thoughts of quitting, and increases 
job survival for new hires, and c) spread positive 
word of mouth about the business to recruit fu-
ture interns if the experience was a positive one.  
Institutions also “benefit from internships by 
the ability to advertise their relationships with 
the industry to potential students and parents, 
increase the school’s visibility, and in the long 
term help build loyalty from former students 
due to successful placements” (Self, et al. 2016).

Research into other academic fields where stu-
dents complete internships also finds incidences 
of sexual harassment.  A study conducted by 
Kettl, Siberski, Hischman and Wood (1993) 
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found that 40 percent of the 158 nursing and 
occupational therapy students who participated 
in the study endured sexual harassment of a ver-
bal or sexual nature; sexual innuendo (40%) 
was the most common form while verbal re-
quests for a sex act the least common (22%).  As 
reported in other studies, students chose to ig-
nore the harasser or joke about it which proved 
to be a successful coping mechanism to handle 
the harassment about 85 percent of the time.  
Since the time of the 1993 study, not much has 
improved for nursing interns given Seun Ross, 
Director of Nursing Practice and Work Envi-
ronment at the American Nurses Association, 
who was quoted as saying: 

“The topic of sexual harassment needs to be 
addressed throughout nurses’ careers: in 
nursing school, during internships, and in 
the workplace. The onus is on the 
educators – the professors, the dean, the 
chief nursing officer – that this kind of 
behavior will not be tolerated and it is safe 
to report it.” (Nelson, 2018, p. 19).

Nelson, Rutherford, Hindle and Clancy (2017) 
re-administered their Survey of Academic Field 
Experiences (SAFE) that established the fact 
that scientists, particularly during trainee stages, 
experience sexual harassment and sexual assault 
while conducting field work.  The second SAFE 
study surveyed 666 respondents who had con-
ducted field research across life, physical and 
social sciences.  Examples of sexual harassment 
included “unwanted flirtation or verbal sexual 
advances, field site manager insisting on con-
ducting conversations while naked, proposi-
tions, and jokes about physical appearance or 
intelligence that were sexually motivated or 
gendered” (Nelson, et. al., 2017).  Sadly, most 
of those interviewed said they were not in a po-

sition to say no and women resorting to hiding, 
leaving, or confronting offenders did not deter 
the site director leaving the researchers to con-
clude that until codes of conduct (rules) cou-
pled with accountability for transgressions 
(consequences for sexual harassment) are adopt-
ed and rigorously enforced women will contin-
ue suffer at the hands of males wielding social 
and economic power during their field work.

TWO STUDIES ON PROTECTING STUDENTS 

TITLE IX RIGHTS

Study 1 – Descriptive Study of Sexual 

Harassment of Hospitality Students

The purpose of the first descriptive study was to 
determine whether or not US hospitality stu-
dents were sexually harassed during an intern-
ship.  The following questions were asked to 
determine whether students’ Title IX rights 
were being protected during an internship, 
namely: a) did female students experience sexu-
al harassment more than their male counter-
parts?, b) who was harassing students?, c) what 
actions did students take in response to harass-
ment?, d) were students informed as to the 
forms of sexual harassment they may encounter 
during an internship?, and e) were students 
trained by the internship coordinator or the 
employer to handle sexual harassment if experi-
enced during the internship?

The sample consisted of students enrolled at 
four hospitality programs that are typically 
ranked among the top ten in the United States, 
according to Brizek & Khan (2002).  An e-mail 
with a link to the survey was sent out several 
times (one week apart) to those students who 
had completed an internship within the past year 
by their internship coordinator to boost response 
rates.  The e-mail also described the purpose of 
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the study, what students were being asked to do, 
a statement on confidentiality, risks and benefits, 
and that participation was voluntary. 

The survey instrument used to determine if stu-
dents were being sexually harassed during in-
ternships was based on a study conducted by 
Fitzgerald, Magley, Drasgow, and Craig (1999).  
The instrument, known as the Sexual Experi-
ences Questionnaire (SEQ) was developed to 
investigate sexual harassment of women in the 
military.  The SEQ is broken into four catego-
ries, namely: a) gender harassment, sexist hostil-
ity, b) gender harassment, sexual hostility, c) 
unwanted sexual attention, and d) sexual coer-

cion.  Gender harassment (sexist and sexual 
hostility) is defined as mostly verbal and non-
verbal behaviors that convey degrading, hostile 
and insulting attitudes about women.  Unwant-
ed sexual attention was defined as verbal and 
nonverbal behavior that is deemed offensive, 
unwanted and unreciprocated.  Sexual coercion 
was defined as pressuring someone into doing 
sexual favors in return for job-related perks and 
rewards, which is class quid quo pro harassment 
(something for something).   Respondents indi-
cate the degree of harassment on a 5-point Lik-
ert Scale, from 1 “Never” to 5 “Always.”  The 
four scales and their items for the SEQ are 
found in Table 1.
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In addition to the SEQ, students were asked if 
harassment came from: a) female managers, co-
workers, or customers and/or b) male managers, 
co-workers, or customers. To determine if stu-
dents suffered physical and psychological effects 
due to harassment they were asked if they found 
it difficult to do their job as a result of harass-
ment.  Students were also asked to indicate what 
actions, if any, they took in response to harass-
ment.

Due to the reputation of the hospitality indus-
try for sexual harassment, it was important to 
determine if students were being informed as to 
the inappropriate behaviors they may encounter 
during an internship.  Students were also asked 
if they were given training by the internship co-
ordinator or employer on what to do if harassed.

The survey concluded with questions concern-
ing the demographics of the respondents, in-
cluding: a) the program they were attending, b) 
gender, c) the sector of the hospitality industry 
where they did their internship, d) racial/ethnic 
group, g) grade level, h) whether member of 
LBGTQ community, i) international or domes-
tic student, j) and age.  

There was an overall response rate of 36% from 
the 786 students from the four universities who 
were invited to participate in the survey.  The 
sample was comprised mostly of female stu-
dents (75%), which fit the demographic of to-
day’s hospitality programs that are dominated 
by female students.  Just over half of the stu-
dents (50.7%) were age 21 (28%), and 22 
(22.7%), respectively.  The racial/ethnic group 
of the sample was comprised of Caucasian stu-
dents (45.8%), followed by Asian students 
(34.7%), then Hispanic/Latino (13.5%) and 
African American (3.4%).  The majority of re-
spondents were seniors (74.5%) and juniors 

(18.5%), which is typically when students com-
plete their internships.  A small percentage of 
the sample (6.8%) indicated they considered 
themselves a member of the LBTGQ commu-
nity.  Only 16% of the sample was comprised of 
international students.  

Fortunately, the majority of those who partici-
pated in the study indicated that they “never” 
experienced sexual harassment of any kind dur-
ing their internship.  As show in Table 1, stu-
dents did encounter aspects of “Gender harass-
ment, sexist hostility” and “Gender harassment, 
sexual hostility” but did not encounter “Sexual 
coercion” during their internship.  With respect 
to “Gender harassment, sexist hostility,” the be-
havior with the highest incidence experienced 
by students, was “treated you differently because 
of your sex,” (24%).  With respect to “Gender 
harassment, sexual hostility,” the behaviors with 
the highest incidence experienced by students, 
was: a) “Repeatedly told sexual stories or jokes 
that were offensive to you?” (25.8%), b) “Stared, 
leered, or ogled you in a way that made you feel 
uncomfortable?” (23.9%), and “Made crude 
and offensive sexual remarks, either publicly 
(for example, in your workplace) or to you pri-
vately?” (22.1%).

Female students did experience harassment sig-
nificantly higher than males in a few cases with 
respect to: a) “Treated you “differently” because 
of your sex,” b) “Made offensive sexist remarks,” 
c) “Put you down or was condescending to you 
because of your sex?” and d) “Stared, leered, or 
ogled you in a way that made you feel uncom-
fortable?” However, male student interns were 
harassed significantly higher than females when 
it came to “Exposed themselves physically in a 
way that embarrassed/made you feel uncom-
fortable.”  
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It came as no surprise that female student in-
terns who indicated they experienced harass-
ment were harassed by male managers (26.7%), 
male co-workers (52%), and male customers 
(44.8%).  

When we isolated only those students who re-
ported they felt strong emotions “slightly,” 

“moderately,” or “mostly” in response to harass-
ment; there were 39.3% who experienced such 
emotions even when they “slightly” experienced 

“offensive sexist remarks” or when someone “dis-
played, used, or distributed sexist or suggestive 
materials.”  When we isolated only those stu-
dents who experienced various forms of sexual 
harassment “slightly” or “moderately” there 
were 39.3% who reported they “slightly” found 
it difficult to do their job when someone: a) 

“Displayed, used, or distributed sexist or sugges-
tive materials,” b) “Made offensive remarks,” 
and/or c) “Whistled, called or hooted in a sexu-
al way.”

It came as no surprise that students who experi-
enced harassment did what most victims do, for 
any myriad of reasons, they opted not to take 
action to deal with it.  Instead, students tended 
to avoid the person responsible for the harass-
ment (14%), ignored the behavior or did noth-
ing (13.7%), or reported it privately to family, 
friends, and others.  A small percentage of the 
sample asked the person to stop (10.8%), re-
ported it to their manager (5.9%), reported it 
to human resources (3.1%), or reported it back 
to their internship coordinator (2%).  Six stu-
dents actually left the company as a result of the 
harassment but there was not a follow up ques-
tion on the survey to ask if they reported it to 
their internship coordinator.  

An overwhelming majority of respondents 
(81%) indicated that they were not given any 
fair warning as to the inappropriate sexual be-
havior they may encounter during their intern-
ship, regardless of the sector where it was to be 
completed.  There were 57% of respondents 
who reported they were not given any training 
on how to handle sexual harassment during 
their internship. The majority of respondents 
indicated that more than half of employers 
(53.4%) did not provide any training/informa-
tion by their manager (or anyone else in the or-
ganization where they did their internship) on 
what they should do if they encountered sexual 
harassment during their internship.  

Study 2 – Qualitative Study of Internship 

Coordinators

Two key study findings jumped out in particular 
from the first study which prompted a second 
qualitative study involving internship coordina-
tors.  The first key finding was that a majority of 
students reported that they were not informed as 
to the inappropriate sexual behaviors they may 
encounter during their internship in an industry 
renowned for sexual harassment.  The second 
was that over half of the students reported they 
were given no training by the internship coordi-
nator or the employer to handle harassment.  

To conduct the second study, a graduate student 
from a large Midwestern University identified 
the top 25 hospitality programs as reported by 
TheBestSchools.org (The Thirty Best Hospitali-
ty Programs, n.d.).   The student then prepared 
a spreadsheet with the contact information for 
those responsible for managing student intern-
ships to participate in the study.
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To begin the qualitative study, I went to the 
website of each of the hospitality programs to 
search for information on internships pertain-
ing to Title IX.  An e-mail was then sent to all 
those responsible for student internships invit-
ing them to participate in the study.  Each in-
ternship coordinator was then called to com-
plete a short phone interview.  In some cases it 
only took one phone call to complete an inter-
view, in some cases it took as many as four 
phone calls to get to the person responsible for 
internships to participate, or not, in the survey.

The interview of internship coordinators con-
sisted of the following questions: a) “Do you 
have a mandatory orientation where students 
are informed of their Title IX rights during in-
ternship and what to do if they are violated?,” b) 
Do you have an internship manual for students? 
May I have a copy?,” c)  “Do you have a tem-
plate letter that is sent by employers that men-
tions Title IX rights? May I have a copy?,” d) “Is 
there a dedicated person during internships to 
field calls for any kind of abuse or problems?,” 
and e) “Has a student(s) ever reported or 
claimed sexual harassment during an internship 
or upon returning to campus?” 

As mentioned, prior to the interviews a review 
of each programs websites was audited for in-
formation pertaining to their internship pro-
grams.  The review found a wide variability of 
content for students and employers who may be 
interested in hiring interns.  Several of the web-
sites had cursory information about the intern-
ship requirements while others had very de-
tailed information on the definition of an 
internship, its purpose, the requirements to ob-
tain one, the number of hours required to com-
plete it, procedures for securing one, and sup-
plemental materials outlining student conduct/

responsibilities during the internship.  Only 
one website made any mention of students Title 
IX rights during an internship, which was my 
program, given my research on sexual harass-
ment of student interns.

The next phase of the study was to conduct the 
phone interviews.  There were 21 of the 25 in-
ternship coordinators who participated in the 
study.  Two of the internship coordinators could 
not be reached and two declined to participate 
in the survey.

The question of whether students were required 
to attend a mandatory orientation that included 
informing students of their Title IX rights 
turned out to have a two part answer.  There 
were only six programs that required students to 
attend a mandatory orientation that would be 
designed to prepare them to successfully com-
plete an internship; the rest are apparently left 
to their own devices when it comes to navigat-
ing the internship waters.  Only three of the re-
spondents indicated that they informed student 
interns of their Title IX rights;  the rest, in many 
respects, did not realize those rights followed 
students off campus (but they know differently 
now). The reason two of the three coordinators 
inform students of their Title IX rights was due 
to their survey of student interns that found 
they were harassed during an internship and 
took measures to protect those rights.  It is 
worth noting that those surveyed are now giv-
ing more thought to informing students of their 
Title IX rights and finding a way to train them 
to handle harassment.  

When asked if there was an internship manual 
for students that they would share for the study, 
there were seven respondents who reported they 
did have an internship manual or guidebook for 
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students (one was available online for students), 
but did not offer to share as part of this study. 
Out of the seven, four included the manual as a 
part of their course syllabus.  

When asked if there was a template letter re-
quired of employers that mentions Title IX 
rights and if so, share a copy, only one of the 
respondents indicated there was a template offer 
letter that has the employer acknowledge that 
the students Title IX rights follow them off 
campus, which was again my program given 
what we learned from the first study.  There 
were a couple programs that have the employer 
and student sign an internship contract but 
there was no other program that requires lan-
guage on Title IX.  

When asked if there was a dedicated person that 
students could contact if experiencing harass-
ment during their internship, 18 of the respon-
dents indicated that there was a dedicated per-
son for students to call if they were experiencing 
problems, such as harassment, during their in-
ternship.  The contact person could be a mem-
ber of the staff, the internship coordinator, a 
dedicated faculty member, or general contact 
person.  One respondent made an alarming 
statement that, “there is not a dedicated person 
but they should know who to contact if they 
have a problem.”  Fortunately the majority of 
respondents indicated that there was a dedicat-
ed person for students to contact, but what was 
troubling is that if students are not informed of 
their Title IX rights how likely are they to report 
a violation in the first place?  

When asked if students have ever reported sexu-
al harassment during an internship, there were 
ten internship coordinators who indicated that 
harassment has been reported by student in-

terns.  For confidentiality purposes they did not 
provide specifics but all reported only a few mi-
nor instances out of hundreds of students who 
have completed internships.  One internship 
coordinator indicated a student had to be re-
moved from her place of employment due to 
harassment and placed with another employer.  
However, this finding does not necessarily mean 
that there were not more students who were ha-
rassed during an internship since victims tend 
to remain silent when they are harassed and 
adopt various coping/avoidance strategies to 
avoid the harasser.  

GOING FORWARD TO PROTECT STUDENTS 

TITLE IX RIGHTS

Recommendations for Students, Internship 
Coordinators and Employers

As indicated, the purpose of the two studies was 
to first determine whether students Title IX 
rights were being protected, and the second one 
sought to determine what hospitality programs 
were doing to protect those rights.   The study 
findings suggest that students are being sexually 
harassed during their internships – to various 
degrees – and much more needs to be done by 
internship coordinators and employers to pro-
tect those rights.  Although this study was based 
on the academic field of hospitality and tourism 
management, it may very well be the case that 
students attending other degree programs – es-
pecially those dominated by females – are not 
being adequately prepared to handle harassment 
during an internship that is required to com-
plete an academic degree, which is a violation of 
their Title IX rights.  Such being the case, there 
are things that students, internship coordina-
tors, and employers can do to help protect Title 
IX rights. 
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With regards to students, most universities and 
colleges have mandatory Title IX training for 
students at the start of the fall semester to make 
sure they know they have a right to an educa-
tion free of harassment and remedies for harass-
ment.  Some will not even let students register 
for classes until the training is completed.  
Whether they know Title IX rights follow them 
off campus or not, students should report ha-
rassment to the internship coordinator, who is a 

“mandatory reporter,” meaning that complaint 
must be turned over at once to a Title IX coor-
dinator who will then investigate the situation 
and resolve it on behalf of the student.

There are five key things that internship coordi-
nators must start doing to protect student’s 
rights, which we adopted in the School of Hos-
pitality and Tourism Management as a result of 
my research.  These five things have proven to 
be successful to protect our students’ Title IX 
rights so they are not based on conjecture. The 
first thing to do is to create a comprehensive 
orientation manual, that includes information 
on Title IX rights, and require students to at-
tend a mandatory orientation to make sure they 
understand what it takes to successfully com-
plete an internship.  

Second, there should be a template offer letter 
for employers that include language that they 
are aware of students Title IX rights and that 
those rights will be protected during the intern-
ship.  That letter will go a long way to both re-
mind the students of their rights and put the 
onus of protecting those rights on the employer.  
For example, our internship coordinator  
requires every employer to have the following 
language in their offer letter:

“We are aware that Title IX states that “”No 
person in the United States shall, on the 
basis of sex, be excluded from participation 
in, be denied the benefits of, or be subject 
to discrimination under any educational 
program or activity receiving Federal 
financial assistance.”  Since an internship is 
considered an off-campus academic activity 
we will be sure to safeguard the students 
Title IX rights during the student’s 
internship with our company.”

Employers must have no problem signing an of-
fer letter that includes language on Title IX.  
They should also have an orientation with stu-
dents before they start working to inform them 
of their sexual harassment policy and trained on 
what to do if they are harassed.  Those employ-
ers who choose otherwise may be subject to a 
Title IX violation investigation by the Universi-
ty/College the student is attending, which may 
lead to the removal of current interns, and/or 
denied the chance to recruit interns in the fu-
ture by the internship coordinator.  Surely, the 
#MeToo Movement has made it clear to em-
ployers that the onus is on them to create a safe 
workplace for not only those student interns, 
but all employees, because #Times Up.  

Third, during the orientation students should 
be informed as to the inappropriate behaviors 
they may encounter during an internship (that 
constitute both sexual and non-sexual forms of 
harassment) and trained on the procedures they 
should take to handle it, which does not include 
ignoring the behavior of the person doing it, be-
cause they have the right to an internship free of 
harassment.  I am currently doing that training 
before our students depart for their internships.  
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In reality, the decision for internships coordina-
tors to start training student interns of their 
rights and how to handle harassment is not sim-
ply a good idea; they are required by the Office 
of Civil Rights (OCR), “to develop and imple-
ment procedures regarding sexual harassment of 
students during educational programs that are 
not operated wholly by the school, as in the case 
of internships, and to refrain from cooperating 
with outside organizations known to discrimi-
nate.”  Thus, every academic unit that is not 
currently training students to handle harass-
ment during an internship – that may or may 
not be known for sexual harassment – is poten-
tially subject to a Title IX claim if a student 
chooses to hold them responsible for not warn-
ing them of potential harassment and how to 
handle it.

Fourth, student interns should be surveyed dur-
ing their internship.  I first worked with our in-
ternship coordinator to survey whether students 
experienced the various forms of sexual harass-
ment listed on the SEQ after they returned 
from their internship.  We realized that survey-
ing students after the fact was too late so be-
cause it was too late to do anything about it.  It 
is important to note that we have now added 
non-sexual forms of harassment that may be in-
appropriate commentary about one’s race, age, 
religion, ethnicity or gender identification based 
on previous student surveys.  

As an end note; I am happy to provide copies of 
all our materials pertaining to student intern-
ship materials upon request.
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