Harassment frequency, severity, response, and effect were analyzed for a sample of 138
women who work mostly. in unskilled jobs in the auto industry. It was hypothesized that
these would be related to several social and work-related characteristics: specifically low
social of work status, or low numerical representation in a work area. Our analysis found
that blacks, unmarried, or young (under 25) women, or those with low job status, or who
worked in an area where women were a sizable minority were more likely to be the targets
of frequent harassment. Black women, or those who were a sizable minority in a work
area, were also likely to be severely harassed. Harassment response, however, was not
related to either social or work-related characteristics. In other words, women who are the
targets of harassment do not respond differently than women who are less frequently or
severely harassed. Several consequences of sexual harassment were found. Feelings
toward coworkers and supervisors were adversely affected by harassment; overall job
satisfaction, feelings of job competence, and work mobility aspirations were not
influenced. Finally, there was some evidence that harassment generalized beyond the
workplace: Harassed women reported lower self-esteem and experienced less global life
satisfaction.

Blue-Collar Blues

THE SEXUAL HARASSMENT
OF WOMEN AUTOWORKERS

JAMES E. GRUBER
LARS BJORN
University of Michigan— Dearborn

his article is a study of the sexual harassment of women who
work on the assembly line in the auto industry. We focus
upon three areas: the targets! of frequent and severe harassment,
the responses to harassment, and the attitudinal and behavioral
consequences of harassment. Women in the auto industry have
been selected as the focus of our research for several reasons.
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First, there is still a considerable lack of research on women in
blue-collar jobs, a state of affairs about which several authors
have expressed concern in recent years (Roby, 1975; Kanter,
1977; Baker, 1978). A few notable exceptions have recently
emerged: Mcllwee (1980), Walshok (1981), O’Farrell and Harlan
(1980), Riemer (1979), and Riemer and Bridwell (forthcoming)—
all of whom study women that are in, or else training for, skilled
labor or trade jobs. Second, auto work is a male-dominated
occupation—only 10% of all Michigan autoworkers are women
(Sexton, 1976). Women in this occupation in contrast to those in
clerical work, for example, are likely to be highly visible and
viewed as “outsiders” (Kanter, 1977). In such a situation sexual
harassment is likely to come not only from supervisors but also
from coworkers who constitute a sizable majority of workers
(Meyer and Lee, 1978; Schreiber, 1979). Third, auto work is a
high-paying occupation. It is unlikely that an unskilled assembly
worker, whether male or female, could easily find another job
that pays as well. A woman who perceives a lack of mobility, or
who feels that a better or comparable job would be difficult to
find, is apt to be especially sensitive to the effects of sexual
harassment (Silverman, 1976). Fourth, male autoworkers are apt
to feel threatened not only by the “invasion” of women into the
auto plant, but also by the fact that these women have similar jobs
and earn similar wages. In situations where objective work
conditions do not result in the subordination of women, it is quite
likely that sexual harassment will occur as men attempt to regain
an upper hand (Benson and Thomson, 1980; Walshok, 1978).
This is likely to be the case since unskilled male auto workers, in
contrast to men in craft or trade jobs (Riemer, 1979; Riemer and
Bridwell, forthcoming; Mcllwee, 1980) or in police work (Martin,
1980) cannot effectively punish women by refusing to provide
valuable work-related information or training.
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women at our research site. We would also like to thank the Horace Rackham
School of Graduate Studies at the University of Michigan— Ann Arbor, and the
Campus Grants Committee, University of Michigan— Dearborn for their
financial assistance.
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THE TYPES OF
SEXUAL HARASSMENT

Sexual harassment has been defined by the Working Women
United Institute (1978) as “any repeated or unwarranted verbal or
physical sexual advances, sexually explicit derogatory statements,
or sexually discriminatory remarks made by someone in the
workplace which is offensive and objectionable to the recipient or
which causes the recipient discomfort or humiliation or which
interferes with recipient’s job performance.” A major driving
force behind sexual harassment is not sexual lust or desire, but
rather sexual domination: it is an attempt by men to maintain
culturally legitimated power and status differences that have
traditionally been the products of gender stratification (MacKin-
non, 1979). The paradigm that women are prostitutes provides
additional insights: in a society where women are subjugated,
their survival is hinged on their ability to provide sexual favors or
to be passive sex objects in exchange for economic or social
rewards (Silverman, 1976). It has been argued, for example, that
men are so accustomed to viewing women as sex objects that they
often find it difficult to accept them as coworkers (Bell, 1976).

One general survey found that two-thirds of reported harass-
ment is verbal in nature (WWUI, 1978). The suggestion has been
made, however, that physical harassment may be more of a
problem for blue-collar women than for others (Silverman, 1976).
Empirical evidence for this hypothesis is still weak, however,
given the paucity of research on blue-collar workers. We do know
that the specific forms of harassment vary from the relatively
moderate (e.g., whistling, using profanity) to the severe (e.g.,
physical assaults, sexual bribery). Riemer (1979), for example,
finds that while verbal attacks are the most frequent forms of
abuse in the building construction industry, physical attacks,
including rape, also occur. A study of women working in, or
training for, male-dominated nonprofessional occupations des-
cribed “overt harassment” (teasing, ridicule, sabotage) as the
most common type of interactional problem (Mcllwee, 1980).
Approximately one of every five problems mentioned in her study
involved behavior with explicit sexual overtones (come-ons,
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sexual cracks, and physical attacks). A basic descriptive element
of our research, then, will be to list the types of sexual harassment
encountered by blue-collar autoworkers: We expect verbal abuse
to be more frequent than other types of harassment. A more
specific question which we will address that has not received
extensive research investigation is this: Are some types of women
more likely to be the victims of frequent or severe harassment
than others?

THE TARGETS OF
SEXUAL HARASSMENT

Several early studies suggested that harassment is a ubiquitous
phenomenon which cuts across age, race, marital status, and
occupational distinctions; the factors viewed as primarily being
responsible for this prevalence are the minority-group status of
women in our society, and the organizational subordination of
working women (Lindsey, 1976; Bernstein, 1976; Brodsky, 1976).
Recent research studies, however, find that specific categories of
women are targeted for harassment. Age (Safran, 1976, Riemer
and Bridwell, forthcoming) and, relatedly, job seniority (Mcllwee,
1980; Martin, 1980) have been shown to be variables in the
occurrence of harassment. Women in their 20s, or more specific-
ally, women who are “breaking in” to a job or career, are
frequently the victims of harassment. This is especially true where
women are a highly visible minority in the work area (Kanter,
1977; Meyer and Lee, 1978). Race may also be a factor in
harassment—it has been suggested that blacks may be the targets
of harassment more often than whites because of the cultural and
economic marginality and vulnerability of the former (MacKin-
non, 1979). In a related vein the absence of a relationship with a
man (friend or spouse) may make a woman seem more vulner-
able, and therefore increase her chances of being harassed
(Benson and Thomson, 1980).

These studies suggest that certain social characteristics (e.g.,
age or race) as well as certain structural or work-related situations
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(e.g., being a subordinate, being part of a numerical minority,
being “out of role”) are associated with the occurrence of
harassment. With this in mind we have selected three social
characteristics (age, race, and marital status) and three work-
related factors (seniority, job status within the plant, and
percentage of women in the immediate work area) as indicators of
different status dimensions. We predict that women with lower
status will be the targets of frequent and severe harassment,
namely: black, young, or “unattached” (single or divorced)
women, as well as those who have low seniority or job status, or
who work in an area where they are a distinct numerical minority.

RESPONSES TO SEXUAL HARASSMENT

Research studies indicate that a typical response to harassment
is to ignore it or to act as if it had no effect (MacKinnon, 1979;
Riemer and Bridwell, forthcoming; Farley, 1979; Lindsey, 1976).
Women frequently state that the harassment would continue if
men discovered their actions were having an effect (Silverman,
1976; Benson and Thomson, 1980). Mcllwee (1980) and Walshok
(1981) found that indirect methods of dealing with interactional
problems (e.g., overachievement, accommodation, withdrawal)
were widely used strategies that had an effectiveness over the long
term for reducing harassment. Indirect methods, however, are
problematic insofar as harassment is likely to be repeated
(Silverman, 1976; Walshok, 1981) and frequently to cause
psychological problems (Riemer, 1979; Silverman, 1976). Though
the skilled blue-collar women in her study were reluctant to use
direct or confrontational methods, Walshok (1981: 237) notes
that these were usually an effective means of terminating the
harassment. The preference for indirect tactics seems to be
prevalent among women for several reasons. First, indirect or
nonassertive tactics may allow a woman to manage the “trouble”
in a situation without disrupting the work setting and the
relationships between herself and other workers (Emerson and
Messinger, 1977, Goffman, 1967). Second, women may use
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indirect methods because more direct or assertive methods, which
involve greater risk or uncertainty, are often perceived by women
to be ineffective (Silverman, 1976). Since they frequently have to
complain “through channels” to other men about sexual harass-
ment, women often discover that their complaints are not taken
seriously (Farley, 1979; Lindsey, 1977). Finally, labeling incidents
as instances of sexual harassment may be problematic because of
an element of sexual attractiveness which may sometimes be
involved in these situations. Zuckerman (1975) notes that harass-
ment incidents are often ambiguous because of the combination
of sexual interest and offensive behavior. This ambiguity subse-
quently reduces a woman’s ability to respond in an assertive or
direct manner.

While the research literature shows that responding to sexual
harassment in an effective, direct manner is problematic for
women as a group, there is no study which explores the question
of whether there are systematic response differences among
women—specifically, whether women who are the targets of
frequent or severe harassment respond differently than others.
We would argue that just as some women are more apt to be
harassed because they are perceived as having less status, it is
likely that these same women will respond less assertively than
others. More specifically, we predict that the types of women who
are targeted for harassment are also the ones who respond less
assertively to harassment.

CONSEQUENCES OF
SEXUAL HARASSMENT

With regard to the consequences of sexual harassment for
work life, most research has been done on the effects of the quality
of interaction with coworkers and supervisors. In one study
harassment had a strong negative impact on satisfaction with
coworkers, and weaker, though significant relationships to
satisfaction with (in rank order): supervisors, promotions, and
work content (O’Farrell and Harlan, 1980). Work performance
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may in some instances be adversely affected by sexual harass-
ment. Police work is an example of this: The exclusion of
policewomen from informal social interaction networks which
results from sexual harassment denies them the feedback that is
necessary for successful job performance (Martin, 1980). How-
ever, in other occupations where informal interaction is not a
prime factor in obtainingjob skills, sexual harassment apparently
has little effect upon either a women’s job performance or her job
tenure (Mcllwee, 1980).

These studies of the impact of sexual harassment on work life
suggest that areas of work life governed by informal rather than
formal rules are more likely to be affected by sexual harassment.
Subsequently, we hypothesize for our sample of unskilled auto
workers that sexual harassment will be most likely to have
consequences for informal relations with coworkers or super-
visors, and least likely to have consequences for those areas of
work life governed by formal union-management rules: extrinsic
rewards, job mobility, control of work, and work content (work
competence and intrinsic rewards). We also advance the follow-
ing corrollary hypothesis: Sexual harassment is more likely to
have consequences for work attitudes than for work behaviors
(see also O’Farrell and Harlan, 1980).

We will also address the possible generalizing effects of sexual
harassment beyond the workplace. Previous research suggests
that women psychologically “carry” the effects of harassment
from the workplace. Although anger is a common response
(Silverman, 1976), feelings of inner turmoil, fright, and guilt are
also reported by large numbers of women. Other harmful
psychological consequences from harassment are shown by
Lindsey (1977) and Safran (1976), who argue that the resulting
depression, anxiety, and migraine headaches are directly related
to a woman’s pride in, and enjoyment of, her work. These
empirical studies do not, however, go beyond the enumeration of
stressful psychological states. We find more theoretical guidance
for our research in the existing literature on the possible
generalizing consequences of work alienation (e.g., Kornhauser,
1958; Kohn and Schooler, 1973; Sennett and Cobb, 1972). The
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two central social-psychological dimensions in this literature are
perceptions of self-identity (self-estrangement) and control (pow-
erlessness). Since these two dimensions are also touched upon in
discussions of what motivates harassers, it would be of interest in
any general theory of sexual harassment to know to what degree
they are also relevant to the experiences of harassment victims.
Following Sennett and Cobb’s (1972) discussion of the reactions
of (male) American blue-collar workers to unequal treatment, we
predict that women workers are more likely to react to sexual
harassment with doubts about self-identity (self-esteem) than
with concerns for lack of control (especially personal).

Another issue is the range of social behaviors beyond the
workplace that are affected by sexual harassment. In our study we
will explore this relationship by examining the relationship
between sexual harassment and satisfaction with work, family/
home, and life as a whole. We follow O’Farrell and Harlan (1980)
in predicting that sexual harassment will have small or negligible
effects on global job satisfaction, and consequently we would also
expect sexual harassment to have small or negligible effects on
satisfaction with life as a whole.

DATA

A final-assembly automobile plant which had not experienced
layoffs in the recent recession was selected for our study. The
large majority of blue-collar women at the plant work in unskilled
job classifications, more specifically in assembly and subassembly
operations. Women are not only absent in skilled trades, but also
in some departments in the plant. In the remaining departments
women make up varying proportions of the work force, ranging
from 6% to 25%. The plantwide proportion of women is
approximately 109 of a total of 5200 blue-collar workers.

Given the varying sex ratios we decided to sample all women in
four departments with widely differing sex ratios. We also chose
this sampling strategy on practical grounds. Since we lacked
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management cooperation for our research, we relied upon a
group of women in the plant to generate a list of all women
working in the four departments. After excluding those workers
we were not able to contact by phone, the response rate was 749,.
Our sample consists of 138 women interviewed at home by
women interviewers in 1980-1981. A questionnaire covering a
number of job- and family-related topics in addition to sexual
harassment was administered to the respondents. The average
length of the interviews was 1.5 hours.

VARIABLE MEASUREMENT
SEXUAL HARASSMENT

Each respondent was asked “Do you experience any type of
sexual harassment on your present job?’ If the answer was
affirmative, two open-ended questions were asked: the first
asking for a description of the harassment and the harassers, and
the second asking for a description of “an incident that sticks out
in your mind.” Based on the responses to these questions,
measures of frequency and severity of harassment were developed
as follows:

Frequency. This variable measures the number of harassment
incidents mentioned by the respondents. The number of incidents
mentioned varies from 0 to 6, with a mean of 1.1 incidents.

Severity. A content analysis of the two open-ended questions
yielded eleven types of sexual harassment, for which we found a
high inter-coder reliability. To arrive at a measure of the severity
of harassment these eleven types were ordered into three degrees
of severity as follows: “low” (vulgarity, profanity, lewd jokes,
stories); “moderate” (sexual propositioning, spreading malicious
rumors about the respondent, sexual innuendos about the
respondent’s body, sex activity, or sexual preferences); and,
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“high” (physical advances, sexual bribery). In instances where
more than one harassment incident was reported, the most severe
type was selected to represent this variable.?

Response. The measure of the responses to sexual harassment
was based on the following open-ended question which was asked
of all respondents who reported harassment: “How do you
normally handle this harassment?’ A content analysis of the
answers yielded eleven ways of responding to harassment, for
which we found a high level of intercoder reliability. A variable
measuring the directness of the response to the harasser or
harassment incident was developed by ordering the eleven types
into three levels as follows: “passive” (ignoring, walking away);
“deflective” (using humor, stalling, telling coworkers or friends,
giving mild verbal responses); and “assertive” (launchinga verbal
attack, making a physical response, taking or threatening to take
the matter to someone in a position of authority).

DETERMINANTS OF SEXUAL HARASSMENT

Six variables were used as independent variables in relation to
sexual harassment, three of which measure social characteristics
workers bring to the work situation: age, race, and marital status,
and three of which measure work-related characteristics: senior-
ity, work area sex composition, and job status.

The median age of women in the plant was thirty and about
two-thirds were white. Our sample was relatively evenly divided
with regard to marital status among married, divorced, and single
women.

Plant seniority ranged from three months to twelve years with a
median of two years. To measure work area sex composition we
asked: “About how many people work in your immediate work
area?’ and “How many of these people are women?” We found
that the median percentage of females in the work area was 27%.

The job status variable was based on questions which first
asked respondents to rank six jobs in the plant and then to place
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their own job in the rank order. Each respondent was assigned the
rank order of her own job.

CONSEQUENCES OF SEXUAL HARASSMENT

A number of possible consequences of sexual harassment were
explored, ranging from the relationship between the worker and
her job, or her social relations at work, to her life outside of work.

To measure various dimensions of the worker’s job satisfaction
we employed standard survey items for global job satisfaction
(two items); intrinsic job satisfaction (four items); and extrinsic
satisfaction (two items).

Five questions were used to tap job mobility. Two of these were
satisfaction items dealing with promotion. Two questions were
asked about aspirations to supervisory or skilled trade jobs and
one about desiring any different job.

With regard to social relations at work four questions were
used for relations with coworkers and one for relations with
supervisors. Two of the items on coworkers were attitudinal; one
on feelings toward coworkers in the work area and one on
chances to make friends. The other two items measured behavior
towards coworkers: talking with coworkers while working and
during breaks. For relations with supervisors we asked “How
would you describe the relationship between yourself and your
supervisor?,” followed by probes on “fairness” and “getting
along.”

Other work-related consequences measured were: control over
work situation (ability to “influence what happens to me at
work™); work competence (items on enough time to do the job
and on physical handling); and view of work role (items on “work
as a necessary evil” and work centrality).

Nonwork consequences measured by our instrument included
items on life satisfaction and satisfaction with home or family life.
Self-esteem was measured by an item on feelings of “uselessness.”
Feelings of political efficacy were tapped by items on “say about
what the government does” and on politics being “too compli-
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cated.” Finally, three items were used to measure dimensions of
personal control: influence over “things that happen to me”;
happenings being “my own doing”; and plans that can be made to
work.

It is our contention that these attitudinal variables can be
accurately viewed as consequences of sexual harassment and not
simply as correlates of harassment. This posture seems justifiable
on the basis of previous research. Several general sexual harass-
ment surveys that specifically queried women about their reac-
tions to harassment incidents found that a number of psycho-
logical changes (e.g., anger, fear, self derogation) directly resulted
from harassment (Silverman, 1976; Safran, 1976; Lindsey, 1977).
Other more rigorous empirical studies that do not focus upon
sexual harassment, show that attitudes toward work or Self are
oftentimes a product of specific work-related problems or
conflicts. Two well-known studies of male workers that directly
address the question of causality are those of Kornhauser (1958)
and Kohn and Schooler (1973). Several recent empirical studies
of women provide additional support for the argument that
work-related factors are significantly related to social psycho-
logical states such as feminist orientation or intrinsic satisfaction
(e.g., O’Farrell and Harlan, 1980; Ferree, 1980; Mcllwee, 1980).
While we do not deny the fact that social psychological states may
often play a causal role in social life, our concernis to ground our
research within the existing body of knowledge which suggests
that such states are more properly treated as outcomes or
consequences.

RESULTS
TYPES OF HARASSMENT

Over a third (36%) of the women in our sample reported that
they had experienced sexual harassment. A total of 160 harass-
ment incidents were reported by these women. Seven types of
incidents each account for at least 5% of all incidents. The most
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TABLE 1
Types of Harassment Incidents: Frequencies

Harassment Type %

Sexual Propositioning 28.1
Abusive Language 23.8
Physical Attacks 14.4
Verbal Innuendo 9.4
Sexual Bribery 6.3
Social Derogation 5.6
Body Language 5.0
Others (whistling, stares, unspecified) 7.4

100.0 (N=160)

prevalent type is sexual propositioning (28.1%). This category
typically involved a man who would not “take no for an answer”
or who would not “take a hint” and badgered a woman for a date
or for sexual favors. Abusive language was the second most
frequent type of problem: this not only included the use of
profanity, but more frequently it represented situations where
“off-color” jokes or remarks were made about women’s bodies or
sexual intercourse. Phys‘cal attack represented a severe type of
sexual harassment. Our figure for this type of harassment (14.4%)
is lower than the one-third reported by Silverman (1976) but
similar to the proportion (one-seventh) found in Benson and
Thomson (1980). Verbal innuendo (9.4%) and body language
(5.0%) are, to a large extent, different means of expressing the
same message. For example, coworkers made suggestions to
women about their sexual prowess in bed or talked openly about
their body parts. Remarks in this category, in contrast to those in
the verbal abuse category, were specifically aimed at the respon-
dent in a personal manner. Body language is similar in this
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respect: simulating the movements of sexual intercourse, or men
rubbing their crotches when a woman entered the area are two
examples of this type found in our data. Social derogation (5.6%)
is not found in face-to-face situations—rather, this form of
harassment occurred when a woman’s reputation was demeaned
by men who spread malicious rumors or stories about her. The
final major type of harassment presented in Table 1, sexual
bribery, represents a situation where the explicit assumption
made by a male coworker was that a woman’s sexual favors could
be used as a basis of exchange for obtaining rewards. Two general
situations were prevalent: One was where a woman was told that
she could get a better job or receive a favorable recommendation
if she agreed to a sexual liaison; the other was where a woman was
offered cash for sexual favors (e.g., one of our respondents
reported that a coworker pulled $500 from his pocket and laid it
on her work table and said “It’s yours anytime you want it”).
Implicit exchanges were probably also at hand when supervisors
rather than coworkers were the harassers. This was the case in
27% of all harassment incidents, which is a disproportionate
amount, given that supervisors comprise 5% of the male popula-
tion in the plant.

TARGETS OF, AND
RESPONSES TO, HARASSMENT

Two related questions are dealt with in this section: Who are
the targets of frequent or severe harassment? How is harassment
handled? The data in Table 2 show that frequency of harassment
is influenced by more variables than is severity of harassment.’
Our first hypothesis, then, receives more verification with regard
to frequency than it does with regard to severity. Though only two
variables are significantly related to severity, in contrast to five
for frequency of harassment, the percentages of explained
variance are quite similar (20.1% versus 25.1%). Race and work
area sex composition are significantly related to both frequency
and severity.4 In other words, black women not only receive more
harassment than whites (beta = .141), they are also harassed more
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TABLE 2
The Frequency and Severity of Sexual Harassment:
Mean Rates and Beta Coefficients

FREQUENCY SEVERITY
Means (N) Beta S.E. Beta S.E.

Race
Whites 1.02 (94) .41 .084* .354 .135
Blacks 1.87 (40)
Marital Status
Married 0.72 (54)
Divorced 1.42 (48) .169 .085%* -.025 .135
Never-Married 1.72 (34)
Age
25 or under 1.82 (49)
26-35 1.00 (46) .338 .089*** .128 147
Over 35 0.64 (42)
Seniority
Less than 2 years 1.22 (63)
2-4 1.52 (33) .115 .091 -.037 .154
5+ 0.93 (37)
Work Area Sex Composition: {
Percent Female ;
1-17 1.07 (38) ;
18-27 1.34 (29) .134 .082* .313 + 130
28-44 1.55 (34)
45+ 0.87 (34)
Job Status
High 1.46 (59) .188 .084** -.094 141
Low 0.95 (73)
R? 201 251

* p<.10

** p<.05

*xx p <01

severely (beta=.354). Previous studies have indicated that women
are apt to become the objects of harassment when they are a
distinct minority in the workplace. Our findings, however,
suggest that women become the victims of frequent (.134) and
severe harassment (.313) when their numbers are somewhat
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proportionate to that of the men. In other words, when there is a
very small number of women in an area they do not receive much
attention; however, when the presence of women is much more
apparent, the frequency and severity of harassment increases. We
would speculate that this is due both to increased visibility of
women and to an increase in male coworkers’ feelings of threat.

The characteristic which is most strongly related to frequency
of harassment is age (.338); a woman’s “work age” (seniority),
however, is not associated with harassment. It may be that
chronological age is a more salient factor in harassment than
seniority because the former is generally more visible than the
latter. Our data on marital status lend themselves to an interpre-
tation found in other research: unmarried women are targeted for
harassment more so than married women are (.169). Though they
are likely to be the victims of repeated harassment, unmarried
women are not harassed more severely than their married peers.
Lastly, the status of a woman’s job is significantly related to the
frequency (.188), though not to the severity of harassment:
Women whose jobs rank low within the plant receive more
harassment than others.

How do these autoworkers respond to sexual harassment? A
categorization of 87 responses reveals that ignoring the harass-
ment or responding mildly to it (e.g., saying “I’ve heard all that
before” or “I'm not your type”) were the two most frequently used
methods of dealing with harassment. In some instances women
laughed at the harasser or tried to make light of the situation
(10.3%). Some women reported that they tried to delay a
harasser’s request (e.g., “maye some other time” or “I’m busy
tonight”) hoping that he would “take the hint.” Over one-quarter
of the women, however, used a more assertive method by either
verbally (14.9%), or physically (6.9%) attacking the harasser, or
by taking the matter to someone in a position of authority (6.9%).

Do some types of women respond more assertively than
others? The answer with regard to our six status characteristics is
no: None of the beta coefficients is statistically significant. In
other words, those women who are apt to be the targets of
harassment did not respond less assertively to harassment than
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TABLE 3
Responses to Harassment: Frequencies

Response Type % of Responses
Ignores Harassment 23.0
Responds mildly 21.8
Verbally Attacks 14.9
Uses Humor 10.3
Delays 10.3
Physically Attacks 6.9
Complains Through Channels 6.9
Others 5.9

100.0 (N=87)

women who were not victimized. Thus our hypothesis concerning
the handling of harassment receives no support. We also found
that when several attitudinal variables (self-esteem, personal
control, feminist orientation) were added to the regression
equations in separate analyses, they did not relate significantly to
harassment response.’ Similarly, there were no significant rela-
tionships between the characteristics of the harassers (e.g., age,
race, coworker/supervisor status) or frequency of harassment
with harassment response.® Severity of harassment was signifi-
cantly related (beta = .403; p = .05) to response: That is, women
who were severely harassed tended to respond in a more assertive
manner. The types of responses that women made to harassment
could be predicted on the basis of the variables we have included
in our study. The absence of variable relationship in this regard
suggests two different interpretations: The responses of women to
harassment are both limited and episodic; or our conceptualiza-
- tion and measurement of harassment response does not respond
to the complex nature of harassment experiences. These inter-
pretations will be further explored at a later point.
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CONSEQUENCES OF HARASSMENT

Our analysis of the consequences of sexual harassment has as
its goal to examine the independent effect that the frequency of
harassment has on a number of possible dependent variables,
while at the same time holding constant the social background
and work variables examined earlier (race, age, marital status,
seniority, work area sex composition, and job status). We have
not tried to develop more elaborate causal models of each one of
the consequences examined, but instead have chosen to examine
the independent effects of differential experience with sexual
harassment. To do this we used standardized regression tech-
niques. The resulting beta coefficients for the independent effects
of sexual harassment are found in Table 4.

We find that frequency of sexual harassment has statistically
significant” and independent effects on 8 of the 31 consequences
examined. Across the different areas of work life we find the
following rank order in terms of the proportion of significant
relationships: first, relations with coworkers or supervisors (3 of
5), followed by intrinsic job satisfaction (2 of 4), and job mobility
(1 of 5). In contrast, the following areas of work life are unaffected
by the frequency of harassment: global and extrinsic job satis-
faction, control over work, work competence, and work role.

The two strongest effects of harassment are found for the two
items that deal with feelings toward coworkers or supervisors,
with betas of .309 and .277 respectively. A third coworker item
dealing with friendships is also significantly related to harass-
ment, while the two behavioral coworker items are unrelated to
harassment. Thus sexual harassment seems to have a decided im-
pact on attitudes toward coworkers (and supervisors) but no
effects on behavior toward coworkers.

The only two job satisfaction items that are significantly
related to harassment measure intrinsic satisfaction: opportun-
ities to develop “my own special abilities” and to “do the things I
do best.” Global job satisfaction and extrinsic satisfaction are
unaffected by harassment.

Only one of the five mobility items is significantly related to
sexual harassment on different areas of work life is also given
support in our analysis, since the effects on relations with co-
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TABLE 4
Consequences of Sexual Harassment: Independent Effects
of the Frequency of Sexual Harassment, with
Background Variables! Constant

CONSEQUENCES IMPACT OF FREQUENCY OF SEXUAL HARASSMENT

Beta s.e.2 R2

Global Job Satisfaction:3

degree of satisfaction -.106 .096 12
recommend to friend -.116 .100 .06
Intrinsic Job Satisfaction:

interesting work -.168 .094 .10
develop abilities -.197 .098* 12
do best -.200 .098* 12
see results -.083 .101 .03
Extrinsic Job Satisfaction:

pay -.045 .099 .07
fringe benefits -.085 101 .06
Relations with Coworkers:

feelings toward -.309 .094** .16
friends with =21 .097* N
talk with while working -.158 .095 .14
talk with on breaks -.115 .100 .05
Relations with Supervisors:

sentiment towards -.277 097 %+ N
Job Mobility:

chances for promotion -.154 .099 .08
fair handling on promotions -.200 .100* .09
becoming supervisor -.114 10 - .09
becoming skilled trades -.025 .105 .03
like different job- .020 .094 .16
Control Over Work Situation:

influence what happens -.054 .102 .04
Work Competence:

time to get job done =172 .098 N
prode over physical handling -.134 .100 .10
Work Role:

Work necessary evil .093 .102 .05
centrality of work -.160 101 .05
Life Satisfaction:

how satisfied -.278 .097%* .10
Home/Family Life Satisfaction:

how satisfied -.180 .096 12
Self Esteem:

perceived uselessness -.267 .093** .18
Personal Control:

influence what happens -.033 .100 .05
what happens own doing -.007 .099 .07
make plans work -.137 101 .02
Political Efficacy:

say about government -.008 .099 .06
politics too complicated .102 .099 .07

1. The following variables were controlled in our standardized regressions: race, matri-
tal status, agem seniority, work area sex composition, and job status.

2. *p X.05; **p <.01.

3. The sample size varied for each regression analysis as a result of some missing data.
The sample sizes ranged from N = 120-123.
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workers or supervisors are stronger than those on extrinsic
rewards, job mobility, control of work, work competence, or
intrinsic satisfaction. Of these latter variables only one, intrinsic
job satisfaction, is significantly affected by sexual harassment,
but less so than are the feelings toward coworkers or supervisors
variables.

With regard to consequences for life outside of work, percep-
tion of sexual harassment has independent effects upon self-
esteem and life-satisfaction, but is unrelated to family/home
satisfaction, political efficacy, or personal control for the women
in our sample. Sexual harassment thus seems to have more
impact on self identity that on personal control (or political
efficacy) as we had expected. Contrary to our expectations the
findings across satisfaction items indicate that life satisfaction is
affected by harassment perceptions, while family/home satisfac-
tion and global job satisfaction are unaffected. It needs to be
pointed out that our measurement of many of the satisfaction
variables was relatively unrefined compared to that of several of
the work variables, since for the former we relied heavily upon
single item indicators. Hence our findings with regard to these
satisfaction items need to be treated with proper caution.

DISCUSSION

Sexual harassment may be viewed as the verbal and/or
physical abuse of women which serves to reaffirm the rights of
access and license that men have traditionally held in our society.
Though sexual harassment is a potential problem for all women,
this paper has argued that it is an especially acute problem for
women who have visible status characteristics (e.g., race, numer-
ical representation) which can be used to further reinforce gender
stratification. We argued that when status differences between
men and women are blurred—for example, in auto work where
men and women tend to have similar jobs and earn similar
wages—other means of creating differences between the sexes
become salient.
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Our first hypothesis, which predicted that women with less
status would more likely be the targets of frequent and severe
harassment, received partial support. Two factors, race and work
area sex composition, are particularly important because they are
significantly related to both the frequency and severity of
harassment. We have found empirical support for MacKinnon’s
(1979) argument that women who are low caste (black) and not
simply low status (e.g., young and unmarried) are especially likely
to be victims of harassment.

The sex composition of the work area is related to both
frequent and severe harassment, though not in the manner we
predicted. We predicted that low representation in an area would
lead to harassment. This is not the case. Women whose propor-
tional representation is less than the plant average (roughly 10%)
are not harassed to the same extent as women in more numeric-
ally proportionate areas. Previous research has argued that an
“invasion” of women creates a threatening situation which
provokes incidents of harassment (Kanter, 1977; Benson and
Thomson, 1980). The definition of “invasion” is, of course, likely
to be based on relative comparisons of time periods and spatial
boundaries: women may be seen as intruders when they first
break into an occupation even though they represent a tiny
proportion of workers. In the plant we studied, however, a very
small proportion of women (e.g., less than 10%) in an area may
give the women in the area low status but they apparently are not
perceived as a threat. It is only when they far exceed the plant
average and near proportionate equality in their work areas that
they become a threatening minority.

Age and marital status are highly visible status characteristics
that are related to repeated harassment. Though it is not as easily
determinable as race or age, marital status is ascertainable by
virtue of physical symbols (e.g., a wedding band) and social
exchanges of information among coworkers. According to many
of our respondents, marital status is a frequent item of conversa-
tion in the plant and tends to spread rapidly through the
“grapevine.” As one respondent aptly stated: “They never came
around until it got around I was divorced.” Though age and
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marital status are apparently used to create status distinctions
between men and women, these differences seem to have neither
the emotional impact that racial differences do, nor the connota-
tions of threat that the presence of a sizable minority of women in
a work area does. Although marital status and, in particular, age
are better predictors of harassment frequency, they do not evoke
the types of aggressive overtures that race and work area sex
composition do.

Though its impact on severity of harassment is much less than
that of sex composition of the work area, job status does have a
significant impact on the frequency of harassment. Persons who
occupy the lower-ranked positions in an organization are often-
times given less respect and freedom as well as treated in a less
cordial manner (Kanter, 1977): According to our data, a conse-
quence of occupying a low-status position in the plant is repeated
sexual harassment. A result from our analysis which has some
important ramifications is the finding that seniority is not related
to the frequency or the severity of harassment. A woman does not
escape harassment by gaining seniority because it seems that this
increased status does not have much visibility in male/female
interactions in the plant.

We cannot clearly determine which characteristics are relevant
for understanding why women handle harassment the way they
do. Severity of harassment is significantly related to the degree of
aggression used in the handling of harassment, which suggests
that the directness of women’s responses to harassment is
predicated to some degree upon the offensiveness of a man’s
behavior in a given situation. What we cannot ascertain from the
data are the characteristics of women who respond either directly
or indirectly to harassment. The lack of relationship for different
variables to harassment response suggests two interpretations:
No relationships are found because different types of women
respond in similar ways to specific types of harassment; and, our
method of determining harassment response—asking women
how they “normally handle” specific harassment incidents—does
not reveal the complex nature of sexual harassment.
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The absence of relationships of status and attitudinal charac-
teristics with harassment response, in conjunction with the
presence of a severity of harassment-harassment response rela-
tioship, implies that sexual harassment is oftentimes handled ona
situational or experience-by-experience basis. That is, women use
behaviors of the harassers to key their own responses—and these
responses are apparently independent of work status (e.g.,
seniority, job type) and attitudes (e.g., self esteem, feminism).
There is some theoretical justification for the contention that
women as a group tend to respond somewhat uniformly to
specific types of harassment. One possible explanation is that
women’s concerns in many harassment episodes may be focused
on managing the work situation in a way that terminates the
offensive behavior as quickly as possible without raising the
threat of an escalating confrontation. In other words, women
may oftentimes be more concerned with the violation of work role
and situational definitions than with the violation of distributive
justice rules (Emerson and Messinger, 1977). A second possible
explanation for response uniformity is that women have not
learned how to use personal resources (e.g., high job status,
positive self conceptions) in handling harassment. This interpre-
tation suggests that women have a limited repertoire of responses,
or perhaps, are fearful of exploring alternative methods because
of the uncertainty that is involved. These explanations seem to
indicate that women could benefit considerably from group
support systems in the workplace which would function to
increase women’s awareness of harassment as a social (as opposed
to an individual) problem and enable women to develop strategies
(e.g., by role playing) for handling different types of offensive
behavior.

The absence of relationships which we noted for harassment
response raises the question of how women learn to respond to
harassment. Though we have an understanding of how women
“normally handle” specific types of harassment, we have no basis
for determining why these methods are normal, or more specific-
ally, how these become “normal.” It seems that both passive and
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assertive responses may be perceived as effective in certain
situations because they curtail offensive behavior—passivity
(nonreinforcement of male behavior) and direct confrontation
both have their advantages and disadvantages. How women
perceive the effectiveness of a response in a given situation or why
women opt for one method rather than another are questions
which cannot be answered by our research. In order to develop a
thorough understanding of harassment response, it seems that we
must know something about women’s perceptions of response
“tradeoffs” in the workplace. For example, a woman may choose
to ignore harassment, and thereby increase the risk of further
harassment in order to decrease the risk of a confrontation which
might result from the use of more direct methods. We feel that it
would be useful to probe women about their response tactics with
an eye toward understanding the social and experiential basis of
these responses. It seems likely that women may arrive at the same
harassment responses from different social or experiential routes.
For example, some women might chose to ignore most harass-
ment because they fear the possible consequences of more direct
responses; others may use this tactic because, as a result of
trialand-error, they have found it to be generally successful.
Knowledge of such “routes” may prove more fruitful in predicting
harassment variations than an understanding of status or attitud-
inal characteristics of the women.

There is some support from our analysis for the view that the
effects of harassment extend beyond the workplace: Many
women who are harassed tend to have lower self-esteem and to
experience less life satisfaction than others. These results receive
support from several empirical studies which find that women
frequently experience emotional and psychological difficulties as
a result of harassment experiences. What can add to this body of
research is the fact that the effects of harassment on social
psychological states persist even when other factors (e.g., age,
race, marital status) are controlled for. While a number of women
in our study apparently experienced diminished self-worth or life
satisfaction as a result of harassment, their sense of control does
not seem to have been affected by such incidents.8
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These results lend support to our earlier hypothesis that sexual
harassment raises more doubts about self-worth than about
personal control; and at the same time they raise questions about
the differential sources of these self-attitudes in the lives of these
women. There is support in the research literature for the fact that
self-esteem and personal control are sometimes weakly related to
each other, and have somewhat different social and experiential
causes (e.g., Hulbary, 1975; Mirels, 1970; Sennett and Cobb,
1972). Since we have not focused upon the complex social
processes involved (i.e., we have not created causal models), we
cannot determine which factors in these women’s lives are
important for giving them a sense of worth or a sense of personal
control. Sexual harassment is interesting with regard to these two
variables: It does not seem to adversely affect most women’s
behavior at work, their perceived competence with regard to their
jobs, or their ability in general to make plans or to get things done;
at the same time, there is evidence that a number of harassed
women in our sample go about their lives feeling relatively
unhappy with themselves and with the quality of their lives.® A
group support system for women in the workplace might be
beneficial in this regard: these supports might enable harassed
women to “depersonalize” harassment—that is, to perceiveitasa
social, as opposed to individual, problem—and thereby help
them maintain a positive self image.

NOTES

1. We use the term “target” throughout this article to mean that harassment is not a
random or ubiquitous phenomenon. “Target” suggests the nonrandom nature of
harassment and implies that we can predict which types of women are likely to be
harassed.

2. Based on Scott’s (1955) formulation our intercoder reliability was .92.

3. The intercorrelations among the independent variables ranged from .01 to .23. Two
intercorrelations which were near or above .20 were added to the separate regression
analyses as multiplicative variables: age x seniority, and job status x seniority. Neither of
these made a statistically significant increment to the sums of squares.

4. Since the relationship between harassment and sex composition of the work area is
curvilinear, the latter variable was recategorized as follows: “disproportionate” (1-27%
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and 45% +) and “proportionate” (189%-27% and 28%-44%). In other words, disproportion-
ate represents a situation where there are very few women, or else more women than men.
Proportionate represents a situation where women are highly visible in the work area,
though not a numerical majority.

5. None of the beta coefficients for the six independent variables were larger than . 100.
Entering severity of harassment and frequency of harassment separately in the regression
analyses did not change the outcome. Because of this outcome a separate table for
harassment response was not included in the article.

6. A word of caution with regard to these relationships is in order. The interviewers
were asked to probe the respondents for specific details about the characteristics of the
harassers. This was not carried out systematically (which resulted in missing data), and
some of the information which was obtained was obscure (e.g., we couldn’t tell if the
harasser was younger or older than the victim).

7. We chose the .05 level of significance rather than the .10 used earlier as a cut-off
point for significance. Our justification for this procedure is that the analysis of the
consequences of harassment is frought with more statistical difficulties than is our analysis
of the determinants of harassment, and therefore merits a more conservative approach to
estimation of effects.

8. The correlations between self-esteem, life satisfaction, and the personal control
items are as follows:

Self Esteem Life Satisfaction

Self Esteem .306%**
Life Satisfaction : .306%**
Personal Control :
Influence what happens : 122 .144*
Own doing, .069 .001
Plans work .011 136

*p < .10 ***p < .01

Since these are all fairly “standard” items which appear frequently in the research
literature, we are confident that they have a reasonable face validity. However, since these
are single items and not scales, we think that a certain degree of caution must be exercised
when interpreting these results.

9. These results can be dramatized by comparing all the harassed women with the
remaining women in our sample with regard to self-esteem and global life satisfaction. Of
the harassed women 449 vs. 21% of the nonharassed report low life satisfaction; 75% of
the harassed versus 46% of the nonharassed score low on the self-esteem item.
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