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While sexual harassment policies are put in place to protect workers,
organizational practice is often misaligned with formal policies or grievance
procedures, calling into question fundamental assumptions many sociologist
make regarding organizational constraint and agency (Roscigno 2011). Take,
for instance, the sexual harassment of Holly at a company dinner. Her co-
workers’ concern led to herremoval from the situation rather than the
punishment of her harasser. While her colleagues ended Holly’s harassment,
they did so in a way that would not jeopardize their profitable business
relationship with the client. Holly’s harasser was quickly labeled by her co-
workers as a “bad apple,” but the organizational contexts that allowed the

harassment and broader gender inequality to occur remained unquestioned.




Many of our interviewees experienced wide-ranging forms of sex-based
discrimination as well as sexual harassment. These findings may thus extend
more broadly to workplace bullying, intimate partner violence, and other forms
of discrimination and harassment. For example, Johnson (1995:284) identifies
“patriarchal terrorism” as a form of intimate partner violence that reflects
“patriarchal traditions of men’s right to control ‘their women.”
Similarly, Macmillan _and Gartner (1999) direct attention to dyadic power
relations, finding that women’s employment lowers risks of spousal abuse
when their male partners are employed but increases risks when their male
partners are unemployed. Further research might also examine sexual
harassment dyads and the positions and perspectives of harassers (Quinn
2002). Harassers appear to view targets as a threat to their own power — in

the workplace and in the broader society.

Theory and research on gender stratification often makes the implicit
assumption that problems such as sexual harassment, sex discrimination, and
workplace bullying will recede if and when women attain greater power at
work. Yet power in the form of supervisory authority also provokes backlash
from clients, subordinates, and fellow supervisors. This paradox of power
represents both a challenge and an opportunity for existing frameworks.
Beyond gender, characteristics such as race or class may similarly trump
formal organizational authority in determining workplace power. While firms
are increasingly adopting policies to increase diversity in management (Kalev,
Dobbin, and Kelly 2006), this study points to a new obstacle for women and,
perhaps, racial minorities in leadership positions (but see Hirsh and Lyons
2010). To test the latter idea, an extension of this analysis might examine
whether racial minorities who supervise others are subject to greater racial

harassment.

While legal and organizational responses to sexual harassment have evolved
rapidly in the past three decades, the cultural image of harassers and targets
has not kept pace with changing workplace realities. Many still view the typical
harassment scenario as one involving a sleazy male boss and a powerless
female secretary. As this article shows, the reality is far more varied. Moving
away from such stereotypes is a critical step for improving organizational
policies and training procedures on sexual harassment. Effective training must
go beyond male boss/female subordinate role-playing exercises and better
reflect the diversity of harassment experiences. Effective grievance
procedures must also enable targeted workers to come forward without
undermining their own authority. For women who become bosses themselves,
their positions create a paradox of power in a gender system that continues to
subordinate women. In taking on positions of authority, they also take on a

greater risk of sexual harassment.
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