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Sexual{Harassment as Disciiminatioms e
Guidelines for Effective Responses

-

< 7 R . C.

Sexual harassment in the w@rkplace is receiving increasing

- ¥ -

¢ . ,
.attention from both organizational management and researchers.
e . . ) . * o i : . ) A
Yet, there is conflicting evidence on how often sexual harassment
. . ' [ . . .

occﬁrg,' what ' behaviors constitute harassment, and héw victims
shopld respond to sexual harassment. This tgnfiict occurs, at

2 o
least in part, because much of the writing on sexual Marassment

- - .

"is based on unsystematically.gathered anecdotal evidence which

. -

laéks a clear theoretical! foundation. Sex:ual harassment is a

form of discriwination and victims of sexual harassment .respond

to it as other grodps in'thé pést have responded to discrimina-

re

tion. * Viewing sexual harassment from a theoretical. perspective

which .addresses discrimination leads to specific suggestions qn'
N . - . L4 * .

how victims can respond €ffectively to sexual harassment.

.

Because sexual Warassment often occurs in private with "o
. \ x

QitnESses (Safran, 1981), information on the frequency of sexual
harassment is primarily anetdotal (Neugarten and Shafritz, 1980).

Surveys of working women report conflicting, yet startling, re-

sults." In a‘lb7é:survey conducted by Redbook ﬁpgaéine (Safrany.

1981), nine out of 10 of the female respondents said they had

experienced some form of sexual harassment on the ' jobj MQstz‘

hoﬁgver, had experienced subtler forms of harassment such as

. ¢ . - N > N

. o - . . .o A
sehual  jokes. Forty-five percent of the respondents indicated N
that either they or a woman they knew had quit or been fired from

a job because of sexual harassment. Ina survey of . S0 “food -

. .
v P .

service__wo%kers and 100 women who attended a Speak-0ut on Sexual T

Harassment conducted by Working Women United,. 70 percent of the

'

‘
o .
. . ' . P
. -
L} hd . . 3
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‘resqohdénts had experienéep at least one instange of seraL

’-_—~ ~¥-4hmﬁassment—on~the—job~(Siiverman;“1§?6f7?7: , The Center fu?"womgn— T T

o _ Policy Stuares estimates thét at.least 18 million womén" were

.

3 N - ) > .
sexually harassed on the job in.1979 and 19B0 (Ms. Magazine, July

1981). Ten percent of the respondents in a study coédq;ted

—— e . A e Ml ERE e m—m

. heard of or observed a situation in which-a supervisor gave &

A

‘. woman a poor evaluation because she'refused to have sex with him.-

A survey of over 20,090 Federal employees indicated that 42

percent of the ?6men and 1S peréént of the meh’had been sexually

harassed in the previous two 'years (U.S. Merit Systems Protection .

-

Soard, -1981)J ‘rIn other sqrveys; up to 100 percent of the re-—

spondents reported experiencing some type of sexual harassment at

work (se€ 'Neugarten and Shafritz, 1980,, for a discussion of other

} { ) - i

surveys) . Even taking the most conservative estimates into

account, Ssexual harassment is clearly a problem for women at .

./ - . .

. ) ~work. . “- . . R | )
-, . - : N
. T

This paper examines the situation in which the sexual har-
. éssgr is .male and the recipient of the harassment is female.

This focus does nbét imply that male employees are never harassed; ,

-
. . -

hoWever, qomen are mpre often the wvictims of harassment than men

{Neugarten and Shafritz, 19803 U.S. Merit Systems Protection
Board, 1981). In addition, £be\processes involved in sexual.

~

harassment may be Uifggzént for*men than women. For example, 22
. percent of the male réspondents.té the U.S5. Merit Systems Protec— ’
‘ ' tion leard’s survey ,reported-thatUtheir'ﬁaraésers were male,’

A

while only 3 percent of the feﬁéle,respondents .reported " female

)
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tion.w .- , :

In November-lééo, ,ghe Equal Employment Opportunity Commis;
sion (§§QC5 aaopted ;?; final‘guidelines on sexual harasémgnt.
These guidelines provide fhatr |

Unwel come sexual advances, . requests for sexual favors,
~and other verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature
constitutes sexual harassment when (1) submission to
‘such conduct is made either explicitly or implicitly a
term« or condition of an individual®s employment, (2)
submission to or rejection of such conduct by an indi- "'
vidual is used as the basis for employment decisions * .
,atfecting such-.individuals, (3) or such conduct -has the
purpose or effect of unreasonably interfering with ,an
individual®s work performance or creating an intimi-
dating, ostile, or offensive work environment.
(Mastalli, 1981, p. 94) ! ’

»

‘This deffBition will be used as the operational - definition of

sexual harassﬁent throughout this paper.
-, :

'Ngmerous suggestions have been offered to women on ways to-

’

respond to sexual harassment. Suggested strategies incﬁ&de figh’

]

. nor1ng the harassment, 30L1ngly or bluntly asking the harasser to

stop, and taking legal act1on (cf. Ba;khouse and Cohen, 1978a).

+ Ignoring sexual haréssment, generallé, is an inéffect1ve Fe—
. . N ) ~ / ’

sponse.’ In the Working Women United survey, for the 76 percent

of the fespondents who used this strategy, the harassment contin-
ued . in the same.form or. worsened (Silverman, 1976-77). tost

discussions of strategies entourage the victim of sexual harass—

ment to~"at£étk the problem” herself (cf. Collins and élodgett,

1981). Most discussioné,of ggxﬁal harassment, however, do not

offer guidelines on which response is most appropriate in &

r

particular situation.

harassers. Thus, to avo1d poss1b1y confound1ng the analysis,

. Y
this paper focuses upon the male harasser/female victim situa—_*



<

‘ :
) . . : ,
.

The dirth of specific adVice to the YlCtlm of senual narass—l

ment is due, in part, to the 1acL of a tneoretical foundation for -

the study of individuals’ responses to *harassment. Sexual

o, harassment is not an isolated phenomenon and, should, therefaoire,

4

not be studied in isolation. " sexual harassmefit’ is a . form of.

discrimination and can be studied from a theoretical framework
. ’ t . > 0 :

which addresses discrimination. According to Parillo (1980),

N

discrimination is "the unequal treatment of outgroup  members,

- -

whether in job opportunities, . housing, social interaction, or

" other - areas" (p- 61). As a form of discrimination,‘ sexual

* - e

harassment is not a‘"sey game, ' bhut a way of expressing authority

and dominance either consciously (Backhouse and Cohen, 1978b) or

_unconsciously (Safran, 1981). In this way, sexual harassment is
i ' .

a social mechanism which préserves the.status quo of male "domi-—

nance in organi:ations (Neugarten and ‘Shafritz, 1?80). “ L.
J .

In analyging sexual harassment as & form of discrimination,

-

it is important to distingu1sn between preJudice, an ’éttltudE,
. and discrimination, - benaVior (Parillo, 1980). Given this dis-

tinction, Parillo argues that . altnougn preJudice may lead to

discrimination and discrimination'may Jeadito prejudice, there is

no necessary causal relationsnip betmeen the two. Peoplé who are ’

prejudiced against a particular group ‘may never make their feel-

ings ' known. to members of that groups conversely, people may:

discriminate against a group without being prejudiced. According
H - N . .

to Parillo (1980):° ~ ) ) .
it is wrong to assume that discrimination.is- always the
acting out of prejudice. . It may be instead the resul t
of a policy de¢ision protecting the interests’ of the
majority group . . . It may be due to social conformi-.
ty, such “as wnen.people submit to outside pressures

\
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. .despite their personal views. (p,'37) ' ‘ C ‘ . ‘
- To illustrate this idea, Par{llo~focqses on Robert Merton’s 1

conceptualization of the possible relationships between prejudide .
A ' and discrimination, qhich‘cah.bg illustrated as follows: '

N e \ N . .J\' .
oo ) . ' . ¢

<

G - Discrniminates

e

L ‘\ _ Yes ‘ .4N0 ) ‘,- . (‘ .
. Yes All-weather |+  Fair-weather | ' .
. . : ) illiberals . illiberals, . - « -
) Prejudice ] : ' , . - :
. No . Fair—weather All-weather . o T
- liberals ‘liberals - .

® -

fccording to Parillo (1980), hongreiudiced'hondigcrimingtors :
L B - . . - .

e s e e o s v e

’
or all-weather liberals are consistent; they are not prejudiced

o e A T e i s s T e S g e
. A
* . -

. ) N / -
and they do not practice (discrimination.  They are, Parillo, - .

~ ' P

contends, "properly motivated 59/111uminate others . and to fight
L against all forms of discrimination" (b. 38). AIthouéh some all- -

weather liberals are acti%igzé} others feel there is hé‘need to

.be active because they tend to talk only to people who’ share
their‘viewpoint and, thérefgre, assume that their ideas'répresént

the consensus of the community. Néngggigg;ggg discriminators or

e .ty s e o e S Tt St PR 4

.fair-weather iiberalglbelieve in expediency; as Parillo (1980)

.
- .
.

-notes, their "actions often conflict with,their‘pefsonal beliefs"
: S s

v (p. ‘38). Fair-weaﬁher libeﬁéls who are n9€ racially&prej&diced,

i . SN R
for example, may not ppenly condemn acts of .discrimination.

Parilld notés that "these people ¥requenfly feel guilt and ‘shame

¢ -

because they are aéting out against their be;igfs" (p. 38J.

P A e S e T e el S o e e e S e S
. .

il ‘ : ‘
Merton calls prejudiced nondiscriminators or fair-weathef illib= "

‘erals the “"timid piéots.“ According to P;riLLm (1980):

b




J

behavior) and prejudice {ap "attitude). .-

.nbnsexists. This may-helﬂ

! .
- -

They believe in many of the stereotypes about , minori-

ties and definitely feel hostility. toward these groyps. ,
However, _they keep silent in the presence of those who '
are moré'tolerant, they conform because they must. If , —
_~there were no law or pressure to be unbiased in certain -
actions, they would d1scr1m1nate. (p. 38) .. .

3

X

Prejudiced d1scr1m1nators or all—gggtheg l;;;ggggls are active

—— e — ————-_..-—.—_—._—_— —— e

Par1110 (1980) ma1nta1ns tﬁpt "not only do they openly

Y

bigats.

express the1r bellefs,

if “ necessary. they also believe that it is their duty to do so"

(p. 38).
Merton’s conceptuali;ation deals with

A similar model can be

i .

drawn * for the behavior of sexual harassment and the attitude of,

saxism,_that'is, prejudice based on Eiologital gender:
: . ’ - -

Serually Harasses

T - . [Behavior]l
Yes ’ . No ~ R
) Yes Open Sexist | Closet Seﬁist
Sexism ’ : .
[Attitudel | . . ) .- . oo
Nor Naive Sexist Nonsexist : ; 4

~

O

. |
L) 4 .
Nonsexist nonharassers Lor go exni t_ exhibit consistent

.—.-.._.__.—._._— O e e e =

Ettitudes ’and.behawiqr.‘ They are not'pnéjud{ced against women

and treat them accordingly: Just as Merton’sgalf—weather
- ' N

because they tend to assoc1ate ‘only with other

-

cular problem

think sexual harassment is 'a much smaller problem’ than women .do

(cf., Collxns and Blodgett, 1981). Nonse ist men who would never

partic1pate in sexual harassment associate m91n1y with

pract1ce d1scr1m1nat1on, and defy the 1aw,-

discrimination (a

1ib- "

erals, However, they may not see sexual harassment ds a parti-

to account for the finding that men‘

similar
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‘ B SR _ . . Ve
. types of men and are, therefere, isolated from the problem.

- ’Nonser1st sextial harassers or naive sexists, . like

fair-weather liberal counterparts, believe in egPEdie”CY"

’

t . I

their
Al -

though. they ‘are not sexist, they may part1c1pate/ in sexual

harasSment or, at least,, not condemn others who part1c1pate in’.

\ sexual harassment because it is 1nst1tut1ona11y or « persqnally

+

expedient. . A naive senist may participate in sexual ‘harassment

» '@ s
because his bpss or co*workers do.

==ao== — et it S e o e e i e LiW2Er: 2ELo==o

K se»1st stereotypes about women but, in most'cases, tney.do

‘act- on their beliefs. . As long as there are either ’formall

not

or:
J

informai prdhibitions against sexual harassment in the workplace

W ’

they w111 not part1c1pate in harassment. -

z « o
~

Sexist harassers or' open g ®is t penly e\press their

oo T

>

bée~

7

‘liefs and'practicefactive,harassment. Harragan (1977) calls them

the Mvicious players of sex checkers.” Like Mer¥on’s all-weather

.
.

illiberals, they feel tnef are doing their duty. They treat

women as they feel women snould be treated, often with overt

host111ty. Agcordlng to Parillo (19805

A J

.

Park, argues that extreme discrimifation will usually
result when: iMe dominant group feels that its self-
interests—-such’ as primacy and the preservation of

. """ cherished values——are’ threatened. Blalock believes

* . that the dominant group will not’ hesitate to -empldy -

d1scr1m1natory action if it thinks this will be an
gffective means. of undercutting the m1nor1ty group.as a
social competltor. (p. 39). - °

Open- sexists‘ use sexual harassment as a tool to blocP the

vancement of women in organ1 at1ons. -

-

Hubert Blaloc} "developing an earlier idea of Robert

ad-—.

In- tne past, women were adv1sed to deal with sexual

harasSers without regard,to the narasser s att1tude toward women.

)

L

\

EBiq‘ o R | g : ‘u;
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Seﬁar§t1ng'the behavior of sexual harassment from the attitude of

sexism, should allow. women to deal more effectively with.

. . . )
. ,‘hiaﬂg;ment. . < . . -

. present.few'problems. Ne1ther gr0up is likely to sexually harass

. . somen in organizations, although for different reasons. Nonsex-’

pFoviaed they a;e convinced that harassment does occur. Train-

4 N ’

’ iné.‘pFograms aimed at nonsexists should emphasize the frequency

. . ! - ,
with which sexual harassment occurs. Once this group is con-

vinced that sexual harassment is a genuine problem for women in

he .

" organizations, fhey will actively support praograms to rid organi-
zations of ‘sexual harassment.. Closet sexists, on the otter hand,

,'will ‘ngéer be active supporters .of guidelines against- sexual
k". - - . - . ' .
- harassment, although they will not sexually harass women as long
° ) - b . “ > i
as formal or informal rules against harassment exist. Al though

L4 . .
h : 3

closet sexists do nothing to actively support women in organiza-

tions,. they will not actively hinder women’s careers as lang as

’ L.

. other male members of the organization are supportive of, women.

/ ‘ Appeals tb closet sexists shpuld emphasize the EEOC guidelines
R ¢ ¢
and Shahld beJde11vered by a male member of the 0rgan1 ation who

Y
L]

they fpnd cred1b1e. Although tloset sexists may riot agree w1th'

» \ ri i

_the organhizational norm.

1

- Active sexual harassers can be divided into open sexists and
L4

naive sexists. To effect1ve1y resgond to these two types of

harassgrs, the victim. must redlize that they bave different

RPN

b in €erms of se,uql harassment, nonsexists and closet sexists

ists can be. used as supporters of sexual harassment guidelines

the .EEOC g%}dEIinesa they will support them as long as that ~is -



/

~

. ] - .
attitudes underlying tneir behavior. Open sexists are prejudiced
" - - ) . . ¢’ ‘
-~ against women while naive sexists are not. .. ! .
/ , :

Naive sexists are part1c1pat1ng in sexual H%rassment because

4 » it 1is 1nst1tut10nally or personally exped1ent not becéuse of

> ’ . " \

- ) prEJud1ce aga1nst women. Thus, strateg1es a1med at na1vé sexléts

should be des1gned to change the1r behavzar rot the1r att1t&des.
. .
Naive sex1sts can listen to abstract d1scuss1ons of seﬁﬁal
" >
. 2 ‘ - ‘
harassment and agree that sexual harassment should bf avoided,

- —

-

but contimue to harass womern. The Contlnuat1on of this behav or

- -~
b

may stem from two sources: 1gnorance or soetal pressure. ’ﬁn the

3 s ’

first instance, the naive sexist may not realize that hlS behaV3

¢

4

interpreting his behavior as sexual harassmént.‘ If thzs is the

. .

. case, d1rect confrontat1on should b; the most effect1ve Strategy.

k- The woman ‘should explain to the naive Sex1st how his behav1o&‘1s .
) ’ s 7 - \
being interpreted. Since he is’ not preJud1Ced against women,

4

once he is aware of the effects of his behav1or upon women .he

should be willing to change his behavior. Diréct confrontation

.encouraged by social pressure.

. a ) Unfortunately, some naive' sexists. méy be encouraged by

<
other members of the organ1zat10n to sexually harass women. For

. r AN

esxample, executives 4n a particular department‘may touch their

secretarles execessively. Although a, new executlve is not ex-—

P ) p11c1t1y tqld to touch his secretary, he may.model his peers’

behavior .(just ‘as he models their style of dress) and begin. to

‘the 'secretary uses direct confrontation and tells the executive

" .
-~ L]
.

!

A

ior contradicts his att1tudes. ~He may not realize that women are "

, ’ . 4 .
is an effective strategy unless the naive sexist’s behavior is,”

'touch'his own'secretary, perhaps wrthout even r?a11z1ng it., -~ If

b4

G
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o4 L )
how she is interpreting hi; behavipr, he may bevsympathetic to.
a _ o ‘ N . . i ) ' \
her arguments .but unable to stop his behavior because of the
e S N ) .

pervasiveness-of that type of behavior in the 'organization. This

a cfype of seéxual harassment will oﬁly<emd if- it is no longer func-
. - - > ' Lt A"‘;

ytional for the nafve,sexisé, that is, if it is no longer encour-—

™ -

~ *

aded, openly or subtf&;j by. the organizaxional memberé. Naive

4

S et

. . . .. ,
sexists will stop se:ual harassment if they are rewarded for
< . . . .

type of harasser will be-able to change his behavior if she Ttcan

. . .
- A
~ provide social pressure which discourages harassment. Formal

company guidelines against sexual harassment are inefféftive

'against this type of harasser if the organization or influential

l“r— /

c

\ c. v & . .
- " members -of the organization continue to "~ sanction harassment.

This subtle pressure to harass’womég employees may e&p;ain the

] —— .

. ) . C . ! ) ) . -

‘response of the respondent to the Redbook/HarVard Business Review

C 5 o X ] .o . g ] ' .
.~ survey who said: v A - ¢

-

2

We don’t” want to lose people, but if a harassment
. charge is proven correct, we terminate the. management
‘person. Within the last year we have had to terminate
three managers for . harassment. - terestingly, -the
problem continues to plague us. Heart—-to-heart, man-—,
. o .. < to—man talks, policy statements, and a proven corporate.-
’ " "response h&ve been no visible deterrent. (Collins and
—_— . Blodgett, 1981,'p. 91). - '
) O

e

I

. T

Heart-to-heart, talks wilflnot'detEr a naive sexist if. sexual
- harassment is still gn;odraged im subtle ways. If that is the

N ) ’ R . <‘ .
case, " the victim of sex®a} harassment must try to convince some-
G e e - * " .

7. one with enough power gggé.d the. organization of ' these subcul -

\ tures. . If she cannot Aind a pdwerful enough person te help her

+

:‘%Hé anly Other solution is to leave the

do:this, unfortunatel .

. company and warn other wofien not to tgke'jobs thére.

‘,' Q | : . ’-'.1(: .. .
LRIC L , 0 v 12

€ ¢ - )
alternative behaviors. Thus, a woman who is confronted by this"



Open sexists are sexhal Harassers whose atiitudes- and beJ
. , : ! : S
o “havior are.consiétent: Ideally, the best te;tic to handle .an

-/ openh sexist would be to change his attitudes “(convince him not
N . B 'ﬁw- s O

-
&

. g
to be prejudiced against.women) and, consequently, his behavior.

Unfortunately, given the stable nature of attitudes, this is un-

.

likely to happen.: Instead, the best-that can be expected is to
. ) . . .

. change an open sexist inteo a closet sexist. . The open sexist is

unlikely to change his behavior in response -to mild appeals, but
. behevior such as his cannot be tolerated ‘within an organization.
1f the organization is not willing to do everything in its power':

to control anqopen‘sexist, the, victim of his sexual harassment

*

must take .18gal action, remEmberihg, however, that just because - —

—————‘*—behevfor*fs*unjust'it*may*nut*be*i%fegaiquaffey;"1@79%7*——tegaf—"
Y ‘ . . N .
threats are useless wnless.the victimlof‘sexual harassment has
well-documented evidence against the bharasser, including, if

f:bossible, witggéees. QEQal action is a costly and time—consuming

process, but it may be the only strategy useful against an open

{ e - ‘. :
séxist. v , . . -

r

‘Jhus, in order to deal -effectively with sexual harassment, a

women must Ffirst determine the motive behind Her harasser’e

actlons. A haraéLer whose attitudes are sey1st ‘should be dealt'

with differently than a harasser whose attitudes are not’ sex:stf‘

#, S

U51ng the theoret1ca1 frameworl presented in this paper, Victims

of sexual harassment should be better able to deal w1th 1nstances
‘ of harassment. ' : ‘ '
Notes

1. My thanks to Stella: Tzng—Toomey and William B. Gudykunst
for the1r helpful comments and suggest1ons: ., .
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