
JOURNAL OF OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH PSYCHOLOGY AT 20

Sexual Harassment: Have We Made Any Progress?

James Campbell Quick
The University of Texas at Arlington and The University

of Manchester

M. Ann McFadyen
The University of Texas at Arlington

Sexual harassment (SH) is a continuing, chronic occupational health problem in organizations and work
environments. First addressed in the Journal of Occupational Health Psychology through a 1998 Special
Section on Sexual Harassment, we return to this consequential issue. If the goal is to reduce SH in
organizations, and we believe that it should be, then a key question is whether we have made progress
in 2 decades. The answer is mixed. Yes, there is a 28% decline in SH complaints. No, there is an increase
in complaints by males. No, there has been an increase in the percentage of merit resolutions and
monetary benefits. Maybe, because how do we explain the complexity of SH with emergent gay, lesbian,
and transgender workforce members. One persistent problematic aspect of SH lack of agreement on
definition. We address 2 of the 3 definitional approaches. We consider the broad, negative consequences
for organizations and for individual victims. Harassers and aggressors destroy lives, leaving long legacies
of suffering. In addition, we offer some suggestions for moving forward in science and practice, with
emphasis on the role of the bystander. We conclude that SH is a preventable, if not always predictable,
occupational health problem.
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Sexual harassment (SH) is a chronic occupational health prob-
lem that first emerged in Journal of Occupational Health Psychol-
ogy (JOHP) during the inaugural editorship. Back then, women
authors and reviewers wanted SH articles published. Male review-
ers were much more critical. There appeared to be gender bias
across many reviews, though certainly not within each review.
Male reviewers frequently recommended rejection based on research
design problems whereas female reviewers could see the same flaws
but recommend publication because of the significance of the issue,
which they deemed overrode the flaws. Associate Editor Chaya Pi-
otrkowski encouraged Quick (1998) to select the best and spotlight
the issue. Have we made progress since then? Clearly SH continues as
an occupational health problem but a closer look reveals a more
complicated picture.

We revisit the JOHP special section articles as a historical
benchmark. As we moved forward from there, we found much
controversy still remains regarding the definition of SH. There is
not a single, broadly accepted definition. So, for the present
purpose, we accepted McDonald’s (2012, p. 2)1 relatively recent

definition: “conduct as unwanted or unwelcome, and which has the
purpose or effect of being intimidating, hostile, degrading, humil-
iating or offensive.” In addition, we highlight Fitzgerald’s key
work on the construct of SH. Her contribution is a central element
in the review, but is surrounded by a complimentary body of work.
This article is more than an update on what we know about SH.

In addition to what we know about SH, we focus attention on
what we do not know and need to learn. We consider possible
directions for future research on SH and organizational contextual
factors that may influence the probability of SH occurring. SH is
typically not an accidental occupational problem, but rather in-
volves intentionality. Clearly an incident of workplace rape is no
accident (Quick, McFadyen, & Nelson, 2014) and aggression in
the workplace is destructive (cf., O Leary-Kelly, Griffin, & Glew,
1996). The burden of suffering is borne primarily by women in the
workplace but not exclusively (Macik-Frey, Quick, & Nelson,
2007). SH may well be a problem that extends from sex discrim-
ination in the workplace, a problem that has generated some
landmark litigation from Berkman et al. v. City of New York et al.
(1981–1982) to Beck v. Boeing (2004; Cascio, 2007).

Back Then . . . Two Decades Ago . . . A JOHP Special
Section on SH

In introducing the special section, Quick (1998) placed SH in
the context of occupational health psychology. He noted several

1 In a subsequent section below, we discuss the controversies and
complexities of research associated with the definition of SH.
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problems associated with achieving high quality research on SH at
that time. These included social stigma, the bias that it was a
“woman’s problem,” and stereotype bias. In the Introduction, he
also noted methodological alternatives that may overcome the
subjective bias problem and social stigma. For example, archival
research reviewing federal court SH case outcomes is one such
alternative method. These comments set the stage for three empir-
ical articles on SH by Dekker and Barling (1998); Goldenhar,
Swanson, Hurrell, Ruder, and Deddens (1998), and Piotrkowski
(1998) that we now review.

The university context is an interesting feature of the first
competitive article in the special section (Dekker & Barling,
1998). This strikes us so given the recent national attention being
brought to violence against women on university campuses and the
problem of SA, with the federal government using Title IX as a
way to leverage university responses on the issue. Therefore,
Dekker and Barling (1998) may have been on the leading wave of
this issue and note that the 10 to 15 years leading up to 1998 saw
SH become a major issue because of several converging factors,
including media attention and the commonality of victim symp-
toms to symptoms displayed by those experiencing other major
workplace stressors. The authors did report a low response rate
(18%) among all male university faculty (N � 278, M age � 45).
The low response rate is not an uncommon problem for a socially
sensitive research topic such as SH. We should note too that the
focus was on SH of women by men, which is the stereotypic view
of the problem. Despite the challenges and the limitations of their
study, Dekker and Barling (1998) make two important, consequen-
tial points. First, the problem of SH is not a “woman’s problem.”
They conclude that accumulating data suggest that workplace SH
has widespread negative consequences for employees and organi-
zations alike. Second, a fair and firm policy with consequential
sanctions serves as a useful, importance preventive deterrent.

The lead article does raise a number of unanswered questions to
consider. What were the attitudes and points of view of the
nonrespondent male university faculty? What about the attitudes
and perspectives of the female university faculty? These two
questions have broader implications when considering research
samples and designs. Specifically, what about the within group
variance of attitudes and points of view? Not all men nor all
women think, feel, and act in the same way. We may have
stereotypic profiles but these break down when it comes to person-
with-person interactions at the individual level. Second, what
about the between group variance? The mean differences between
any two groups, in this case men and women, may exist along
some dimensions of concern while no mean group differences are
found along other dimensions (cf., Taylor et al., 2000). Neither of
these questions, however, negate the macrolevel outcomes of
Dekker and Barling’s (1998) article: SH has widespread negative
consequences and a firm, firm policy with consequential sanctions
serves to prevent incidences of SH.

Goldenhar et al. (1998) took a very different approach in their
study of SH and gender discrimination for female construction
workers. At the time, while work-related injury rates in the con-
struction industry were on the decline, they were still 50% higher
than the average for all private industry. Hence, the construction
industry was risky business. While women were not well repre-
sented in the skilled trades of the industry, such as carpenters,
electricians, and plumbers, they were much better represented in

the laborer category within the industry. The research benefited
from assistance from the Laborers’ Health and Safety Fund as well
as local officials in two sites of the Laborers’ International Union
of North America. The combined efforts yielded a sample of 211
female laborers. Rather than choosing a narrow research model
with a limited number of stressors, the research team chose a more
comprehensive model that considered three categories of stressors
for these women: classic job stressors, such as job demands and
control; gender-specific stressors, such as SH and gender discrim-
ination; and construction industry specific stressors, such as safety
climate and physical/chemical exposures.

This research design allowed the research team to consider the
comparative risk associated with SH and gender-based discrimi-
nation for the women. These women reported that some supervi-
sors and male coworkers were sources of SH and gender-based
discrimination while other supervisors and male coworkers were
sources of support, the latter contributing to greater job satisfac-
tion. The results did indicate that SH and gender discrimination
was positively related to reports of increased nausea and head-
aches. Hence, these are not just psychological concerns or issues
but they do have somatic, physical consequences for women
subject to this category of abuse in the workplace. However, the
research team did find the work environment generally more
favorable for the women construction workers in the study than
both earlier focus group data and data from similar, predominately
male occupations might have suggested. While the research model
was robust, the researchers do note the self-report data limitation
of the study along with the geographical constraint of the US
Pacific Northwest.

Piotrkowski (1998) authored the third article in the special
section on sexual harassment, or gender harassment, and distress
among employed women. She aimed to use a more methodolog-
ically sound approach beyond the typical method of the era that
relied primarily on women’s self-reports, or even checklist for-
mats. While she had only a single item measure of frequency of
offensive acts, she benchmarked against contextual variables in the
data, such as gender composition in the work group, sex of
supervisor, as well as perceived supervisor hostility toward
women, frequency of unwanted sexual attention, and background
characteristics. Piotrkowski (1998) had in addition within group
sample variance among women, including White women and
minority women. The total sample was composed of a relatively
large number of women office workers (N � 385), with racial or
ethnic minority (Black, Hispanic) women (N � 225) and White
women (N � 152). There were 8 women who self-identified as
“Other” in the sample.

Of the sample, a very large percentage (72%) reported exposure
to gender harassment at work. This clearly suggested that SH was
a problem of considerable magnitude for women, who we have
noted are the primary victims, if not the exclusive victims. Pi-
otrkowski (1998) found no significant difference in exposure to
SH between the White women and the racial/ethnic minority
women. She did find a negative relationship between SH and job
satisfaction as well as a positive relationship between SH and
distress. While she is cautious in her interpretation of the data
recognizing the limitations of the research method, she does con-
clude like Dekker and Barling (1998) that there are both individual
and organizational costs associated with gender harassment.
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What Constitutes SH?

While this period research evidence addressed sexual harass-
ment in an occupational health context, Quick (1998) failed to
explicitly define sexual harassment (SH). This issue of defining the
term “Sexual Harassment” has become one of the more researched
topics in the SH literature. So much so that some suggest research-
ers have spent more time researching the definition than the
phenomena itself (McDonald, 2012). Clearly the body of work on
SH has increased over the last 30 years as has the list of definitions
and understandings of the construct. Yet, one of the main difficul-
ties in studying SH is lack of a clear definition (Fitzgerald et al.,
1988). Cortina and Berdahl (2008) performed a 30 year review of
the SH literature from 1988 through 2008 and offer that SH can be
viewed from three perspectives—legal, social-psychological, and
the public/lay. We briefly define and discuss each below.

Legal

The legal definition of SH from EEOC, created in 1980, defines
SH as

Unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other
verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature constitute sexual harass-
ment when this conduct explicitly or implicitly affects an individual’s
employment, unreasonably interferes with an individual’s work per-
formance, or creates an intimidating, hostile, or offensive work envi-
ronment. (p. 74677)

Recently, the EEOC updated the legal definition to include same
sex SH. In addition the EEOC now stipulates that the harasser does
not have to be employed by the victim’s organization and that the
victim can be anyone affected by the conduct, not necessarily the
individual directly targeted (Cortina & Berdahl, 2008). The defi-
nition was amended again to provide direction on discrimination
against gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender individuals as
well as men (https://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/newsroom/wysk/lgbt_
examples_decisions.cfm).

Other countries have also fine-tuned their legal definitions of
SH. Notably, definitions of SH differ by country. This is important
to note as we become a more global society. For example, Mc-
Donald (2012) writes that SH has been addressed by the Interna-
tional Labor Organization, the International Confederation of Free
Trade Unions, the European Union, and the United Nations
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against
Women. McDonald (2012) offers that there is no universal
definition of SH, yet most definitions contain similar descrip-
tions of unwanted or unwelcome conduct for the purpose of
being intimidating, hostile, degrading humiliating or offense.
Almost 50 countries prohibit SH.

Of interest to the authors, Australian courts take a broader
interpretation of SH to include social functions, at work confer-
ences, work related trips, and external premises (see also Easteal &
Saunders, 2008; Hely, 2008; McDonald, Backstrom, & Dear,
2008). In France, SH is considered a criminal offense, narrowly
defined as coercion to obtain sexual favors. Moreover, SH inci-
dences appear to be highest in Austria and Germany, with the U.S.
reporting slightly less. SH incidences are much lower in European
nations, with low rates also in Sweden, Denmark, and Luxem-
bourg. Clearly, culture places a large part in what constitutes SH.
A study conducted in Spain found that many SH victims did not

see the incident as unpleasant, but rather as inevitable (see Vali-
ente, 1998 as cited by McDonald, 2012).

Finally, according to McDonald (2012, p. 12) ownership of
liability for SH “frequently refer to vicarious liability, whereby
organizations may be held liable unless they can establish that they
took all reasonable steps to prevent the acts or that they promptly
corrected the conduct after it became evident.” This last statement
is important as in the United States, it is the employer who is held
responsible for SH behaviors, whereas in other countries, individ-
uals are held responsible for their actions.

Sociopsychological

The sociopsychological definition continues to be viewed as
much broader than the legal definition, further it does not require
negative work outcomes for claiming SH. The definition focuses
on the victim’s subjective interpretation of the experience and is
defined as “unwanted sex-related behavior at work that is ap-
praised by the recipient as offensive, exceeding her resources, or
threatening her well-being” (Fitzgerald, Drasgow, Hulin, Gelfand,
& Magley, 1997, p. 15). This view relies upon the women’s
subjective view of the experience. Fitzgerald et al. (1997) base
their work on the premise that SH is a function of organizational
and job characteristics. Broadly, SH behavior, based on the social
psychological definition, generally fits into one of five categories:
general sexist remarks and or behavior, inappropriate sexual ad-
vances, solicitation of sexual activity, or rewarded sexual favors,
coerced sexual activity that include threat of punishment or sexual
assault (Till, 1980).

Fitzgerald and Hesson-McInnis (1989) provided evidence that
SH is multidimensional and that two dimensions—type and sever-
ity, are needed to represent the phenomena. Fitzgerald, Gelfand,
and Drasgow (1995) developed the widely used Sexual Experience
Questionnaire primarily based on Till’s (1980) five categories,
designed to assess the level of SH in the workplace. General sexist
remarks and or behavior (gender harassment) and inappropriate
sexual advances (seductive behaviors) were by far the most com-
monly reported situations (Fitzgerald et al., 1997). Fitzgerald et al.
(1997) conducted a factor analysis of the Till’s five constructs,
which indicated the five constructs loaded on three factors: gender
harassment, unwanted sexual attention, and sexual coercion. Gen-
der harassment, the most commonly occurring form of SH, “con-
sists of crude verbal, physical, and symbolic behaviors that convey
hostile, offensive and misogynist behaviors” (Fitzgerald et al.,
1997, p. 580, see also Berdahl, 2007b). More important, Fitzgerald
and Hesson-McInnis (1989) found gender harassment to be dis-
tinct from other aspects of SH and recommended that researchers
treat gender harassment separately from SH to increase the clarity
and utility of both constructs. Unwanted sexual attention and
sexual coercion while more severe were reported less often. From
a legal perspective, sexual coercion equates to quid pro quo and
gender harassment and unwanted sexual attention make for a
hostile work environment. Fitzgerald et al. (1997), first to explore
outcomes of SH, suggest that SH is a function of organizational
and job gender context and that other job stressors need to be
accounted for when studying SH.

Drawing from Fitzgerald and colleagues, Sojo, Wood, and
Genat (2016) conducted a meta-analysis of harmful workplace
experiences and women’s occupational well-being finding that
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“more intense yet less frequent harmful experiences (e.g., sexual
coercion and unwanted sexual attention) and less intense but more
frequent harmful experiences (e.g., sexist organizational climate
and gender harassment) had similar negative effects on women’s
well-being.” An interesting find was that the evidence indicated
that power imbalance explained the impact of harmful work ex-
periences on women’s well-being. Wright and Fitzgerald (2009)
also explored workplace factors that influence SH, finding five
variables as significant correlates: organizational climate, turn-
over, financial dependence, posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD),
and primary appraisal, with contextual factors as the most impor-
tant.

Public/Lay

Finally the lay perspective influences management policy and
how employees view what constitutes SH, the most researched of
the three definitions (Cortina & Berdahl, 2008). The lay definition
evolved as the views of the general public of how SH change over
time, and is also based on the woman’s subjective recount of the
incidence. More research has been conducted based on the lay
definition than the other definitions. Further, it is this definition of
SH that influences management’s and employees’ views of SH in
the workplace (Cortina & Berdahl, 2008). Further, studies exam-
ining lay perceptions of SH indicate women tend to include a
broader range of behaviors as sexually harassing than do men
(Cortina & Berdahl, 2008; Rotundo, Nguyen, & Sackett, 2001).
More important, men and women differed most when perceiving
behaviors to be SH when it comes to hostile work environment
harassment, derogatory attitudes toward women, dating pressure,
and physical sexual contact (Rotundo, Nguyen, & Sackett, 2001).

Notably, while all three definitions provide guidance and in-
sights, each is restrictive for use in research and in further devel-
oping our understanding of SH in the workplace. For example,
academic researchers argue that because the legal definition
changes over time, the ability to compare studies and progress
across time is difficult. In addition, the legal definition is consid-
ered narrow. Further, given that the legal definition came about in
1980, some state that SH cannot be examined before 1980. Aca-
demic researchers offer that the sociopsychological definition is
broader; however, the downside to the measure is that not all
behaviors in the sociopsychological definition are covered by the
law (Cortina & Berdahl, 2008). Issues with the lay perceptions
revolve around changing perceptions of SH behaviors. Behaviors
that are now considered inappropriate were justified, tolerated,
accepted, and even condoned in the past (Cortina & Berdahl,
2008).

Others have also offered new definitions in an effort to reconcile
concerns with the existing definitions. Berdahl (2007a) offered an
alternative definition, “behavior that derogates, demeans, or hu-
miliates an individual based on that individual’s sex.” Berdahl’s
(2007a) definition was drawn from “the notion that sexual harass-
ment may be based on sex but not necessarily sexual.” Thus,
researchers suggest rather than discuss “sexual harassment” as had
been done traditionally, that the term “sex-based harassment” be
used instead (Berdahl, 2007a). The reasoning is that the term
sexual harassment is associated with sexual desire and not all
incidents are a derived from sexual desire, many incidents are

driven by power or identify based concerns (Berdahl & Raver,
2010; Leskinen, Cortina, & Kabat, 2011).

More recently, a group of legal scholars (e.g., Leskinen et al.,
2011) suggest the term “gender harassment” adds to the legal
understanding of Berdahl’s (2007a, p. 425) definition of harass-
ment being “a form of hostile environment harassment that appears
to be motivated by hostility toward individuals who violate gender
ideals rather than by desire for those who meet them.” This recent
work is of importance as it sheds new light on the root cause of the
harassment. SH was once thought of as primarily unwanted sexual
attention or coercion, yet, evidence indicates that individuals are
experiencing gender harassment, with no unwanted sexual atten-
tion or coercion. Put differently, the harassment is related to
gender and not sexuality (Leskinen et al., 2011). More important,
recent definitions go beyond focusing simply on the woman’s
point of view, to offer a broader recognition of various forms of
gender based harassment.

Evidence-Based Preventive Interventions

Setting the definition challenge aside for the moment, if SH is an
intentional and/or volitional problem in the workplace with known
risk factors, then it would stand to reason that there are solutions
for the problem. Gutek (1985) was among the first to identify two
known risk factors, those being where men outnumber women in
the workplace and where men are the supervisors over women. A
key concern is whether enough was being done on the prevention
side versus the remedial side of the problem. As Cascio (2007)
displays in the case of sexual discrimination, remedial solutions
are available through the courts but the process is long, laborious,
uncertain, and costly for all parties involved. The alternative to
remedying the problem after the fact is through preventive inter-
vention. Dekker and Barling (1998) offer plausible actions through
organizational policies that are fair, firm and carry consequential
sanctions. McDonald (2012) points out the complications associ-
ated with organizational grievance systems for SH complaints.
These complications include the conflicting interests of the orga-
nization, which are self-and-image protection, and of the ag-
grieved, who seek justice, fair treatment, and remediation. This
conflict of interest at the core of the organization calls for indi-
vidual protection to complement organizational prevention, as we
see later in the article.

Bell, Quick, and Cycyota (2002), motivated by a California
workplace rape case circa 1995, reviewed the evidence from the
mid- to late-1990s and offer a guide based on applying the public
health notions of prevention to the problem of SH. The two keys
to good preventive interventions are (a) surveillance data that
serves as the triggering mechanism for (b) preventive action.
However, translating successful models from one domain (pub-
lic health setting) to another domain (organizational context)
for a somewhat different problem (chronic disease vs. chronic
workplace disorder) requires subsequent evidence-based test-
ing. Two questions left with us from the 1990s review are:

What is the relative risk associated with SH, both in terms of
probability of occurrence and severity of impact, compared
with other workplace risks, either accidental or nonaccidental?

Why are evidence-based preventive interventions not more
widely implemented and embedded in organizational practice?
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And Now . . . Current State of SH Literature

To develop an understanding of where we are on SH, and recent
trends, we analyzed the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission (EEOC) and Fair Employment Practices agencies
(FEPA) reported complaints.2 Overall, the combined reports indi-
cate that the total number of SH complaints actually declined
28.5% from 1997 to 2011. An interesting find was that the per-
centage of charges filed by males increased 15.3%; yet, women
continue to file the majority of complaints. Cardinale (2013) offers
that more men might be filing complaints as a result of the Oncale
v. Sundowner Offshore Services ruling where the Supreme Court
held that Title VII could be applied to harassment among workers
of the same sex. Notably, Cardinale (2013) contends the frequency
of males in the workplace experiencing harassment has not likely
increased, rather males in the workplace are simply more willing
to file complaints given the reduced stigma surrounding males
making complaints. This may be indeed because of increased
awareness of what constitutes SH and how to report potential
incidences.

All the same, even though overall number of complaints de-
clined, the percentage of settlements for complaints increased by
60% (from 6.8 to 10.9%). Complaints ruled with “no reasonable
cause” increased from 41.4 to 53% (28% increase). Notably, the
percentage of merit resolutions3 increased 39% (from 18.8 to
26.1%) and monetary benefits from $49.5 million to $52.3 million,
a 6% increase. In summary, fewer complaints were filed, and the
percentage of complaints filed by men increased. In addition, more
complaints were ruled without cause. More important, a higher
percentage of recorded complaints were considered merit resolu-
tions and over all monetary benefits increased.

We also examined the Department of Labor’s statistics and
found that the percentage of women in the workforce increased by
28% from 1990 to 2012,4 and the percentage of college graduates
increased significantly from 1970 to 2012, with 15.7% of men in
1970 having college degrees, to 34.6 in 2012. Women in the
workforce holding college degrees increased from 11.2% in 1970
to 38% in 2012. In addition, younger women now make up a lower
percentage of the workforce than they did in 1990. In 1990, 25–44
year younger women made up 54% of the workforce; yet by 2012,
25–44-year-old women accounted for 42% of the workforce.
However, the percentage of women older than 45 increased from
28% in 1990 to 44% by 2012. Overall, more men and women held
college degrees in 2012 than they did in 1970, and the largest
segment of women were older than 45. The Department of Labor
indicates that men over the age of 40 accounted for 44.8% of men
in the workplace in 1996, and women over the age of 40 also
accounted for 44.8% of women in the workplace in 1996. Women
over the age of 40 made up 52% of female workers in 2006, while
men over 40 made up 51.2%.5 Clearly, the workplace is comprise
of an older more educated population, with more females making
up the workforce, especially women over 40.

What do these statistics mean? As numbers and percentage of
more educated and younger women grow in the workforce, what
does this mean for SH? Gutek (1985) was first working at a time
where most workplaces were male dominated, one way or the
other. As women achieve parity, would this mean that SH should
be expected to decline because of equality and balance? Or, does
Berdahl’s (2007a) work suggest that men will feel more threatened

by the rise of women in the workplace; thus, leading to increasing
SH? The declines support a Gutek (1985) implication while SH’s
intractability supports Berdahl (2007a).

These statistics indicate that even with the changing workforce
and efforts to heighten the awareness of SH, SH continues to be a
problem in the work place. And while the U.S. EEOCs and FEPAs
reports are encouraging in terms of reduced complaints received,
the popular press continues to report SH incidences in the work-
place, and organizations are faced with increasing costs related to
SH incidences. Several recent headlines from the Wall Street
Journal (WSJ) include: “Colleges face legal backlash from men
accused of sex crimes” (Associated Press, 2016a); Lawsuit sparks
soul-searching on Madison Avenue over diversity: Bloom-
ingdale’s apologized for an ad, shown in an image from Twitter,
that some critics viewed as promoting date rape (Vranica &
Tadena, 2016b); J. Walter Thompson CEO Resigns: WPP replaces
Gustavo Martinez with Tamara Ingram in wake of discrimination
lawsuit (Vranica & Tadena, 2016a); UC Berkeley Law School
Dean resigns amid sexual harassment complaint (Gershman,
2016); NY lawmaker accused of sexual harassment to seek reelec-
tion (Associated Press, 2016c); Lawsuit deplores sex abuse of
women in NY state prisons (Associated Press, 2016b); Microsoft
apologizes after Xbox party includes scantily clad women
(Needleman, 2016); Parent company of Roscoe’s House of
Chicken and Waffles files for bankruptcy: Owing more than $3
million to an ex-employee who said he was a target of racial
discrimination and sexual harassment (Stech, 2016). More impor-
tant, these headlines are but the tip of the iceberg of SH occur-
rences and complaints in today’s workforce.

Our review of recent statistics indicates much more research is
needed regarding SH in the workplace. Further, recent studies
indicate that over 50% of women and over 30% of working men
report experiencing SH (McLaughlin, Uggen, & Blackstone,
2012). Thus, we analyze the more recent research to determine:
where are we today in understanding SH in the workplace, how is
SH defined today, what do we know about SH in the workplace,
what future issues must be examined?

What We Know

Who Is Effected

While understandable that many of the definitions for SH are
based on women’s perspective of being harassed as women have
traditionally reported most SH complaints, we find this research,
while interesting, to be somewhat limited. Also surprising is that
most work on women have primarily researched White/European
women, with little to no diversity in ethnic or cultural backgrounds

2 The compiled report of the EEOC and FEPA may be found at https://
www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/statistics/enforcement/sexual_harassment.cfm.

3 According to the EEOC, “merit factor resolutions include mediation
and other settlements and cause findings, which, if not successfully con-
ciliated, are considered for litigation.” (https://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/
enforcement/)

4 Please see the Department of Labor’s website for facts over time
(http://www.dol.gov/wb/stats/facts_over_time.htm#labor).

5 Please see the Department of Labor’s website for trends (http://www
.dol.gov/dol/aboutdol/history/herman/reports/futurework/conference/trends/
trendsI.htm).
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(Cortina & Berdahl, 2008). Researchers have primarily looked at
subordinates being harassed by those higher up in the organization.
Yet, evidence exists that not only superiors but also coworkers,
subordinates, customers, clients have been known to harass others
to exert power, gain favors, and control (Cortina & Berdahl, 2008).
Berdahl (2007b) found that women who violate traditional femi-
nine ideals are also targets of harassment.

Other studies continue to indicate that women tend to report
more adverse effects after experiencing harassing situations than
men. Evidence continues to suggest that women may experience
negative mood, eating disorders, drug and alcohol abuse as well as
work turnover intentions, long-term anxiety, job stress, and or
burnout (Cortina & Berdahl, 2008). Further, most studies indicate
that men who experience SH do not find SH experiences as anxiety
provoking, nor do they see it as bothersome, stressful or upsetting
as women (Berdahl, Magley, & Waldo, 1996; Cortina & Berdahl,
2008). Even if the gender gap closes in the workforce SH claims
may continue to increase if men feel more threatened (Berdahl,
2007a).

An interesting find was that one study indicated that SH expe-
riences resulted in high levels of depression and anxiety for men
(Vogt, Pless, King, & King, 2005). This study was somewhat
unique, and provided critical insights and implications for the
research field. Vogt et al. (2005) studied military men and women
and the impact of being the target of SH when deployed. Their
findings indicated that the higher the level of SH experiences, the
higher the levels of depression, for both men and women. How-
ever, the increase in the level of depression rose more sharply for
men, with less change for women. Vogt et al. (2005) interpreted
this finding as experiencing SH presented a stronger risk factor for
depression for men and a stronger negative impact on men’s
mental health in general. Further, they concluded that,

. . . when a man is sexually harassed, it may be more unexpected, have
a more stigmatizing effect, and consequently, be more detrimental to
mental health. On a related note, it is likely that there is generally
more social support available to women compared with men who
experience sexual harassment. Thus, the present findings contribute to
the growing recognition that military SH is an important issue for men
as well as for women. (Vogt et al., 2005, p. 126)

More important, not reporting SH incidences continues to be
higher than anticipated; few men reported sexual harassment, and
consistent with previous literature, women are more likely to
report SH (McDonald, 2012). Holland, Rabelo, Gustafson, Sea-
brook, and Cortina (2016), one of the few studies that explore SH
of men, found that men who engaged in feminist activism were
more likely to experience SH in the workplace. Further, SH was
more likely to occur in a workplace that tolerated SH, and these
men who experienced SH were more likely to report negative job
satisfaction. In a broader sense, studies indicate that men may be
at a higher risk of mental health issues and depression is concern-
ing, especially for military personnel (McDonald, 2012). Evidence
exists that men in the military are 10 times more likely to expe-
rience SH than civilian men. Both men and women in the military
experience unwanted sexual contact. To be sure, 5% of active
military women and 1% of active military men report having
experienced SH (Kime, 2014). And it is estimated that 81% of
males experiencing SH in the military do not report the incidences
(Penn, 2014). Further concerning is the overall general stigma felt

by many men in reporting SH incidences. Men who have experi-
enced SH are less likely to seek treatment for depression, are more
likely to experience self-harm and drug or alcohol abuse, and
especially for veterans, have a higher potential of coming home
homeless (Kime, 2014).

Researchers have broadened their work to include the lesbian,
gay, bisexual, queer, and transgender (LGBTQ) individuals. Ra-
belo and Cortina (2014) studied gender and sexuality based ha-
rassment on the LGBTQ workforce. The scholars found evidence
that the LGBTQ workforce is more likely to face both gender and
sexual orientation SH than simply gender SH alone. The study
provided evidence that Title VII could be broadened to include not
only protection against SH based on gender, sex, and sex stereo-
typing, but also sexual orientation.

Antecedents

Many have extended our understanding of antecedents to SH in
the workplace. While many continue to agree that gender under-
representation is a prime antecedent for increased workplace SH
risk, and the importance of examining context, not simply the
individual as most SH incidents occurred at the group level.
Fitzgerald et al. (1997) and Fitzgerald et al. (1995) works have
served as the foundations for much of the recent work on SH
today. An integrated model of antecedents and consequences de-
veloped by Fitzgerald et al. (1997) provided evidence of the
importance of including both the organizational and job gender
(ratio of women to men in the workplace) context as being instru-
mental in determining the prevalence of the occurrence of SH in an
organization. Organizational climate refers to the organization’s
tolerance for SH; job gender context refers to the balance of
genders in the work environment. Organizational climate was a
strong of SH, indicating when employees do not believe the
organization will take complaints seriously. And SH occurs more
frequently when men outnumber women in the work group and
when supervisors are predominantly male (Gutek, 1985). To be
sure, organizational context and job gender context are perhaps
two of the most researched SH constructs (Willness, Steel, & Lee,
2007).

Schneider, Swan, and Fitzgerald (1997) also found that when
SH did occur, the incident impacted the victims’ job satisfaction,
health conditions, and psychological conditions. The scholars em-
phasized the moderating roles that personal vulnerability and re-
sponse styles have on SH situations. The authors concluded that
while job stressors also impacted the victims’ job satisfaction,
health conditions, and psychological conditions, incidences of SH
had separate independent effects on each above and beyond.

Recent work from McCabe and Hardman (2005) found that
employee’s attitudes and experiences of SH were derived from
both organizational and individual factors. Individual factors in-
cluded the employee’s perception of management’s tolerance for
SH, their age, gender, gender role, past experiences of SH. Other
factors that impacted the perception of SH included the employ-
ees’ attitude, the context of the behavior, the victim, and perpe-
trators genders (McCabe & Hardman, 2005). Power continues to
be studied, with new insights indicating that individuals are more
likely to sexually harass another when they had a previous positive
power discrepancy experience (Walker, 2014).
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“Incivility,” defined as rude and discourteous behavior that
lacks intent to harm, has been recognized as an antecedent of and
contributor toward the occurrence of SH (Cortina, Kabat-Farr,
Leskinen, Huerta, & Magley, 2013; Leskinen et al., 2011). Inci-
vility, even if expressed without any discriminatory intent, tends to
alienate women and people of color in the workplace (Brief, 2008;
Cortina et al., 2013; Leskinen et al., 2011).

What Are the Ramifications?

The majority of the research on SH has studied outcomes of SH
incidences (Gutek & Koss, 1993, p. 43). This research has primar-
ily examined individual outcomes and experiences, and focused
mostly on women as victims. To be sure, “Sexual harassment (SH)
has been identified as one of the most damaging barriers to career
success and satisfaction for women” (Fitzgerald et al., 1988 as
cited by Willness et al., 2007, p. 127). In general much of the
literature reports that victims of SH report more depression, gen-
eral stress and anxiety as well as posttraumatic stress (Cortina &
Berdahl, 2008). Larsen and Fitzgerald (2011) found that SH leads
to post traumatic stress (PTS), and that when the victims’ per-
ceived control over their recovery and that future harassments was
unlikely, PTS symptoms lessened. In another study, Vaile Wright,
Collinsworth, and Fitzgerald (2010) found that victims of sexual
trauma (i.e., rape) may be the largest group of women suffering
from PTS, and that cognitive processing therapy is effective in
treating trauma related difficulties (Vaile Wright et al., 2010).
Palmieri and Fitzgerald (2005) also examined women who had
experienced a wide range of SH and PTS, and concluded that the
women experienced re-experiencing, effortful avoidance, emo-
tional numbing, and hyperarousal factors associated with PTS.
Additionally, victims report an impaired psychological well-being,
negative moods and have an increased likelihood of using pre-
scription drugs, expressing anger and disgust resulting in a lower
level of overall happiness (Cortina & Berdahl, 2008).

Undeniably, SH has been associated with many negative out-
comes such as reduced job satisfaction and work productivity, and
even increased withdrawal behaviors (see Fitzgerald et al., 1997;
Langhout et al., 2005; Leskinen et al., 2011). Others have exam-
ined the impact of SH in conjunction with job fit literature.
Findings from this line of research indicate that the more pervasive
the sexist and or sexual hostility toward an individual, the more
stress the individual experiences. Notably, the more stressful the
experience, the less personal and professional well-being was
reported by the individual, resulting in less organizational com-
mitment and work productivity (Langhout et al., 2005). Still others
have examined the impact of SH in regards to those who work in
individual’s homes. Barling, Rogers, and Kelloway (2001) found
that SH in the workplace when studying health care professionals
in individual clients homes resulted in fear, negative mood, and
perceived injustice that lead to lower affective commitment and
enhanced withdrawal intentions, poor interpersonal job perfor-
mance, greater neglect, and cognitive difficulties. Their work
provided evidence that work place violence and sexual harassment
co-occur.

While the majority of research on SH has been at the individual
level, clearly the ramifications of SH incidences are experienced
not just by the victims and harassers, but also by others in the
workplace such as managers, compliance officers, coworkers, and

confidents among others (Buckner, Hindman, Huelsman, & Berg-
man, 2014). Further, a recent study indicated that the negative
ramifications of workplace SH also extend to the victim’s person
life, particularly their romantic relationships, in that anger medi-
ated the effects of SH on romantic relationships (Dionisi &
Barling, 2015). Yet, little work has been done on other levels of
analysis such as teams, groups or the overall firm (Raver &
Gelfand, 2005). This despite the fact that Fitzgerald et al. (1995)
identified that even though individual differences exist regarding
the propensity to harass, the vast majority of SH is a function of
both organizational climate and gender balance. Critical to the
advancement of our understanding of SH and the workplace is to
further examine these units of analysis.

SH impacts not just the individual but also the organization,
as Dekker and Barling (1998) pointed out. Further, SH has been
found to be costly to organizations, in terms of psychological
problems, and higher absenteeism and turnover intention levels
as victims are less likely to full engage at work (Fitzgerald et
al., 1997; Jiang et al., 2015). And, researchers found that SH
produced higher negative impacts on employees, much more so
than other job related stressors (Fitzgerald et al., 1997). More-
over, when examining the lagged effects of SH on self-reported
illness, injury, or assault, SH and general workplace harassment
increased the incidence of illness, injury, and assault (Rospenda,
Richman, Ehmke, & Zlatoper, 2005). Bottom line, SH occurrences
create a hostile work environment. Organizational costs of SH
entail losing quality employees, lost business because of tarnished
organizational reputations, and lost productivity as victims of SH
are less likely fully engages at work (Orlitzky, Schmidt, & Rynes,
2003).

Victims of SH face negative consequences because of their
experiences. Wright and Fitzgerald (2007) extended our under-
standing of the victim’s cognitive evaluation of SH experiences by
identifying four emotion clusters: demoralization, anxious arousal,
fear, and self-blame, which were differentially related to the in-
tensity of the stimulus and individual (self-esteem, previous vic-
timization, feminist attitudes, and attributions) factors. Sims, Dras-
gow, and Fitzgerald (2005) found that working women who have
experienced SH experience changes in their attitudes about work
and tend to see an increase in work withdrawal. SH is linked to the
intent to leave, even after controlling for job satisfaction, organi-
zational commitment, and marital status. Jiang et al. (2015) found
that perceived anti SH practices and SH incidences were linked to
commitment and intent to stay as well as to psychological distress
and employee engagement. Still others found a link between SH
and eating disorders for female victims (Harned & Fitzgerald,
2002).

Drawing from Fitzgerald and colleagues, Sojo et al. (2016)
conducted a meta-analysis and confirmed the link between SH and
women’s overall wellbeing. They found that the more intense yet
less frequent experiences (sexual coercion and unwanted sexual
attention) and less intense but more frequent experiences (sexist
organizational climate and gender harassment) had similar nega-
tive effects on women’s well-being. Put differently, they found
that high frequency yet low intensity SH experiences were as
detrimental to the woman’s overall wellbeing as the low frequent
high intensity forms of SH.

292 QUICK AND MCFADYEN



What Tools Have Been Shown to Be Effective at
Reducing SH

Primary tools used to combat occurrence of SH in the workplace
have been laws and company policies, coupled with training on the
laws and policies. Some researchers have provided insights into
the importance of intervention activities. Of note, the EEOC,
formed in 1965, recently celebrated its 50th year. The purpose of
the agency was to enforce Title VII, specifically to enforce pro-
hibiting employment discrimination and retaliation based on race,
color, religion, national origin, and sex. The EEOC’s initiatives
emphasize corporate training and policies directed toward EEOC
compliance (Dwoskin, Squire, Patullo, & Kessler, 2016).

Popovich (1988) called for organizations to act proactively by
establishing policies prohibiting SH, raising employee awareness
of SH as well as of reporting procedures, providing education to
employees about problems with SH as well as making sure the
organization supported the victims. Organizations have created
policies and training, and implemented hot lines toward reducing
the incidence of SH in the workplace. Most implement training on
SH as a way to inform and educate employees on appropriate
workplace behaviors. Cortina and Berdahl (2008) contend that
many important advances have result regarding SH in the work-
place. First, training results in better educated employees and aid
in identifying better ways to approach SH. Training should include
SH scenarios, experiences, and motivation, in addition to under-
standing what constitutes SH (Cortina & Berdahl, 2008). Further
training must also provide insights into why many SH victims
remain passive and do not report incidences. The purpose is to
provide employees with a clearer understanding of SH from var-
ious viewpoints.

Training should also provide insights into how individuals are
likely to incorrectly predict how they would react in a SH situation.
The purpose is to raise overall awareness (see also Cortina &
Berdahl, 2008). Cortina and Berdahl (2008) cite research con-
ducted by Patricia Devine in which she examines the notion that all
individuals have an implicit bias. The more cognitive individuals
are of their own biases, the better able they are to alter their own
behavior and understand the consequences of their biases. (Perry,
Kulik, & Field, 2009) report that skill based training is ideal for
behavior changes especially when dealing with issues as sexual
harassment. Training that includes role playing as both the harasser
and victim is beneficial.

However, while many are optimistic about the power of training
employees on SH, evidence exists that training may actually do
more harm than good. Interestingly, research indicates that while
we have much research in theory about training and the potential
good it may do, we have little empirical research to support
positive outcomes of training (Buckner et al., 2014). What we do
know is that training may have an oversensitizing effect that could
lead to more positive identifications of SH occurrences. Furthermore
an EEOC survey reported that most SH training was worthless (www
.eeoc.gov/eeoc/task_force/harassment/upload/report.pdf). To be ef-
fective SH training it must “be part of a holistic, committed effort to
combat harassment, focused on the specific culture and needs of a
particular workplace . . . live, in-person and customized to your
workplace.” (Lipnic, 2016).

Buckner et al. (2014) set out to examine elements of SH training
program design and administration (quantity, variety, and recency)

to determine the relationship with manager’s ability to accurately
identify SH and follow up with an appropriate recommended
response. They contend that we know very little empirically on
how to design, implement and respond to a SH training program.
Indeed they asked for a call to action for future research to provide
better understanding of identifying antecedents that predict man-
ager’s ability to accurately identify and respond with appropriate
action to incidences of SH. And for HR professionals as well as
scholars to examine training, intervention initiatives to stop SH
from occurring in the workplace (Buckner et al., 2014). Still others
advocate for new HR practices to reduce SH occurrences. For
example, Nishii and Wright (2008) call for anti-SH practices to be
directed at reducing psychological stress and enhancing employee
engagement, in an effort to increase commitment and intentions to
stay.

Nevertheless, researchers have found that it is not the em-
ployee’s perception of the practices as much as it is the per-
ception of manager’s intentions that impact the employee’s
reaction to the practices (Aryee, Walumbwa, Seidu, & Otaye,
2012). Jiang et al. (2015) also found that employee’s perception
of antisexual harassment policies as well as SH occurrences
both directly and indirectly impact the employee’s psycholog-
ical stress. Further, psychological distress and engagement me-
diated the relationships of perceived antisexual harassment
policies and SH occurrences and commitment and intention to
stay (Jiang et al., 2015).

Claybourn (2011) recommends that because work characteris-
tics, satisfaction and moral disengagement are related to SH in the
work place, interventions such as modification of organizational
characteristics (e.g., structure, policies, education on what consti-
tutes SH and on how SH affects employees as well as employee
programs) that contribute to the occurrence of SH should be
addressed to reduce the occurrence of SH. More important, Clay-
bourn (2011) notes that because each organization is unique,
interventions must be custom designed, rather than taking a “one-
size fits all” approach.

Bowes-Sperry and O’Leary-Kelly (2005) provided new insights
by developing a typology of intervention behaviors and an inter-
vention process model in which they characterized interventions in
terms of immediacy and level of involved that resulted in four
types of recommended interventions. The authors proposed inter-
ventions based on the notion that many SH victims may be hesitant
to report harassment incidences and often deny the harassment
took place, avoid the harasser and may even joke about the
incident. Bowes-Sperry and O’Leary-Kelly (2005) suggested in-
stead that observers also play an active role in intervention by
reporting of potential observed SH, stepping in to stop SH as it is
occurring, and/or provide negative feedback to the harassers.
Raver and Gelfand (2005) found that at the team level, ambient SH
negatively affected team cohesion, financial performance. Third
party intervention has the potential to be both powerful and effec-
tive.

Lawson, Wright, and Fitzgerald (2013) examined the impact of
engaging in litigation related to SH experiences and posttraumatic
stress, finding that using multiple validated measures and diagnos-
tic interviews helped reduce the bias and improved the accuracy of
understanding SH experiences and reduce the bias in evaluations.
Still others have the impact on victims who reported SH. Bergman,
Langhout, Palmieri, Cortina, and Fitzgerald (2002) found that

293SEXUAL HARASSMENT: HAVE WE MADE ANY PROGRESS?

http://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/task_force/harassment/upload/report.pdf
http://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/task_force/harassment/upload/report.pdf


contrary to expectations, female military personnel who reported
SH did not experience improved job, psychological or health
outcomes. The authors suggest that the organizations response to
the reports and procedural satisfaction were the source of the
negative effects rather than reporting itself.

What We Need to Find Out

As evidence from the literature, much more work is needed to
better understand SH in the workplace and ways in which to
decrease its occurrence. First, much work has been done on the
most frequently occurring forms of SH; general sexist remarks and
or behavior (gender harassment). Yet, while occurring less fre-
quently sexual coercion has been shown to be as detrimental and
requires more study.

The EEOC recognizes the importance of emerging issues such
as transgender discrimination and needed laws to protect this
group of individuals. The EEOC expanded their scope beyond the
existing laws (Dwoskin et al., 2016, p. 4) to include three additional
areas: “1. Transgender protections under Title VII; 2. Religious dis-
crimination and accommodation; and 3. The EEOC’s efforts regard-
ing background checks.”

Undeniably, the vast majority of SH research has been con-
ducted on White/European women in traditional work environ-
ments and academia (Cortina & Berdahl, 2008). More research is
needed the military (Fitzgerald et al., 1997) additional ethnic
backgrounds (e.g., Cortina, Fitzgerald, & Drasgow, 2002; Wasti,
Bergman, Glomb, & Drasgow, 2000) and men (Berdahl & Moore,
2006).

Much more work is also needed on properly specifying SH
models. Nye, Brummel, and Drasgow (2014) argue that many of
the SH constructs are complex and to better understand SH the
constructs need to be aggregated. Fitzgerald (2003) called for
additional protections for victims of SH, suggesting that the cur-
rent litigation process frequently results in harm to the victim.
Fitzgerald calls for removing the caps on Title VII damages,
minimum rewards, and ways to educate juries on the damages
caused by SH to its victims.

In addition, researchers are asked to focus on emerging forms of
SH. More work is needed regarding the impact of SH on observers,
the organization as a whole as well as on men and the LGBT
community. Historically, SH has been defined from the women’s
subjective experience. Yet, new evidence exists that SH may come
from customers, clients, and other members of the general public;
and nonsexual forms are increasingly being recognized, such as
jokes on intelligence, comments related to not belonging in certain
jobs (Cortina & Berdahl, 2008). A recent article in the WSJ
provided evidence of an increasingly sensitive society and rami-
fications on perceptions of SH. Recently, a tenured LSU faculty
member was terminated as a result of her use of a crude term, a
joke about lesbianism and a joke about sex after marriage. While
no student charged the professor with SH, the professor was fired
for violating LSUs SH policy which prohibits “unwelcome verbal,
visual, or physical behavior of a sexual nature” and that “harass-
ment does not have to include intent to harm, be directed at a
specific target, or involve repeated incidents” (Creeley, 2016).

Still other questions remain unanswered. For example, why are
some SH victims traumatized and others not? How will the chang-
ing workplace which will increasingly be made up of more mil-

lennials and fewer baby boomers impact not only the definition of
SH, but also reporting, training and intervention strategies?
Changes such as an increasing workforce who work from home,
social media, a more causal work environment including slackened
more casual dress codes. And millennials themselves bring unique
challenges to the work place environment (Mainiero & Jones,
2013, see also Council of Economic Advisors, 2014). Millennials,
individuals born between 1980 and 2000, have been shown to be
less career oriented, less loyal to organizations, more sensitive than
other generations, and more likely to leave an organization if
adversity strikes (Alexander & Sysko, 2013). More work is needed
to understand the unique perspectives of this growing segment of
the workforce and their perceptions of SH.

Of note, is that while millennials are more open minded and
tolerant of sexual behavior than previous generations, they may
also lack a clear understanding of acceptable work place behavior,
and may not have a clear understanding of legal ramifications of
certain behaviors (Dozier, 2015). In addition, the use of social
media for texting and sexting are likely to blur the lines and
challenge the organization in terms of the organization’s respon-
sibilities and boundaries, especially in the United States as the
organization is still held accountable for SH incidences (Landers,
2013). More work is also needed to address the increasing LGBT
community. Evidence exists that this group experiences SH at the
same rate if not higher than the heterosexual community, however,
has significantly fewer reports. This community tends to experi-
ence heterosexism, homophobia, transphobia, as well as hate
crimes (Staff, 2016). Clearly much more work is needed to fully
understand these new generation of workers and their understand-
ing of SH.

Organizational Context: Prevention of
Sexual Harassment

We have seen that the evidence is equivocal concerning the
question of whether we have made progress in addressing SH in
the workplace. Despite the chronic nature of these pernicious
organizational problems, there is work that can be done in the
organizational context to prevent SH. Thus, there is a continuing
role for organizational prevention as the first line of defense.

Here we look briefly at what has been done to reduce workplace
violence more broadly and then consider three ideas for future
work. We agree with McDonald’s (2012) that the hierarchical
power dynamic as at the root of sexual harassment and addressing
that power dynamics in hierarchical relationships is an avenue that
has not been fully explored.

One condition that sets the stage for preventing SH is more
broadly reducing violence in the workplace. The National Institute
for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH, 2004) brought sig-
nification attention to research on workplace violence as a source
of morbidity and mortality for nearly two million Americans
annually. SH falls into the scope of abusive, even violent behav-
iors, whether the violence is verbal, interpersonal in nature or
physical in nature. The creation of a safe, secure workplace is
typically a priority for organizations, especially healthy ones that
place priority on their human resources. While NIOSHs mission is
focused on research and it’s translation into practice, the Occupa-
tional Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) is an enforce-
ment arm of the Department of Labor that aims to insure the safety
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and security of workplaces. OSHA (2015) has brought particular
attention to the burden of suffering from violence for health care
and social service workers. Some organizational contexts are at
higher risk of violent and abusive behavior, including SH and SA.
Once organizations have done what they can to prevent SH, SA,
and workplace violence in policy and procedure, then there is a
need to focus attention on leadership and prospective victims.

The Hierarchical Power Dynamic

SH in the workplace is an issue of interpersonal as well as
physical safety and of felt security. McDonald (2012) places SH in
the range of abusive or counterproductive behaviors which has
hierarchical power relations at their core. Considering how power
plays in as a causal factor in SH may be fruitful. This could be
approached through David McClelland’s concept of imperial
power in future research (McClelland & Burnham, 1995). Imperial
power motivation leads to impulsive and erratic actions, rude and
overbearing behavior, and the exploitation of others (Quick &
Quick, 2013). Imperial power should be considered as a founda-
tion for abuse of power and for the abusive or counterproductive
behavior to which McDonald (2012) refers. Imperial power is
toxic in relationships and in the workplace. Hence, the research
question is whether leaders who engage in the use of imperial
power are more prone to abusive behaviors, to include SH. By way
of explanation, we are not suggesting that leaders or bosses are the
primary culprits in SH cases but we are suggesting that the tone
and nature of the leader-follower dynamic in the workplace is one
important organizational culture cornerstone (Schein, 2010).

Leadership: Preventing the Abuse of Power

McDonald (2012) suggests that, while there is comparatively
limited research on the characteristics of the harassers (e.g., lack
social conscience, engage in immature, irresponsible, manipula-
tive, and exploitative behaviors), what does exist leads toward
understanding the harasser’s motives as aggression, not seduction.
Aggressive, overbearing, and exploitive behaviors would fall into
the domain of the abuse of power. Preventing the abuse of power
might again be considered through McClelland’s concept of so-
cialized or interactive power, which is self-controlled, relies on
appropriate inhibition of feelings and actions, is respectful of
others’ rights to include those of followers, and is concerned with
fairness and organizational justice (McClelland & Burnham,
1995). This approach to the use of power aims to shrink the
hierarchical distinction in leader-follower relations and is often
labeled servant leadership (McRaven, 2016). The research ques-
tion here is whether socialized power and servant leadership lead
to reduction in the abuse of power and, in turn, reductions in SH.

Secure Interpersonal Relationships

While we can envision roles for leaders and organizations in
addressing the problem of SH, we also can envision a role for
secure, interpersonal relationships as guards against unwanted
aggression and harassment. Political skills may be one key element
of building a strong, secure interpersonal network. Perrewé et al.
(2005) have shown how political skill can be effective in dealing
with job stress, work overload, and strain at work. Turning polit-

ical skill to managing a difficult or challenging relationship to
avert SH is an avenue for future research.

In addition to political skills, psychological intimacy is another
path to secure interpersonal relationships. Are those with such
relationships less likely to be victims of SH? Lobel, Quinn, St
Clair, and Warfield (1994) found that psychological intimacy
between men and women at work was a real possibility without
engaging romance or sex. The caution for both women and men in
forming strong, intimate psychological bonds in the workplace is
that some individuals may prove untrustworthy, ultimately being a
danger rather than a support. de Becker (1997) shows through case
analyses that attention to intuition can serve a powerful protective
role in sensing persons and situations fraught with danger, to
include risk of SH. Navigating the power dynamics of most work
environments requires more political skills and human understand-
ing than it does management skills and scientific knowledge.

Bystander Approach

Most prevention programs focus on prevention by reducing risk
of occurrence for potential victims (Burn, 2009). Recently, the
focus of prevention has shifted to the role of bystanders and
addresses bystander intervention before, during, and after assault
(McMahon & Banyard, 2012). Bystander interventions involve
individuals who see or hear about SH incidences and how they
might intervene to protect of reduce harm to the victim (Powell,
2011). Bowes-Sperry and O’Leary-Kelly (2005) devised a typol-
ogy and 2 � 2 model of bystander interventions based on the
immediacy (low/high) and level of involvement (low/high). Fur-
ther they note that nonintervention of bystanders as the status quo
may actually encourage more SH in the workplace. McDonald,
Charlesworth, and Graham (2016) empirically examined Bowes-
Sperry and O’Leary-Kelly’s (2005) work and found four contex-
tual features which influenced bystander intervention: identifica-
tion with and similarity to target, experience and anticipation of
sanctions, workplace norms, and inaction or coparticipation of
others. Bystander involvement is thought to be driven by work-
place culture and level of SH tolerance (McMahon & Banyard,
2012). An interesting find was that the EEOC now encourages
bystander training in terms of how to recognize and report the
problem so as to make SH a “sense of collective responsibility”
(Lipnic, 2016). Bystander intervention continues to be an impor-
tant emerging area of prevention and more work is needed to fully
understand its impact on SH.

Conclusion

JOHP embraced SH as an occupational health psychology prob-
lem in 1998 when three competitive research articles were pub-
lished in a special section. Our current examination of the evidence
suggests that SH is a continuing occupational problem. Have we
made progress? Yes, there has been progress on some fronts but
not on others and the problem has morphed, becoming more
complicated for a variety of reasons found in the current data.
First, we continue to struggle with the very definition of SH which
limits our ability to develop effective strategies to address the
phenomena in the workplace (McDonald, 2012). Next, we know
that the majority of women and men are not victimized in the
workplace by SH. McDonald (2012) noted that there is limited
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research on the characteristics of the harassers, while she also
noted more research on the characteristics of the complainants.
Further, we know that the makeup of the workforce is changing.
We have just begun to see research on SH implications to the gay,
lesbian, and transgendered employees. We also know little about
millennials view of what constitutes SH in the workplace, impor-
tant as this generation is larger than the baby-boomer generation,
and have a much different attitude toward work, sexual behavior,
and responsibility. Further little if any research has been conducted
on why some people become subjects of SH while others do not.
Finally, we know that training efforts have been less successful
than had been hoped, yet new insights have been made and new
training elements are being encouraged. From a public health
perspective, there is a real need to know more about harassers,
aggressors, abuses, and the role power dynamics play in causing
SH. Why? Because with this new information and evidence about
risks factors, then surveillance indicators and systems can be put in
place to address this preventable, if not always predictable, occu-
pational health problem.
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