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     DO WOMEN PERCEIVE MORE SEXUAL

  HARASSMENT IN BEHAVIORS THAN MEN?

                        By Jan Mills Spaeth, Ph.D., 

                                                     Advanced Jury Research

This article was published in THE WRIT, the official publication of the Pima County Bar Association, in November, 2001.  This is a brief synopsis of a research study.

It has been assumed by those in the legal and psychological fields that females are likely more sensitive to sexual harassment issues than males.  Do research studies actually support this finding, and if so, under what conditions does this occur?

Attention to differences in men and women's judgments about what constitutes sexual harassment has been largely motivated by problems faced by courts in attempting to result sexual harassment claims.  From what perspective should courts evaluate whether a set of circumstances create a quid pro quo harassment vs. hostile work environment harassment?  Evidence showing that men and women evaluate social-sexual behaviors differently has led to landmark rulings in which the "reasonable woman standard" replaced the "reasonable person standard" to evaluate claims of sexual harassment (e.g., Allison vs. Brady, 1991).

A very recent study tested their reactions of males and females to seven different behavioral categories of sexual harassment in order to determine perspective differences between the genders.  It was found that there was actually very little difference between men and women’s perspective in two of these categories, sexual coercion and sexual propositions. These categories constitute quid pro quo harassment, which involves sexual conduct combined with the granting or denial of employment benefits.  This included behaviors involving threatening punishment unless sexual favors were given, and sexual bribery.  Men and women tend to equally recognize obvious sexual harassment.

In terms of hostile work environment harassment however, which involves more subtle or subjective behaviors, results were quite different.  In analyzing the five behavior categories under hostile work environment, which involves behaviors severe enough to alter conditions of employment and create an abusive work environment, women were significantly more likely than men to conclude that harassment had occurred.

In terms of these five categories, the first one involved impersonal derogatory attitudes, such as obscene gestures directed in general, not at a particular target, and sex-stereotype jokes.  The second category involves personal derogatory attitudes, such as obscene phone calls or belittling the target’s competence.  The third category dealt with unwanted dating pressure, such as persistent requests for dates after the target has refused.

The fourth and fifth categories involved physical sexual contact, and physical nonsexual contact.  The first contact included embracing or kissing the target, while the second contact included actions such as a congratulatory hug.  Both men and women tended to view the nonsexual contact as non-threatening.  In terms of the physical sexual contact, however, men were more likely to consider this to be complementary to women, were as women were much more likely to view this as threatening or insulting.

It is also interesting to note that men and women were more likely to agree that harassment had occurred when the harasser was in a position of authority over the harassee. However, men were much less likely than women to perceive harassment when the alleged harasser was a co-worker or fellow student, someone on an equal level of the harassee.

In summary, women perceive a broader range of social-sexual behaviors as arresting compared to men.  However, this difference was larger for behaviors that involve hostile work environment harassment, including derogatory attitudes toward women, dating pressure, or physical sexual contact.  Both men and women tend to view quid pro quo harassment equally.

(See “A Meta-Analytic Review of Gender Differences in Perceptions of Sexual Harassment, by Rotondo, Nguyen, & Sacket, Journal of Applied Psychology, October, 2001.)
To return to website, click here >  http://www.AdJuryResearch.com
Windows users: it may be necessary to press “control” on your keyboard, then click on the link above.

_________________________________________________________________________

American Society of Trial Consultants   American Psychological Association  American College of Forensic Examiners P.O. Box  91410,  Tucson,  AZ  85752-1410     (520) 297-4131     Fax (520) 797-4213,      jms@adjuryresearch.com

