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Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to identify promising themes of the papers in the special issues of
Equality, Diversity and Inclusion dedicated to advancing scholarship on sex-based harassment.
Design/methodology/approach – A conceptual overview of the research pertaining to these themes and an
analysis of the special issues papers’ contributions to these themes.
Findings – Four themes that represent important but relatively neglected lines of inquiry into sex-based
harassment are identified. These are (1) the psychology of harassment, (2) organizational culture and networks,
(3) the invisible majority and (4) the importance of collective action.
Originality/value – The paper offers an expert perspective on the state of research related to sex-based
harassment and four themes that are important to moving it forward.
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A shockwave hit the world in 2017, breaking widespread silence about sexual harassment.
The year started with the inauguration of US President Donald Trump, caught on tape
bragging, “when you’re a star, they let you do it. You can do anything. . . . Grab ’em by the
pussy. You can do anything” (New York Times, 2016). The year ended with Time Magazine
naming “The Silence Breakers” as Person of the Year “for giving voice to open secrets, for
moving whisper networks onto social networks, for pushing all of us to stop accepting the
unacceptable” (Zacharek et al.,2017) [1]. These silence breakers included widely admired and
famous women who exposed one of the most powerful men in Hollywood, Harvey Weinstein,
as a serial sexual harasser. As Anita Hill pointed out at the time, “Sexual harassment is about
power, and it has taken women of extraordinary power to overcome the disadvantage that
most accusers face” (Mayer, 2017). Under the safety of their voices, social media feeds filled
with family members, friends and coworkers saying #MeToo. The movement went
worldwide, and for the first time in history, people seemed to err on the side of believing
victims instead blaming them, of denouncing harassers instead of defending them.
Sexual harassment went from being the butt of jokes and a marginalized topic to being a
central concern in need of expert input. People wondered how sexual harassers (usually men)
could get away with such abusive behavior for so long, even when the abuse was an open
secret; how so many people (usually women) could be harassed and career damaged right
under our noses; why the problem could go on for so many decades without improvement or
redress; and why education, training, policies, reporting structures and disciplinary systems
had failed so miserably to address the problem that had been named and outlawed for
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decades. The #MeToo Movement prompted questions of #WhatNow and declarations of
#TimesUp: A renewed and concerted effort to condemn harassment and to stop it from
continuing, once and for all. As part of this effort, Peggy Stockdale, Faye Crosby, Myrtle Bell,
and Jennifer Berdahl launched the special issues of Equality, Diversity and Inclusion, From Me
Too to What Now: Advancing Scholarship on Sex Harassment: A Persistent Problem (Issue 1;
Stockdale et al., 2020a) and Making Progress (Issue 2; Crosby et al., 2021).
In this paper, we highlight and elaborate upon four themes from the articles in these
special issues that represent important but relatively neglected lines of inquiry into sexual
harassment. These are (1) the psychology of harassment, (2) organizational culture and
networks, (3) the invisible majority and (4) the importance of collective action. We review each
in turn, considering their status in the literature, contributions made by papers in this special
issue and promising directions for future research. We conclude with the observation that the
answer to #WhatNow is found in its precursor, #MeToo: Like Dorothy and the ruby slippers
in The Wizard of Oz, we have had the power to do something about sexual harassment, we
just needed our fairy godmothers, so to speak, to help us realize it. The man behind the curtain
is not so powerful, after all, when we pull away the curtain and raise our collective voices
against him.
The psychology of harassment
Relatively little empirical research has studied the psychology of sexual harassment. This
psychology has largely been assumed, especially by lay audiences and those new to the topic,
as a desire for sexual expression or gratification whose fulfillment is made possible by power.
The case of Harvey Weinstein fits this narrative, with the powerful movie mogul sexually
harassing young and beautiful actresses and ensuring their silence with career threats and
legal payouts. This case that ignited the worldwide #MeToo Movement is readily
recognizable as a form of abuse based on sex. But research on sexual harassment
challenges this prototype and its presumed psychology.
Sexual harassment, or more aptly, sex-based harassment, is defined as behavior that
derogates, humiliates or coerces a person(s) based on sex (Berdahl, 2007a; National
Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine, 2018). This includes sexual coercion (also
known as quid-pro-quo harassment) and unwanted sexual attention, but by far the most
common form of harassment based on sex is gender harassment: sexist comments, jokes and
materials that degrade the victim(s) based on sex (female or male) and/or gender (femininity
or masculinity) (e.g. Cortina and Areguin, 2021; Fitzgerald et al., 1988, 1995; Leskinen et al.,
2011; Shute et al., 2008). Compared to sexual coercion and unwanted attention, gender
harassment is more obviously motivated by dominance than sexual motives. All three forms
of sex-based harassment function to degrade and control (usually) women and to keep them
out of, or down in, male-dominated jobs, roles and spaces (e.g. Berdahl, 2007a; Cortina and
Areguin, 2021; Franke, 1997; MacKinnon, 1976). It is not a far leap to conclude that these
effects are intended.
The men most likely to sexually harass women endorse sex stereotypes, sexist attitudes,
gender and other forms of inequality, and consider being “a man” central to their identity;
importantly, their harassing behavior is triggered by threats to this identity (Alonso, 2018;
Dall’Ara and Maass, 1999; Kasumovic and Kuznekoff, 2015; Maass et al., 2003; Siebler et al.,
2008). This helps to explain why those most likely to threaten male identity are most targeted
for sexual harassment, including women in male-dominated jobs (Berdahl, 2007b; Fitzgerald
et al., 1999; Glomb et al., 1999; Gruber, 1998; Mansfield et al., 1991), women in positions of
power (e.g. McLaughlin et al., 2012; Folke et al., 2020), ambitious, assertive, confident and
outspoken women (Berdahl, 2007b; Bai et al., 2014), and feminist women (Dall’Araand Maass,
1999; Holland and Cortina, 2013; Maass et al., 2003; Siebler et al., 2008). Men also target other

men for sex-based harassment when their manhood is threatened (Alonso, 2018), and are
especially likely to target gender nonconforming men, such as men they perceive to be queer
or feminized (Berdahl et al., 1996; Berdahl and Moon, 2013; Konik and Cortina, 2008;
Stockdale, 2005; Stockdale et al., 1999; Trades Union Congress, 2019; Waldo et al.,1998).
Research into the psychology of men who sexually harass thus shows their behavior is
triggered by a desire to restore, protect or enhance a sense of male identity, or “manhood.” In
other words, sexual harassment is more about exploiting gender for power goals than it is
about exploiting power for sexual goals (Berdahl, 2018). Because “being a man” is
synonymous with being powerful (e.g. Connell, 1987; Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005;
Sidanius and Pratto, 2001), it is not surprising that “power hungry” men are especially prone
to harass. Sexual harassers tend to automatically link power with sex (Bargh et al., 1995), and
harassment is highly correlated with bullying and other acts of dominance (e.g. Glick et al.,
2018; Lim and Cortina, 2005; Robotham and Cortina, 2020). One could say that sexual
harassers “get off” on dominating others, sexually and otherwise. It is easy to get confused by
the “sexual” part of some forms of harassment and lose sight of the core “dominance”
component of them. In Figure 1, we illustrate how there are plenty of consensual sexual
behaviors that do not involve attempts to dominate, derogate and humiliate; it is not the
sexual nature of a behavior that makes it harassing, it is the dominant nature of a behavior
that does. What may be consensual on the left-hand side of the figure becomes coercive on the
right as the ability of the other party to consent becomes compromised and the initiator of
these behaviors holds organizational, economic, social, physical or other forms of power or
status over the target. It is important to remember that sexual harassment is a form of
bullying and should be treated as such (Potter, 2018; Shute et al., 2008, recommend the term
“sexual bullying”).
Two papers in this special issue focus on the psychology of heterosexual pursuit and
coercion (rather than the more common gender harassment) at work. Both online experiments
show that perpetrator power increases the approval and likelihood of initiating sexual
behavior toward an other-sex person at work. Klein et al. (2021) show that customer power
(the ability to tip) increased men’s likelihood to find sexual behavior toward a female
bartender acceptable. Stockdale et al. (2020b) find that priming power increased people’s
(especially men’s) likelihood to ask an underling for sexual favors or to persistently pursue a
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sexual relationship with a coworker. Interestingly, Klein and colleagues found that
perceptions of a female bartender’s agency (her ability to choose what she wears to work)
increased perceptions of her manipulativeness and men’s approval of a customer behaving
sexually toward her. This resonates with research showing that it is agentic and powerful
women who are targeted most for sexual harassment (e.g. Berdahl, 2007b; McLaughlin et al.,
2012). Stockdale and colleagues also showed that “power hungry” people (high in the “dark
triad” personalities of narcissism, Machiavellianism and psychopathy, which men were
higher on than women) were more likely to link feeling powerful with feeling sexy (which men
were more likely to do than women), which predicted a willingness to engage in inappropriate
heterosexual behavior toward a supervisee or coworker (which men were more willing to do
than women).
These studies strengthen evidence of the importance of power in the psychology of
harassment. Understanding how power motivates sexual harassment in the minds of
harassers, and legitimates harassment in the minds of observers, is key to preventing and
combating it. Future research can build on this by further exploring the psychological links
between of power and sex, and particularly how and when these links are gendered. Any
understanding of the psychology of harassment based on sex must be careful not to ignore
the social structures, norms and dynamics of “doing gender” (West and Zimmerman, 1987)
that shape and define the behavior. Erasing gender from theoretical and empirical analyses
does not make it go away; it merely obscures and prevents a fuller understanding of sexbased harassment. Social identities used to harass and bully others (e.g. gender, race and
class) are stratified by status and power; attempts to exploit and abuse these identities to
dominate others must necessarily be understood in the context of these forms of
stratification.
Another fruitful avenue of research is to study the likelihood to sexually harass
alongside the likelihood to racially harass and bully others, as well as to engage in other
self-serving acts of misconduct. Sexual harassment is highly correlated with ethnic and
racial harassment and bullying in studies of individual experiences (e.g. Berdahl and
Moore, 2006; Glick et al., 2018); are these behaviors also positively correlated within
perpetrator behavior? Because sexual harassers try to dominate others based on gender,
they might also be likely to try to dominate others based on stratified social identities
such as race, ability, age and class. One only has to think of the way the 45th US President
derogated women who stood up to him along with racial and ethnic minorities,
immigrants and disabled people to imagine how a tendency to humiliate and degrade
others based on marginalized social identities may go hand-in-hand. If harassers tend to
have “dark triad” personalities (Stockdale et al., 2020b), they are also likely to engage in
other forms of misconduct such as lying, stealing, plagiarism, embezzlement and other
forms of corruption, consistent with the “Al Capone Theory” of sexual harassment
(Aurora and Honeywell, 2017).
Finally, a better understanding of the rewards of harassment for its perpetrators
would lend insight into why they harass and what might be done to stop them from
harassing. Maass et al. (2003) found that men felt more like a “man” after harassing a
woman (i.e. sending her degrading pornography) who had made feminist statements, thus
restoring men’s sense of male identity and status after it was threatened. Does
harassment enhance not only the harasser’s sense of status and power, but their actual
status and power in the workplace? Does it make others admire or fear the harasser(s), or
both, and how does this depend on the social context in which the harassment takes place?
Further understanding the social and psychological rewards of harassment can help to
identify how these rewards might be removed so that harassment it is no longer an
attractive option for perpetrators.

Organizational culture and networks
Any understanding of the psychology of harassment must involve the social context in which
it takes place, as it is this context that motivates and rewards the behavior. Attempts to study
harassment without theorizing context leads to reductionistic accounts, like early theories
viewing sexual harassment as a biological inevitability (“boys will be boys”) or a simple abuse
of power for sexual gratification (e.g. Studd and Gattiker, 1991). Decades of scholarship have
challenged these accounts but it is easy to default to “gender blind” assumptions that ring
true with patriarchal norms and ideology. But because understanding the social contexts in
which sexual harassment thrives (and does not) is key to understanding why it occurs in the
first place, there is luckily a relative abundance of scholarship addressing how societal norms,
organizational demographics, and more recently, climate and culture, encourage or
discourage the behavior.
Sex-based harassment, like other forms of identity-based harassment, is made possible by
social constructions of the identities at play and their dynamics of inequality (Maass et al.,
2003; Robotham and Cortina, 2020). The motive and ability to harass others based on sex is
rooted in sexual inequality, like the motive and ability to harass others based on race is rooted
in racial inequality. Male political, economic, social and physical dominance over women
motivates, enables and supports men’s harassment of women. To pretend that men and
women can enact the same sexist behaviors, or that they would mean the same thing if they
did, is misleading. Sexual harassment is, fundamentally, a gendered expression of power
(Uggenand Blackstone, 2004), embedded in patriarchal systems of control in which men use
sex-based power to dominate women (and marginalized men). We know that sexual
harassment is mostly perpetrated by men against women, that when men are harassed it is
often by other men, that sexual harassment usually involves misogynist put-downs
(including the harassment of men), that it mostly takes place in male-dominated industries
and workplaces, that male subordinates harass female superiors, and that gender
nonconformers are particularly targeted for harassment. In short, sexual harassment is a
technology of sexism, keeping women (and marginalized men) down in, and out of, desired
workplaces and positions of power (e.g. Franke, 1997; Stockdale et al., 1999). And we know
from the psychology of harassment that it is about protecting or enhancing the harassers’
sense of status based on sex – most often men’s ability to feel powerful as “men” (e.g. Alonso,
2018; Maass et al., 2003).
It is no wonder, then, that workplace cultures that valorize men and masculinity and
denigrate women and femininity witness the highest rates of sexual harassment (Berdahl
et al., 2018). Recent research shows that workplaces with masculinity contest cultures, in
which status is defined and achieved by outperforming others in masculine characteristics,
have significantly higher rates of sexual harassment as well as racial harassment, bullying,
toxic leadership, low psychological safety and other practices that pit workers against each
other (Glick et al., 2018; Matos et al., 2018; Workman-Stark, 2020). Unsurprisingly, work
environments characterized by masculinity contest cultures also have few women in
management (Glick et al., 2018) and their workers suffer significantly higher rates of burnout
and lower levels of organizational identity, dedication and performance, and mental and
physical health (Glick et al., 2018; Koc et al., 2021). Masculinity contest culture, in short,
describes many toxic work environments featured on the front pages of newspapers as
marked with harassment and scandal (e.g. Uber, Fox News, and more recently New York
Governor Andrew Cuomo’s office).
Three papers in this special issue address how workplace climate and networks shape
organizational contexts that help to prevent or promote sexual harassment. Perry et al. (2021)
present a compelling conceptual model of how inclusive leaders who facilitate belongingness,
value uniqueness in employees and prevent exclusion are likely to generate climates of
inclusiveness and reduce the likelihood of sexual harassment and other forms of
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mistreatment. Such work environments are likely to remove “who’s in and who’s out”
divisions that pit workers against each other in a competition for status, thus also removing
motives to dominate and denigrate others, or to promote oneself, based on socially unequal
identities. The studies by Robotham and Cortina (2020) support this idea with empirical
evidence from the military and a sample of working adults, showing that climates of respect
reduce both sexual as well as ethnic forms of identity-based harassment.
Far from the climates of inclusiveness and respect that reduce sexual harassment,
Cunningham et al. (2021) illustrate how successful sexual harassers build climates of
exclusion and disrespect by cultivating “networks of complicity” in their work environments.
In a qualitative study of in-depth interviews with employees in work environments
containing at least one serial harasser, these authors find that harassers build networks in
which they are central players and power brokers, perpetrate myths and misinformation, and
shield themselves from accountability. These networks of complicity protect sexual
harassers from sanction and enable their behavior to continue by having active enablers
who sabotage those who try to expose the harasser, passive enablers who turn a blind eye to
or rationalize the behavior, and bystanders who fail to take action. The harm done by network
members is often described by victims in this study as worse than the harassment itself,
consistent with other accounts (e.g. Merlo, 2013). These networks of complicity metastasize as
perpetrators’ power grows and they place unqualified people loyal to them into positions of
power, creating toxic climates devoid of trust and cooperation. These networks echo Brown
and Battle’s (2020) argument in Volume 1 of these special issues that people fear ostracism
from their social networks at work for disclosing harassment and abuse in the workplace.
This ostracism may be more scary and painful than the harassment itself (O’Reilly et al.,
2015), which can help to explain why so many victims and bystanders remain silent about
sexual harassment.
These contributions show why and how sexual harassment must be conceptualized
beyond the individual perpetrator. Even in cases in which there is an individual perpetrator,
such as Harvey Weinstein, there is often a social network surrounding and protecting that
perpetrator that is at least complicit in his abuse, and often abusive itself when it acts to shut
down, slander, and shun victims and whistle blowers. Sexual harassment can also become the
modus operandi of workplace culture, in which it becomes normative to make and laugh at
sexist jokes and comments, share offensive materials, put down women, distance oneself
from all things feminine, tease men about their masculinity, sexually objectify new recruits
and otherwise create a hostile working environment based on sex. Such workplace cultures
take a village, so to speak, to create and to perpetuate, with many people (and complicit
bystanders) sprinkling small acts of unkindness that add up to a workplace that is hostile to
women and marginalized men.
A promising direction for future research would be to study the dynamics of workplace
harassment in the broader social context of multiple actors, such as Cunningham et al.’s (2021)
active enablers, passive enablers and bystanders. Do harassers tend to have, or harass with, a
“deputy” who backs them up, or a “posse” that surrounds and protects their behavior? How
can networks of complicity, or network silence, be disbanded or broken (Herschcovis et al.,
2021)? Mapping the full range of victims’ experiences – not just the harassment itself, but
their treatment by others during and after it – will help to more fully understand how such
behavior can act as a form of bullying and mobbing at work. A challenging but crucial
direction for future research is to better understand how organizational change can take place
to convert networks of complicity and climates of exclusion and disrespect into networks of
support and climates of inclusion and respect. There are excellent examples of organizational
change studies addressing related concepts, such as enhancing psychological and physical
safety and improving work–life balance (e.g. Ely and Meyerson, 2010; Kossek et al., 2014;
Kellogg, 2011; Perlow, 2012), that could inform such research.

The invisible majority
While research has documented that sexual harassment is particularly common against
women who encroach on male domains and identities, a large proportion of women are
overlooked in research on sexual harassment, either because they work in traditionally
female jobs (e.g. nursing, domestic work, childcare) and/or because they do not possess
prototypical gender identities (e.g. women of color, queer women, immigrant women). This is
despite evidence that many such women are particularly susceptible to sexual and other
forms of harassment (e.g. Berdahl and Moore, 2006; Silverschanz et al., 2008). Of note, even
though #MeToo was coined by Tarana Burke, a Black American activist, to raise awareness
of sexual abuse experienced by young Black girls, the term was appropriated by Alyssa
Milano, a White American actress, to give voice to survivors in the wake of the sexual
harassment and abuse allegations against Harvey Weinstein (who has now been convicted of
his crimes). The hashtag was widely used across social media without giving due credit to
Burke. Women of color saw this as an erasure of Burke’s lifelong work as well as of the
experiences of assault on women of color, fitting the pattern of intersectional invisibility
experienced by women of color who lack even the low levels of personal and social capital
offered prototypical women in a patriarchal world (Buchanan and Settles, 2019; PurdieVaughns and Eibach, 2008).
Several papers in this special issue shed light on sexual harassment experienced by the
invisible majority. In her paper, Fitzgerald (2021) examines the sexual harassment
experiences of women in low-wage jobs, noting that low-income women in America are
especially vulnerable to sexual harassment because of their position at the intersection of low
power and gender, yet they receive very little scholarly attention, media coverage or legal
support. These women, who are some of the lowest paid and most disenfranchised workers in
America, experience acute sexual harassment. Agricultural workers, who are mostly
immigrants, are sexually assaulted on farms; subminimum wage restaurant workers are
sexually harassed by customers; single mothers in low-income housing are sexually coerced
by landlords and janitorial workers are harassed by their bosses. The paper by Fitzgerald
illustrates that these groups of women fall through the cracks of legal systems and that their
experiences of sexual violence are rendered invisible in mainstream narratives and
perspectives.
Even when sexual harassment against women who belong to vulnerable or marginalized
groups is acknowledged, their experiences tend to be discounted. Klein et al. (2021) found that
a female bartender was perceived as more manipulative when she could earn tips and decide
how to dress, and that sexual harassment against her was perceived as more legitimate as a
result. This reinforces the victim-blaming notion that women “ask for it,” which makes
women in low-paying service industries, where most workers are dependent on tips to make
living wages, not only more vulnerable to harassment but also less likely to be able to seek
recourse when they do.
What is important to note is that there is much overlap between the marginalized groups
studied by Fitzgerald (2021) and by Klein et al. (2021), and women who belong to racial
minority groups. Most women engaged in low-paid work are racialized, and are often
immigrants, placing them very low in the hierarchy of power and status. Critical race scholars
have noted that women of color are rendered invisible in many social realms such as
workplaces, the media or academic research, due to their nonprototypical gender and racial
identities (e.g. Buchanan and Settles, 2019; Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach, 2008), and this
phenomenon appears to be replicated within the narrative around sexual harassment.
Thus far, there is a dearth of research studying the experiences of sexual harassment that
women of color and women with other marginalized identities are subjected to (for exceptions
see Buchanan et al., 2018; Cortina, 2001; Waugh, 2010; Woods et al., 2009). This highlights the
importance of an intersectional lens in understanding and examining sexual harassment at
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work. Intersectionality theory is a multiple-axis framework to study social experiences and
focuses, in particular, on the multiple ways in which identities interact to shape people’s
experiences (Crenshaw, 1989). An intersectional lens sheds light on how structural power can
create social hierarchies which affect whose experiences are more salient and whose are
rendered invisible (McCall, 2005; Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach, 2008). The term
“intersectionality” was coined by Kimberle Crenshaw to draw attention to Black women’s
experiences at the margins of their racial and gender identities (Crenshaw, 1989), and this
framework is now used widely by scholars to study multiple marginalized subjects (e.g.
Bhattacharyya and Berdahl, 2018; Bowleg, 2013; Buchanan and Settles, 2019; McCluney and
Rabelo, 2019; Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach, 2008; Rosette et al., 2016; Shields, 2008; Smith
et al., 2019).
In their paper examining antisexual harassment efforts in Lebanese workplaces, Karam
and Ghanam (2021) use an intersectional framework to unpack power dynamics in the global
South. They show how opposition to sexual harassment in Lebanon has been shaped by ideas
both within and outside of the Middle East. This includes overlooking the experiences of
immigrant women and domestic servants, who are not just implicitly, but explicitly omitted
from discussion and consideration by the legal, business and academic panels studied by
Karam and Ghanam. These authors also compellingly argue that despite the fact that sexual
harassment is a global phenomenon, frameworks of sexual harassment and power that exist
in the Global North do not fit neatly into other contexts, and therefore highlight the
importance of alternative frameworks for conceptualizing and studying sexual harassment
and power.
Heck (2020), in her paper on the discussion between Kimberle Crenshaw and Anita Hill,
notes the acute urgency of understanding sexual harassment from an intersectional lens by
bringing to our attention the harmful consequences of having failed to do so thus far. The lack
of the operationalization of intersectionality in the #MeToo movement has left out the unique
experiences and voices of women of color and women with other marginalized identities. This
has prevented women of color, for example, the Black women victims of R. Kelly, from
receiving justice. Another significant outcome of this has been more focus on the
condemnation of individuals, which, although necessary, takes attention and resources
away from dismantling the structures of power that allow sexual harassment to continue
unabated.
It is important to adopt intersectionality theory to study sexual harassment. Research has
not only found that women who belong to the unseen majority are disproportionality
vulnerable to sexual harassment and violence (Fitzgerald, 2021), but has shown that they
have uniquely different experiences. For instance, Black women report racialized sexual
harassment (Buchanan, 2005), women of color report experiencing exoticization
(Bhattacharyya and Berdahl, 2018) and queer women are punished for deviating from
patriarchal gender roles (Brassel et al., 2019; Konik and Cortina, 2008). In fact, much of the
experiences of women with multiple marginalized identities, such as queer women of color, or
Latina immigrant agricultural workers, are yet to be documented or studied (e.g. Brassel et al.,
2020). Studies also find that sexual harassment claims of women with marginalized or
nonprototypical identities tend to be perceived as less credible and legitimate (Goh et al., 2021;
Sambaraju, 2020), and as even less psychologically harmful, compared to their prototypical
counterparts (Goh et al., 2021), even though such women are the ones most likely to be
sexually harassed. These complexities cannot be captured by studying the experiences of one
class of women or by using a single-axis theoretical framework.
Future research should thus turn more attention to understanding the experiences of the
invisible majority – women in low-wage jobs with little protection, immigrant women, women
of color and how their experiences might differ depending on their racialization, and queer
women. Though sexual coercion and assault is a relatively rare phenomenon in most studies,

which show that gender harassment is the most common form of harassment based on sex, it
is likely that the relative prevalence, severity and explicitness of sexual harassment is higher
in less powerful and more marginalized samples that constitute the invisible majority. For
example, sexual assault may be seen as something harassers can more easily get away with
against more vulnerable and marginalized populations, whereas gender harassment may be
a “softer” tool for degrading more privileged and powerful women, consistent with
intersectional theorizing around the different ways that women of privilege and marginalized
women are subjugated by dominant groups of men (e.g. Hurtado, 1989).
Collective action
Collective action brought us the #MeToo movement and is also the best answer to
#WhatNow, pointing the way forward to tackling sexual harassment. If there is one thing the
#MeToo movement has shown us, it is that collective action can be powerful enough to take
on the law, fame, wealth and power in the comeuppance of perpetrators. By allowing
survivors to break the silence around their abuse, #MeToo was instrumental in helping them
reclaim power from their harassers and in getting support from others in condemning these
harassers and their behavior. People who believed they were alone in their concerns or
experiences were able to find each other and to build networks of solidarity and support.
In their paper, Leopold et al. (2021) illustrate how the informal #MeToo movement
changed attitudes and understandings of sexual harassment in ways that formal legal and
organizational frameworks were unable to for decades. Though solutions to the problem have
long been assumed to rest in laws, policies and their enforcement, these authors discuss how a
focus on compliance has not led to much progress and change for years but how “millions of
tweets, retweets, and other social media postings of sexual harassment victims sharing their
stories” led to substantial change within months. The #MeToo movement shifted
assumptions about the acceptability of sexual harassment, the believability of victims and
awareness of harassment as a pervasive and destructive problem. The authors conclude that
this change in awareness did more to deter and punish harassment than laws and policies can
do alone.
Amber et al. (2020) reveal a mechanism that helps to explain the quick spread of the
#MeToo movement. Their research shows that stories of sexual harassment in the media
predicted women’s memories and interpretation of their own past experiences of being
sexually harassed. This provides context for the exponential impact of the #MeToo hashtag
on social media, which triggered millions of people to remember and publicly disclose their
experiences of harassment. The ripple effect of this was felt worldwide, both in terms of
building community and in holding harassers accountable. The consequences of triggering
such recall, recognition and solidarity of the harm done by sexual harassers is likely a big
reason so much effort has been put into silencing those who would speak out about
harassment and into smearing those who do (Cunningham et al., 2021; Herschovis et al., 2021).
Fear of retaliation and backlash prevents victims from disclosing their abuse (Cortina and
Magley, 2003), leaving them with feelings of shame and isolation. #MeToo broke the cycle by
creating space for women to disclosure as well as to find social support. As Brown and Battle
(2020) discuss in their paper, a fear of ostracism in particular can prevent disclosure. They
note that the #MeToo movement, in its focus on breaking silence and building community,
has reduced this fear of being ostracized, thus mitigating a fundamental barrier to reporting
sexual harassment. Schneider and Carpenter (2020) find evidence of this through their
analysis of #MeToo Tweets, showing that tweets that indicated positive social reactions
signaled validation and believing in survivors, offering support and calling for social change.
However, the systems and structures that allow and perpetuate sexual harassment still
persist. The study by Cunningham et al. (2021) shows how networks of complicity enable
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sexual harassment to persist and even grow, even when many know about the abuse. These
organizational networks are built to protect perpetrators, not victims, of sexual harassment.
Again, the solution to dismantling such structures lies outside of them. A recommendation
that is often put forth (and summarily rejected, of course, by organizations preferring to
police – and cover up – their own misdeeds), is to establish an external watchdog agency with
no ties to or conflicts of interest with the professional networks in which the harassment to be
investigated takes place (e.g. Lang and Dallaire, 2013; Hershcovis et al., 2021). Such an
external agency could independently receive complaints, conduct investigations and
determine penalties, bypassing the networks that are motivated to shield the perpetrator,
to protect the image of the organization and to encourage silence around harassment. An
example of this is US Safe Sport, charged with investigating allegations of abuse in athletics
and created in the wake of the revelation that Larry Nassar had sexually abused hundreds of
female gymnasts in his role as head doctor for USA Gymnastics. Future research could
explore the effectiveness of such agencies and develop an understanding of best practices
around such investigations and their outcomes.
Some individuals and organizations have also started to experiment with introducing
allegation escrows – “a neutral third-party that collects allegations anonymously, matches
them against each other, and de-anonymizes allegers only after de-anonymity thresholds (in
terms of number of co-allegers), pre-specified by the allegers, are reached” (Arun et al.,2018).
The advantage of an allegation escrow is that it is focused on protecting individual victims of
sexual harassment and operating to make reporting safer and more impactful through
anonymity and strength in numbers. Future research could also study the effectiveness of
allegation escrows in getting victims and bystanders to report harassment, and the tipping
points for complaints in assessments of the probability of evidence and the ability to protect
victims from retaliation and instead shut down the harassing behavior.
Finally, mobilizing social activism and systematic advocacy can play an important role in
bringing about structural change. The Coalition of Immokalee Workers in Florida
(Fitzgerald, 2021), for example, set up via migrant-farmworker community organizing, has
continually organized action against sexual violence toward farmworkers by supervisors,
(among other activities). As of 2020, they conduct ongoing education around sexual
harassment focused on empowerment, monitoring one’s rights and filing complaints, and
removing secrecy. Their work, a combination of organized action and reform, has begun to
create a culture of protecting workers, reporting perpetrators and building communities of
social support. On the other side of the world, persistent and massive protests across India
after a brutal gang rape of a woman in 2012 led to an expedited police investigation and
creating an independent judicial committee to introduce quicker investigation and
prosecution processes, and reforming existing sexual assault laws in India. More
progressive laws were passed and six new fast-track courts were established a year later.
In short, collective action is likely the most powerful tool for combating sexual harassment
and changing laws, workplace practice and public opinion about its acceptability. Much more
research needs to be done into how collective action can be effectively mobilized and
ensconced in societal institutions and attitudes so that investigations are effective and fair
and the rights of the accused are protected while the voices of the abused are heard and acted
upon to heal those affected and to prevent future victims.
Conclusion
In this paper, we identified four themes from the articles in the special issues of Equality,
Diversity and Inclusion on advancing research on sex harassment: (1) the psychology of
harassment, (2) organizational culture and networks, (3) the invisible majority and (4) the
importance of collective action. We explained how these oft neglected lines of inquiry promise

to shed light on why harassment based on sex occurs, in which contexts, by whom, against
whom and why collective action, like the #MeToo movement, is the best way to end it. As one
feminist advocate said (Feldt, 2012, p. 242), “The path to big, systemic change is collective
action. That takes Sister Courage.”
Note
1. Interestingly, the one other time a group of women was Time’s Person of the Year was in 2002, when
“The Whisteblowers” were celebrated for outing organizational corruption and failure and making
“it clear that when dedicated to doing the right thing, anyone can make a difference” (Semuels, 2002).
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