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Abstract 

Sexual harassment is an ever-important topic to organizations, but there is currently a gap in the 

literature regarding career outcomes for women who report sexual harassment. Past research has 

discovered that masculine women get harassed more than feminine women and that masculine 

women have a better chance at career advancement opportunities than feminine women, but 

there has yet to be any focus on how the gender personality of a sexual harassment survivor 

relates to organizational success after a sexual harassment report. This study aims to help address 

this gap by drawing from the stereotype content model (Cuddy, Glick & Fiske, 2002) and  

experimentally evaluating the impact of gender personality on career advancement perceptions 

among hypothetical sexual harassment survivors. A sample of supervisors were asked to read an 

employee file and then scored the employee based on perceived promotability, hireability, and 

raise-worthiness. Findings show that women who report harassment receive lower scores of 

perceived promotability, hireability, and raise-worthiness than women who don’t report 

harassment, and that women described with more traditionally feminine (compared to masculine 
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or neutral) personalities are protected from these effects because they are perceived as being 

particularly warm.  

 Keywords: sexual harassment, gender harassment, career advancement, gender-

personality  
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“I thought that by saying no and explaining my reasons my employer would abandon his social 

suggestions. However, to my regret, in the following few weeks, he continued to ask me out on 

several occasions… I was aware, however, that telling at any point in my career could adversely 

affect my future career.” 

- Anita Hill 

Whether women report the harassment they’ve been subjected to has long been a multi-

faceted and complex internal debate. In the quote above, lawyer and academic Anita Hill 

expresses concerns that are reflective of the worries women have in all kinds of workplaces. 

When they’ve been the targets of harassment, will filing a formal report harm their career 

advancement opportunities?   

The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission released a report in 2016 which 

examined the prevalence of experiencing and reporting harassment in the workplace. The rates of 

sexual harassment were found to vary depending on how the survey items were posed; when 

asked explicitly if they’ve experienced sexual harassment in the workplace, approximately 25% 

of women stated that they had (Feldblum & Lipnic, 2016). When the survey provided examples 

of sexual harassment and asked if women had experienced these specific actions, the rate rose to 

around 50% of women; when surveys asked participants via convenience sampling, 75% of 

women reported experiencing sexual harassment in the workplace (Feldblum & Lipnic, 2016). 

Approximately 60% of women report having been subject to some form of gender harassment 

(Feldblum & Lipnic, 2016). These rates suggest that harassment is a fairly common occurrence 

for women at work, but only six to 13% of individuals who experience harassment file a formal 

report (Feldblum & Lipnic, 2016), suggesting major concerns about the effects of reporting. 
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While women have become increasingly vocal about the common occurrence of sexual 

harassment in the recent past, this report shows that between 1996 and 2016 there have been no 

significant changes in the frequency of sexual harassment formally reported by women 

(Feldblum & Lipnic, 2016). Women instead have utilized social media via the #MeToo 

movement to expose the prevalence of harassment and express their fear of consequences due to 

reporting. With the majority of harassment going unreported, there must be barriers to taking the 

formal step of reporting within an organization. Past studies have found that 75% of employees 

who reported their harassment faced some sort of retaliation (Feldblum & Lipnic, 2016), but 

there is a lack of research investigating the potential career outcomes that incur post-reporting. In 

this study, workplace outcomes (e.g., promotability, hireability, and raise-worthiness) are 

examined for women who report sexual and gender harassment as a function of reporter gender 

personality type.  

The Negative Impact of Reporting Sexual Harassment  

Women who stray from traditional notions of femininity and identify as feminists are the 

women who are most likely to both confront the perpetrator and report harassment to Human 

Resources because these individuals are likely to be more assertive than women who tend to fit 

gender ideals (Adams-Roy, 1994; Adams-Roy & Barling, 1998; Brooks & Perot, 1991). Past 

research has looked at the effects of reporting harassment to HR on the survivor. Results have 

shown that official reporting leads to lower job satisfaction, psychological distress, poorer health, 

increased mental health problems, lowered perceptions of procedural justice, and lowered 

organizational commitment (Adams-Roy & Barling, 1998; Bergman, Langhout, Palmiere, 

Cortina, & Fitzgerald, 2002). Although current literature has a clear understanding of these 

psychological and health-related outcomes of reporting sexual harassment, there is a lack of 
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research evaluating the different career outcomes for women who file a formal report. This is 

especially problematic considering that women are incredibly underrepresented in male-

dominated fields and positions of power, with less than 5% of Fortune 500 companies having 

female CEOs (PEW Research Center, 2018; Heilman, 1997; National Science Foundation, 2011; 

Wessel et al., 2014). The women who are the most likely to be harassed (hyper masculine and 

gender role deviating) tend to also have traits that would put them at an advantage for obtaining 

positions in male-dominated industries and leadership roles within them (Berdahl, 2007; Brooks 

& Perot, 1991; Wessel et al., 2014), which speaks to how men may use harassment as a tool to 

combat the threat they perceive against the organizational power they hold. Because of the 

negative intrapersonal effects of harassment reporting and the common backlash women recieve 

post-reporting, we predict that reporting harassment will have a negative impact on women’s 

career advancement opportunities. 

H1: Women who report any form of harassment will receive fewer favorable career 

advancement outcomes ((a)promotability, (b) hireability, (c) raise-worthiness) than 

women who don’t report harassment. 

Motivations for Sexual and Gender Harassment  

The research evaluating which women are most vulnerable to workplace harassment is 

situated between several theories regarding the motivations of a harasser. The common 

conception of sexual harassment  is that the harassing behavior is a product of sexual desire 

toward the survivor (Franke, 1997; Gutek, 1985; MacKinnon, 1979; Schultz, 1998). Sexual 

harassment has often been stereotyped by the idea of an attractive secretary being taken 

advantage of by her boss. Contrary to this image, there are now large amounts of evidence 

showing that the majority of sexual harassment women face in the workplace stems from 
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perceptions of their gender performativity and associated level of threat they have against the 

harasser’s power in a patriarchal system, resulting in masculine women recieving more 

harassment via gender harassment (Berdahl, 2007; Fitzgerald et al., 1988; Fitzgerald, Drasgow, 

Hulin, Gelfand, & Magley, 1997; Fitzgerald et al., 1999; Franke, 1997; Schultz, 1998; U.S. Merit 

Systems Protection Board, 1981, 1988, 1995; Waldo, Berdahl, & Fitzgerald, 1998). Gender 

harassment can be categorized as “a form of hostile environment harassment that appears to be 

motivated by hostility toward individuals who violate gender ideals rather than by desire for 

those who meet them” (Berdahl, 2007). Because gender harassment isn’t characterized by 

unwanted sexual advances, many people disregard its existence, as the common workplace 

harassment narrative regarding women includes unwanted sexual overtures. Despite this, it 

remains a real and detrimental phenomenon, as gender-harassed women have been found to 

show significant decrements in their professional and psychological well-being (Leskinen, 

Cortina & Kabat, 2011). Because sexual harassment often follows a widely-held script, there are 

times in which reporting may be seen as justified; gender harassment, however, is an issue that 

isn’t as universally regarded as a problem within organizations, leading to predictably worse 

backlash upon reporting.  

H2: Women who report gender harassment will receive fewer favorable career 

advancement outcomes ((a) promotability, (b) hireability, (c) raise-worthiness) than 

women who report sexual harassment. 

Gender Roles: Prescription and Deviance  

West and Zimmerman (1987) proposed that gender is performative such that women are 

expected to engage in feminine behaviors and demeanors, including communal traits such as 

being a nurturing “team-player” and taking on supportive roles (see also Wessel et al., 2014). 

Masculine women deviate gender roles by exhibiting more agentic qualities including 
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assertiveness and independence (Wessel et al., 2014; West & Zimmerman, 1987). According to 

role congruity theory, individuals who fail to align with gender-based stereotypes are punished 

for their deviance (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Further, Connell’s gender order theory and 

explanation of hegemonic masculinity demonstrates how men maintain the dominant position in 

society by subordinating women who express masculine traits (Connell, 1987; Connell, 2005).  

Taken together, this research clearly demonstrates that sexual harassment is often primarily 

motivated by a desire to punish gender-role-deviating women rather than by sexual desire.  

Previous research has looked at the specific gender personalities of women who are most likely 

to receive sexual harassment, finding that masculine women indeed are the most likely targets 

(Berdahl, 2007). Further, masculine women are more likely than feminine women to receive a 

male-dominated position, such as a supervisory position (Wessel, Hagiwara, Ryan, & Kermond, 

2014); while past research provides a clear understanding of these concepts separately, it remains 

unclear how these phenomena interact. Because agentic women deviate from traditional notions 

of femininity more than communal women do, we predict that their outcomes will be worse after 

reporting harassment compared to communal or neutral women. Further, because gender 

harassment is more closely related to gender deviance than sexual harassment is, we expect that 

agentic women in this condition will recieve the worst outcomes of any group. 

H3: Agentic women who report any harassment will receive fewer favorable career 

advancement outcomes ((a) promotability, (b) hireability, (c) raise-worthiness) than 

communal or neutral women who report any harassment. 

H4: Agentic women who report gender harassment will receive fewer favorable career 

advancement outcomes ((a) promotability, (b) hireability, (c) raise-worthiness) than 

every other group. 
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Stereotype Content Model as the Framework for Harassment Likelihood  

The stereotype content model (SCM) provides the mechanism that may explain why 

masculine women can be expected to be punished more frequently than their feminine 

counterparts (Fiske, Cuddy, Glicke & Xu, 2002). The SCM posits that people are perceived on 

the dimensions of warmth and competence, which determines how others evaluate them. The 

results of SCM studies demonstrate a clustering of attitudes towards different groups into four 

quadrants linked to an emotional concomitant of the perceiver, which then can be used to predict 

behaviors enacted towards particular groups (Fiske et al., 2002; Fiske, Cuddy, & Glick, 2007). 

Findings have shown that typical women (e.g., communal/feminine) are perceived to have high 

warmth and low competence, eliciting pity and passive facilitation, but career women (e.g. 

agentic/masculine) are perceived to be low in warmth and high in competence, eliciting envy and 

active harm (Eckes, 2002; Fiske, Cuddy & Glick, 2007).  

These delineations can help explain the predictable behavior of managers towards women 

who report sexual harassment, depending on their gender personalities which may elicit different 

evaluations of warmth and competence. Because perceptions of warmth influence active actions 

and perceptions of competence influence passive actions, we predict that agentic women will 

receive active harm in the form of worsened career advancement opportunities, and that 

perceptions of warmth will mediate this interaction such that communal women are protected 

from negative outcomes.  

H5: Perceptions of warmth will mediate the relationship between reporting harassment 

and career advancement outcomes ((a) promotability, (b) hireability, (c) raise-

worthiness). 
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Methods 

Participants 

Participants were 511 employees with management experience (262 women) that were 

recruited via MTurk.  Eighty percent worked full-time. Fifty-nine percent identified as 

White/Non-Hispanic, 21% as Asian, 6% as African American or Black, 5% as Indian or South 

Asian, 5% as Hispanic or Lantinx, 2% as Biracial or Multiracial, and 1% or less as Native 

American, Alaskan Native, Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander, Middle Eastern, or other. Average 

age was 36.98 years (SD = 11.39). 

Design and Procedure 

This experiment involved a 3 (sexual harassment, gender harassment, or control) x 3 

(communal, agentic, or neutral gender personality) between-participant design. We screened 

participants for supervisory experience using Smith, Sabat, Martinez, Weaver, and Xu’s (2015) 

procedure. Participants then reviewed an employee file that contained a recent performance 

review and an incident report that had been filed to HR.  

The personality manipulation was achieved by using agentic, communal, or neutral 

descriptive language in the performance review. Specifically, the woman described was a high-

performing accountant in all scenarios.  The harassment manipulation was achieved using 

descriptions of sexual harassment (the woman’s buttock was grabbed), gender harassment (the 

woman’s work capabilities were undermined based on gender), or no harassment (a coffee-spill 

accident; see the Appendix for the manipulation verbiage). In all scenarios of harassment, no 

evidence was found, and the perpetrator received minimal punishment. This echoed the fears that 

many women claimed having when reporting sexual harassment (Feldblum & Lipnic, 2016). 
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Participants then rated the woman’s promotability, hireability, raise-worthiness, warmth, and 

competence. 

Measures 

Promotability. We measured perceived promotability using the seven-item 

Promotability Ratings Measure from Harris, Kacmar, and Carlson (2006) with unipolar Likert 

scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; 𝛼 = .91). Sample items include “If I had to 

select an employee for a promotion, this employee would be a likely candidate?” and “I believe 

that this employee has high potential.” 

Hireability. We measured perceived hireability using the four-item Hireability Scale 

from Madera, Hebl, and Martin (2009) with unipolar Likert scales (1 = not at all, 9 = very much; 

𝛼 = .93). Sample items include “How likely would you be willing to hire this employee?” and 

“To what extent is this a “top-notch” employee?” 

Raise Worthiness. We measured likelihood to grant a raise using a two-item scale 

developed for this study with unipolar Likert scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; 𝛼 

= .89). Sample items include “I would give this employee a raise if they asked for one” and “This 

employee should receive a raise.” 

Warmth and Competence. We measured warmth and competence using the four- and 

five-item scales, respectively, developed by Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, and Xu (2002) with unipolar 

Likert scales (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely; 𝛼Warmth = .89, 𝛼Competence = .84).  

Results 

We used Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS Macro (Model 7) with Harassment entered as the IV, 

Personality entered as the moderator, Warmth and Competence entered as parallel mediators, and 

Promotability, Hireability, and Raise-Worthiness entered as DVs in three separate models. 
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Across DVs, these analyses revealed significant mediation effects for Warmth in each condition 

except when the target experienced sexual harassment and expressed a communal personality. In 

all cases, Competence was not a significant mediator. Follow-up ANCOVAs with Warmth as the 

DV and Competence as a covariate revealed significant main effects such that targets in both the 

gender (M = 3.71, SD = 0.89) and sexual (M = 3.91, SD = 0.76) harassment conditions were 

rated as being less Warm than the control condition (M = 4.18, SD = 0.70), F(2, 501) = 22.79, p 

< .001, η2 = 0.08. In addition, targets depicted with agentic (M = 3.89, SD = 0.76) and neutral (M 

= 3.79, SD = 0.86) personalities were rated less warm that those depicted as communal (M = 

4.11, SD = 0.78) personalities, F(2, 501) = 24.65, p < .001, η2 = 0.09 (see Figure 1). There were 

no significant interactions. These results confirm the assumption that ratings along the SCM 

influence women’s career outcomes, suggesting that communal-acting women who report sexual 

harassment are protected from the negative reactions that other types of women and types of 

harassment elicit because they are perceived as being particularly warm.  

Discussion 

This study provides the first examination of career outcomes for women who report 

sexual harassment and produces a viable explanation for why some women’s careers may lack 

advancement if they have filed a formal report. The results of this study show that agentic and 

neutral women who report harassment receive fewer career advancement opportunities than 

women who don’t report harassment, but that communal women don’t face these same 

disadvantages. These findings partially support H1, and the differential outcomes for communal 

women compared to the other personalities can be explained by their higher perceptions of 

warmth, supporting H5. Communal women who reported sexual harassment had significantly 

higher ratings of warmth than agentic or neutral women, and this served as a mediating, 
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protective factor for them against negative career outcomes post-reporting. Support was also 

found for H6, as perceptions of competence did not mediate the relationship between reporting 

and outcomes. For the agentic and neutral women, their reporting of harassment had a significant 

negative impact on perceptions of their promotability, hireability, and raise-worthiness, and these 

effects were greatest among the agentic women, supporting H3 and H4. Among all groups, 

reporting gender harassment led to worse career outcomes than reporting sexual harassment, 

supporting H2.  

These findings demonstrate the impact of adhering to gender roles in the workplace; 

presumably, the communal women’s alignment with traditional feminine traits served to 

characterize them within the “damsel in distress” archetype which allows for sexual harassment 

reporting to be seen as justified since it fulfills the common sexual harassment script. Without 

perceptions of high warmth protecting them, agentic and neutral women face very different 

consequences. Importantly, these differences emerged solely as a function of survivor 

personality, as the harassment they received was standardized. Overall, these results suggest that 

women are at a disadvantage for obtaining career opportunities after reporting harassment, but 

that these disadvantages differ among women depending on their gender personalities, being 

worse for those who demonstrate more masculine traits and are more likely to experience gender 

harassment. 

This study exhibits that there are different stereotypes associated with women who are 

masculine and feminine (Fiske & Stevens, 1996), and these stereotypes come into play when it is 

known that the woman has reported harassment in the workplace. This study also provides more 

evidence for role congruity theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002) and gender order theory (Connell, 

1987) by demonstrating the punishments faced by women who fail to align with traditional 
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notions of femininity in the workplace. Stereotype content research is also built upon by this 

study; the model is further validated through the demonstration of warmth being a mediator for 

the predictable outcomes of the various women who were evaluated.  

This research adds to the body of existing work concerning gender personality, as it 

provides another example of the ways people with gender personalities that do not match what is 

societally expected can be stigmatized, thus contributing to differential career outcomes. The 

current study also adds to sexual harassment literature by widening the collective knowledge of 

the consequences of sexual harassment reporting, expanding beyond the intrapersonal effects and 

beginning a formal discussion of how women’s careers are impacted by the instance(s) of 

reporting. These findings shed light onto career advancement as a whole; women are incredibly 

underrepresented in higher level organizational positions, and the data from this study can help 

explain a portion of this phenomenon as the women who are most likely to receive higher 

positions are also the most likely to report harassment (Adams-Roy, 1994; Adams-Roy & 

Barling, 1998; Brooks & Perot, 1991; Wessel et al., 2014). 

This study provides helpful insight to both supervisors and employees. Supervisors can 

become aware of their possible biases regarding women who report sexual harassment and can 

consciously work to stop these biases from influencing career advancement opportunities. They 

also can be encouraged to evaluate the bases on which they determine promotability, hireability, 

and raise-worthiness in general, avoiding reliance on gender stereotypes. Sexual harassment 

trainings and policies can be amended to include best practices for once harassment has 

occurred; while education regarding the identification and prevention of sexual harassment is 

necessary, the findings of this research can inform the organizational reaction to a report. This 

knowledge is also helpful to working women, as they can use this information to make better 
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informed decision(s) regarding reporting and their evaluation of the organizational reaction and 

possible consequences. While women should never be discouraged from reporting, they should 

have the knowledge of possible outcomes to be able to make the right decision for themselves. 

Lastly, men and non-binary individuals can use this information to further educate themselves on 

the realms in which they can express their allyship.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

 Like all experiments, this study has multiple limitations. Firstly, managers are not always 

aware of sexual harassment reports, so these results are not fully generalizable. Recruiting 

participants via MTurk also makes this work less generalizable, as MTurk workers have been 

found to be not fully representative of the general population in regard to race, age, education 

level, religiosity, and employment status (Goodman, Cryder, & Cheema, 2013; Paolacci et al., 

2014), though we don’t think these factors make a significant difference on our data given the 

nature of the experiment, and because the reliability of MTurk data has not been found to be 

significantly different than data collected by other means (Buhrmester at al., 2011). 

 Using only one method is another limitation; with multiple methods, particularly 

qualitative ones, the findings would be further solidified and there would be a much deeper 

understanding of the actual experiences of harassment reporters and their perceptions of 

organizational reactions and potential consequences. Qualitative interviews with women who 

have reported sexual/gender harassment would provide this awareness. Women who have been 

sexually harassed but made the decision to not make a formal report could also be interviewed, 

explaining their concerns and holdbacks, which would broaden the collective understanding of 

women’s experiences in the workplace and their perceptions around the impact of reporting. 

Interviews with supervisors about their process of evaluation and promotion would shed light on 
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their perspective of this organizational practice, potentially revealing conscious and/or 

unconscious biases.  

 This study also fails to examine how the race, sexual orientation, and ability status of the 

woman reporting could change her career outcomes post-reporting. According to 

intersectionality theory (Crenshaw, 1989), it is likely that people who hold different 

combinations of these identities would be perceived and treated differently, as they are 

constantly evaluated with all of these factors in mind, whether it be consciously or 

subconsciously. Assumedly, women with multiple marginalized identities would face harsher 

consequences than those who don’t, but formal studies would have to be conducted to confirm 

this and determine the degree to which discrepancies exist.  

 Lastly, studies should be conducted regarding the experiences of men and non-binary 

individuals who report sexual/gender harassment. While stereotypes around sexual harassment 

lead to the assumption that women are the only people to be sexually harassed in the workplace, 

this isn’t true, but there isn’t much literature comparing how the rates and results of reporting 

may differ between genders. Evaluating these differences would provide more understanding as 

to how gender and gender expression influence reactions to sexual harassment reporting, 

highlighting the particular issues faced by non-communal women. 
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