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Abstract

Theory and research suggest that sexual harassment is often a dominance strategy used to under-
mine women’s power, but the precise relationships between government employees’ workplace 
power, organizational climate, and vulnerability to particular types of sexual harassment remain 
under-specified. This study analyzes data from the 2016 US Merit Systems Protection Board survey 
of the federal civilian workforce (the most comprehensive and up-to-date national data on work-
place sexual harassment) to test predictions about how employees’ workplace power and their 
agency’s efforts to mitigate abuses of power affect their likelihood of experiencing sexual harass-
ment. Findings reveal that women in leadership positions report more sexual harassment than 
non-leaders, and that team leaders (i.e., those without formal supervisory authority) and execu-
tives (i.e., those with the most authority) report more sexual harassment than women in middle 
management. At the organizational level, sexual harassment occurs in workplaces with higher 
levels of non-sexual aggression and among employees who perceive their agency as less pro-
active in preventing and responding to social inequity. Taken together, findings suggest that sexual 
harassment is a dominance strategy not unlike other forms of aggression used to undermine 
women in power, and that workplace climates that are effective at mitigating abuses of power re-
duce the likelihood of experiencing sexual harassment. These results have implications for how 
government agencies can implement policies that not only prevent harassment but also promote 
democracy and equity among an increasingly diverse federal workforce.
  

After several decades of marked improvement, pro-
gress towards gender equality in the federal civilian 
workforce has slowed. Women’s share of the work-
force has stalled at 42% since 2005 (US Office of 
Personnel Management [US OPM] 2016a) and women 
remain even more underrepresented in the highest 
levels of government (US OPM 2016b). Research has 
identified some of the reasons for the persistence of 
gender inequality in government (Guy and Spice 2009; 
Portillo 2012; Newman 1994; Ricucci 2009; Stivers 

2002). More generally, with legal barriers to women’s 
employment removed, many of the obstacles women 
face are at the interpersonal level—where subtle inter-
actional processes discourage women’s advancement 
(Ridgeway 2011; Stivers 2002). Sexual harassment is 
one such process that may contribute to the persist-
ence of gender inequality in government. Sexual har-
assment is, “Unwelcome sexual advances, requests for 
sexual favors, and other verbal or physical conduct 
of a sexual nature that explicitly or implicitly affects 
an individual’s employment, unreasonably interferes 
with an individual’s work performance, or creates an 
intimidating, hostile, or offensive work environment” 
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(US Equal Employment Opportunity Commission [US 
EEOC] 2019).

Workplace sexual harassment remains pervasive 
(Hoyman and McCall 2010; Masci and Sanderson 
2016; US EEOC 2018a) and has been shown to have 
long-term negative consequences on careers (McCann, 
Tomaskovic-Devey, and Badgett 2018; McLaughlin, 
Uggen, and Blackstone 2017). To the extent that sexual 
harassment leads women to leave their jobs at higher 
rates than men (Nye, Brummel, and Drasgow 2010), it 
is one source of the “leak” in the pipeline for women’s 
professional progress in government (Dobbin and 
Kalev 2019).

This paper uses data from the 2016 US Merit Systems 
Protection Board (MSPB) survey of the federal civilian 
workforce to develop and test predictions about how 
employees’ workplace power and their agency’s efforts 
to mitigate abuses of power affect their vulnerability to 
harassment. It has been over two decades since MSPB 
collected data on federal employees’ sexual harassment 
experiences (US MSPB 1995). In the twenty plus years 
between surveys, the cultural, demographic, and or-
ganizational landscape for public sector employees has 
changed significantly. Americans increasingly adopt 
a broader definition of sexual harassment (US MSPB 
2018), there is a higher proportion of women in lead-
ership (Bowling et al. 2006), and an expansion of ef-
forts to combat discrimination (e.g., US EEOC 2018b) 
and foster diverse and inclusive work environments 
(US OPM 2011). However, the recent wave of public 
accusations of sexual harassment has demonstrated 
its persistence as well as raised unanswered questions 
about the precise relationships between sexual harass-
ment and workplace power. This study is the first of 
which we are aware to examine how US federal em-
ployees’ workplace power and their perceptions about 
a broad range of workplace procedures and practices 
(e.g., discrimination complaint processes, treatment of 
minority groups, tolerance for workplace incivility) re-
late to reported experiences with sexual harassment.

Sexual Harassment and Workplace Power of 
Employees

Power is defined in this study as the ability to influence 
another person to change his/her behavior, thoughts, 
or feelings despite resistance and/or without consent 
(Lewin 1951). In the employment context, power is 
often derived from one’s formal rank as well as from 
one’s relative status (e.g., gender, race, etc.) in the so-
cial structure. While those with more social status 
often have more power (e.g., female supervisors may 
have more power than their female subordinates and 
male supervisors may have more power than female 
supervisors, all else being equal), power is situationally 

derived from multiple sources and thus, subject to ne-
gotiation and contestation in any interaction (Molm 
1997). Feminist theories hold that sexual harassment 
is often a manifestation of power and dominance more 
than a means to sexual gratification (Berdahl 2007a; 
MacKinnon 1979). In support of this supposition, re-
search has shown that those with lower status, that is, 
those who have less structural power, are often targets 
of sexual harassment. Women are more likely to be 
harassed than men and young women are significantly 
more likely than older women to experience sexual 
harassment (Jackson and Newman 2004; Uggen and 
Blackstone 2004). In addition, those in blue-collar occu-
pations, trainees, and those with less job security more 
often report being the targets of sexually harassing be-
haviors (Fitzgerald et al. 1997; Newman, Jackson, and 
Baker 2003). Intersectional processes lead to distinct 
forms of harassment for those with dually subordinate 
identities. For example, women of color report racial-
ized forms of sexual harassment (Berdahl and Moore 
2006; Cortina et al. 2002) and gay men and lesbians 
report being targeted by harassers for not conforming 
to traditional gender roles (Konik and Cortina 2008).

In addition, many studies have shown that when 
women enter work environments that have been histor-
ically masculine, work in male-dominated work teams 
(Jackson and Newman 2004), and in male-dominated 
industries (McLaughlin, Uggen, and Blackstone 2012), 
they face more harassment than women working in 
other settings (Berdahl 2007b; Fitzgerald et al. 1997; US 
MSPB 1995; Willness, Steel, and Lee 2007). This may 
be partly because women’s contact with men increases 
in such environments (Gutek, Cohen, and Konrad 
1990), but also may be because women, by virtue of 
being in these settings, threaten masculine dominance 
norms (Berdahl 2007b). With the latter interpretation, 
men use sexual harassment to disempower women 
who pose a threat to their masculine-derived power. In 
support of the power-threat theory, women who report 
being more feminine experience less sexual harassment 
than women who are perceived as more masculine 
(i.e., women who conform less to traditional gender 
expectations) (Berdahl 2007b; McLaughlin, Uggen, 
and Blackstone 2012). In addition, when men report 
harassment by men, it is often male harassers enforcing 
traditional masculine roles on men who are perceived 
to be more effeminate or non-conformist in their gen-
dered behavior (Waldo, Berdahl, and Fitzgerald 1998).

Taken together, the research suggests that while har-
assers might sometimes be motivated by sexual attrac-
tion and may target those with less options for resisting 
advances or filing complaints, the pattern often involves 
harassers reacting to perceived threats to their power. 
Whether it be men reacting to women’s increased pres-
ence in the workplace or against women and men who 
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violate traditional gender norms (Konik and Cortina 
2008), harassment is often a dominance strategy em-
ployed to retain power. This raises important ques-
tions about whether this pattern is more visible against 
women in leadership. Because women violate trad-
itional gender norms when they exercise authority over 
men at work (Eagly and Karau 2002), women super-
visors may face an increased risk of sexual harassment 
by men motivated to undermine their power. Two 
studies—one with a convenience sample of women 
who work primarily in the private sector (McLaughlin, 
Uggen, and Blackstone 2012) and one analyzing the 
public sector in Australia (Wynen 2016)—found that 
women with supervisory authority actually experience 
more sexual harassment than women without such au-
thority. As more women move into managerial roles 
in the federal government, it is important to examine 
how leadership status affects their risks of harassment. 
Since we know from prior research that public sector 
women in senior positions often face resistance and 
challenges to their authority by men (Connell 2006; 
Ricucci 2009), it follows that harassment might be one 
of the strategies used to undermine women’s authority. 
Thus, based on the existing research, we hypothesize:

H1a: Women in leadership positions will be 
more likely to report having experienced harass-
ment than women who do not hold leadership 
positions.

It is important to note that the theory underlying this 
hypothesis assumes women in leadership will face more 
sexual harassment than non-leaders from men who are 
ranked below, equal to, or above them. Thus, analyses 
focus on the leadership status of those who do and do 
not report harassment rather than examining whether 
those who report harassment are more often targeted 
by subordinates, coworkers, or supervisors.

Importantly, the 2016 MSPB data allow us to move 
beyond a simple leader/non-leader dichotomy and 
examine how various levels of leadership status affect 
the likelihood of sexual harassment. By distinguishing 
between team leaders, supervisors, and executives, 
we acknowledge the different authority (informal vs. 
formal) and responsibility equipped in these positions. 
Research in the private and public sector has docu-
mented a pattern whereby even women who break 
through the “glass ceiling,” that is, women who rise to 
the top of management, are overrepresented in posi-
tions that afford them less decision-making power than 
their male counterparts (Alkadry and Tower 2011; 
Ryan and Haslam 2005; Sabharwal 2013). Worse still, 
these high-power positions are often precarious in that 
they are more prone to failure and women are more 
likely to be blamed for negative organizational out-
comes than comparable men (Ryan and Haslam 2005). 

Given the biases against women who ascend to the 
highest levels of their organization and the mounting 
evidence that sexual harassment is often a reaction to 
threats to masculine-derived power, it stands to reason 
that women in senior management may face more har-
assment. Thus, we also hypothesize that:

H1b: Women who hold the most powerful posi-
tions in the federal civilian workforce will be more 
likely to report having experienced harassment 
than those in less powerful leadership positions.

It is possible that women in leadership report more 
harassment because they are better trained to recog-
nize it (McLaughlin, Uggen, and Blackstone 2012). 
We account for this in our statistical analyses. In add-
ition, while we hypothesize that women in leadership 
experience more sexual harassment, it is possible that 
harassing behaviors targeted at female leaders differ 
from behaviors directed at women with less workplace 
power. Public and scholarly discourse raise questions 
about whether sexual harassers are simply misreading 
their target’s discomfort when pursuing romantic re-
lationships or are engaging in harassing behaviors in 
order to undermine one’s power and status. One pos-
sibility is that harassers employ different harassing be-
haviors depending on their goals. Sexual harassment 
encapsulates a wide range of behaviors that range 
from inappropriate jokes to sexual assault. Research 
has identified three theoretically distinct forms of sex-
based harassment (Fitzgerald, Gelfand, and Drasgow 
1995): (1) sexual coercion in which targets are forced 
to engage in sexual behaviors either through physical 
force or through the canonical quid pro quo pressure 
for sexual favors in exchange for job benefits/security; 
(2) gender hostility, which involves the derogation of 
one’s gender though sexual slurs, remarks, jokes, and 
unequal treatment; and (3) unwanted sexual attention, 
which includes unwanted touching, gestures, pressure 
for dates, etc. Whereas sexual coercion and unwanted 
sexual attention could both involve sexual desire as a 
motive, gender hostility is devoid of sexual intent. If 
women in leadership face more harassment because 
their power threatens men, we might expect that 
they’re more vulnerable to gender-based hostility than 
behaviors that are motivated partly by sexual intent.

An alternative possibility is that while the three types 
of sexual harassment are theoretically distinguishable, 
all of the behaviors constitute forms of workplace ag-
gression aimed at enhancing the power of harassers. 
In this alternative conceptualization, women leaders 
would be as likely to report experiencing sexual co-
ercion and unwanted sexual attention as gender hos-
tility. Given the absence of strong empirical evidence 
on either argument, we do not make specific hypoth-
eses but explore these possibilities in our analyses.
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Organizational Efforts to Mitigate Abuses 
of Power

Implicit in the policies and procedures aimed at 
preventing workplace harassment is the acknowledge-
ment that sexual harassment is an abuse of power. 
Organizations have adopted non-discrimination pol-
icies and sexual harassment rules in order to mitigate 
systematic abuses of power on the basis of sex, race, 
and other categories protected by Title VII of the Civil 
Rights Act (1964). Since the courts first determined 
that employing organizations can be held legally li-
able if they do not take sufficient steps to prevent 
sexual harassment (Meritor Savings Bank v. Vinson, 
477 US 57 [1986]), nearly all government agencies 
have adopted a formal sexual harassment policy 
and grievance procedure (Dobbin and Kelly 2007). 
However, there is variation within and across agencies 
in how workplaces train their employees, the extent 
to which they actually enforce their sexual harass-
ment policies, as well in the organization’s informal 
behavioral norms.

The only prior research on government sexual har-
assment policies and trainings come from data that 
were collected in the 1990s, when organizational and 
broader cultural responses to sexual harassment were 
in their relative infancy. Research analyzing MSPB 
data from 1995 found that employees whose work-
place offered training report less sexual harassment 
(Newman, Jackson, and Baker 2003). However, we 
know from a growing body of research that sexual har-
assment policies and trainings may be necessary, but 
not sufficient for preventing sexual harassment. In fact, 
research suggests that sexual harassment training can 
sometimes reify traditional gender stereotypes and in-
cite backlash against women (Tinkler, Li, and Mollborn 
2007; Tinkler 2012). At the federal level, research 
has shown that policy training increases knowledge 
(Antecol and Cobb-Clark 2004) but also reinforces 
employees’ preexisting definitions of what constitutes 
sexual harassment (Tinkler 2008). Policy training may 
be ineffective at reducing harassment if it does not also 
challenge existing gender power dynamics.

Organizations need to be seen as taking proactive 
steps to prevent harassment and ensure equity for the 
climate to be protective (Tenbrunsel, McKenzie, and 
Diekmann 2019). Employees’ perceptions are a reflec-
tion of the organizational culture and key measures 
of an organization’s climate (Yang and Pandey 2008). 
As evidence, a meta-analysis of 41 studies with more 
than 70,000 respondents found that the strongest 
factor explaining the occurrence of sexual harassment 
was employees’ perception that their organization tol-
erated it (Willness, Steel, and Lee 2007). Perceptions 
about an organization’s tolerance for sexual harass-
ment are shaped by a variety of factors including the 

belief that one’s organization takes steps to prevent 
and punish harassment as well as the belief that one’s 
organization more broadly promotes equity, fairness, 
and civility. Research suggests that when public sector 
employees report that their organization is tolerant of 
other abuses of power like racial discrimination, sexist 
views, or general incivility, sexual harassment inci-
dents are higher (Yu and Lee 2019; also see National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 
(NASEM, 2018) for a review of similar research in 
academia). We expect organizations to reduce sexual 
harassment by reinforcing the perceptions among its 
employees that complaints will be resolved and dis-
crimination sanctioned.

In contrast, sexual harassment is more likely to 
occur when an organization tolerates aggression and 
incivility. In fact, Lim and Cortina (2005) found in a 
study of public sector employees that nearly all women 
who reported experiencing sexual harassment also re-
ported experiencing non-sexual forms of incivility (but 
not the other way around). If we expect sexual harass-
ment to be just one strategy used to enact power, then 
such behaviors are more likely to prevail in workplaces 
where other forms of aggression are common. Evidence 
that sexual harassment tends to co-occur with other 
forms of workplace mistreatment is consistent with 
feminist theories that hold sexual harassment to be an 
act of aggression often driven by a desire to diminish 
one’s power. In this view, sexual harassment is just one 
manifestation of a toxic work environment. Thus, we 
hypothesize:

H2: Employees who perceive their agency’s pol-
icies as effective at mitigating workplace abuses 
of power will report less sexual harassment.

To recap, we theorize that sexual harassment often in-
volves those with more structural power reacting to 
threats to that power, and that sexual harassment is 
more rampant in workplace environments that are in-
effective at preventing and punishing abuses of power. 
Thus, we expect that female leaders, especially those 
with the highest authority, face a paradoxically height-
ened risk of experiencing harassing behaviors. We also 
expect to show that employees who perceive their or-
ganization as intolerant of abuses of power will report 
experiencing less sexual harassment.

Methods

Data and Sample
Data for this study come from the US Merit System 
Protection Board’s 2016 Merit Principles Survey 
(MPS). In July 2016, the board sent survey invitations 
to a sample of 114,000 employees from 25 Federal 
agencies, representing all major Department and 
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independent agencies (see Supplementary Appendix A 
for a full list of the agencies).1 This paper uses a subset 
of the survey that was directed to both employees and 
supervisors. A total of 37,452 employees were eligible 
to participate the study. Of these, 14,515 respondents 
completed the survey (38.8% response rate). MSPB 
concluded that representation of major demographic 
groups was acceptable and that the survey results 
are reasonably representative of the population from 
which they were drawn.

The final analytic sample is restricted to 8,899 re-
spondents who provided full information on all study 
variables (24% response rate of eligible employees). 
Missing data diagnoses indicate that those who re-
sponded to our primary variable of interests—sexual 
harassment experience—and those who did not 
(N = 2,290) were not significantly different in gender 
(χ12 = 1.10, p = .29), age (χ12 = .42, p = .52), and mi-
nority status (χ12 = .39, p = .52). However, missing re-
spondents were more likely to hold lower supervisory 
status (t  =  1.85, p  =  .03), report lower levels of job 

autonomy (t = 1.98, p = .02), and perceive more inci-
dents of workplace incivility (t = -9.01, p = .00). Given 
the nature of the missing data, sexual harassment is 
likely to be underestimated in this study.

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics for all variables 
in the observed datasets by the gender of participants.

Dependent Variables
Sexual Harassment Experience

Respondents were asked whether they had experi-
enced 11 different types of behaviors during the past 
24  months in their workplace (0  =  never, 1  =  once, 
and 2 = more than once). Note that this measure does 
not capture whether respondents perceived their ex-
periences as sexual harassment. Rather, it measures 
whether they recall experiencing particular behaviors 
that are often socially categorized as sexual harass-
ment. All of the behaviors constitute illegal sexual har-
assment, but the courts take into account the severity 
and pervasiveness of the behaviors in determining 
employer liability. Employers tend to train their em-
ployees not to engage in any of the behaviors in order 
to reduce the risk of legal liability. As evidence that 

1 The Department of Health and Human Service could not be surveyed 
for technical reasons, reducing the sample to 24 agencies.

Table 1. Means (SDs) of All Variables in the Study Sample

Men  Women Min Max

Dependent variable: harassment experience
 Gender hostility  0.08 (0.26)  0.15 (0.37) 0 1
 Unwanted sexual attention  0.04 (0.18)  0.12 (0.33) 0 1
 Sexual coercion  0.01 (0.08)  0.02 (0.12) 0 1
 Any harassment  0.07 (0.26)  0.18 (0.39) 0 1
Independent variables
 Age (1 = under 40)  0.13 (0.33)  0.15 (0.35) 0 1
 Minority (1 = racial/ethnic minority)  0.27 (0.44)  0.37 (0.48) 0 1
 Educationa  2.24 (0.72)  2.17 (0.75) 1 3
 Salarya  2.69 (0.99)  2.42 (1.05) 1 4
 Job autonomyb  3.76 (1.05)  3.67 (1.11) 1 5
 Subjectively broad definition of sexual harassmentb  4.64 (0.53)  4.63 (0.57) 1 5
 Mostly male work groupa  3.63 (1.24)  2.77 (1.35) 1 5 
Leadership status
 Non-leaders  0.39 (0.48)  0.45 (0.50) 0 1
 Team leaders  0.11 (0.32)  0.11 (0.32) 0 1
 Supervisor/managers  0.46 (0.49)  0.36 (0.48) 0 1
 Executives  0.08 (0.27)  0.07 (0.25) 0 1
Perceptions of organizational environment
 Agency has an anti-harassment policy  0.96 (0.19)  0.94 (0.23) 0 1
 Agency tries to prevent harassmentb  4.17 (0.88)  3.91 (0.99) 1 5 
 Discrimination complaint process is fairb  3.83 (0.92)  3.60 (0.97) 1 5
 Treat minorities equitablyb  4.19 (0.90)  3.73 (1.02) 1 5
 Count of amount of workplace aggression  1.52 (2.07)  2.13 (2.30) 0 7
N 5,444 3,455   

Note: aEducation: 1 = less than an associate degree (18.3%), 2 = associate or bachelor degree (42.7%), 3 = graduate degree (38.9%); salary: 
1 = 75k or less (20.0%), 2 = 76–100k (21.9%), 3 = 101–150k (37.6%), 4 = 150k or higher (20.4%); mostly male workplace: 1 = substantially 
more women (13.9%), 2 = slightly more women (15.6%), 3 = equal number of men and women (26.7%), 4 = slightly more men (17.8%), 
5 = substantially more men (26.0%).

bCalculated from responses on a Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).
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Americans tend to incorporate all of the behaviors into 
their definition of sexual harassment, more than 90% 
of men and women surveyed by MSPB defined each of 
the behaviors as sexual harassment (US MSPB 2018).

This approach of asking behaviorally specific ques-
tions is considered the gold standard for measuring 
sexual victimization experiences (Fisher et  al. 2003; 
Fitzgerald, Gelfand, and Drasgow 1995; Koss, Gidycz, 
and Wisniewski 1987). Following Fitzgerald, Gelfand, 
and Drasgow’s (1995) typology, we classified the 11 
behaviors into three types of sexual harassment: 
gender hostility, unwanted sexual attention, and sexual 
coercion.

For gender hostility, the items included: (1) un-
welcome communication of a sexual nature; (2) un-
welcome sexual teasing, joking, comments; (3) use of 
derogatory terms related to one’s sex/gender; and (4) 
different treatment based on sex/gender. For unwanted 
sexual attention, the items included: (1) unwelcome 
invasion of space (i.e., touching, leaning over); (2) 
unwelcome sexual suggestive looks or gestures; (3) 
pressure for dates; and (4) stalking. Finally, for sexual 
coercion, we included three items: (1) pressure for 
sexual favors; (2) someone offering preferential treat-
ment in exchange for sexual favors; and (3) rape or 
sexual assault.

For each harassment type, a dichotomous variable 
was created and coded as 1 if respondents reported 
any harassing behaviors in that category. Since not 
all sexual interactions are unwelcome or perceived as 
injurious (Williams, Giuffre, and Dellinger 1999), we 
only include behaviors that were described as unwel-
come, coercive, or that clearly constitute illegal forms 
of sexual harassment/gender discrimination.2 Bivariate 
correlation between gender hostility and unwanted 
sexual attention is .52, between gender hostility and 
sexual coercion is .29, and between unwanted sexual 
attention and sexual coercion is .31 (all ps = .00). In 
addition, note that when we write that respondents 
“experienced sexual harassment” or we discuss the 
factors that “increase the risk of harassment,” we are 
referring to respondents’ reported experiences with be-
haviors that are generally categorized as sexual har-
assment. Taken together, 18% of women and 7% of 
men report having experienced at least one harassing 
behavior in the prior two years. While the data are 
not directly comparable to the MSPB 1994 survey 

results (i.e., the questions on harassment experience 
were asked a bit differently),3 it is noteworthy that 
in 1995, nearly 44% of women and 20% of men re-
ported having experienced uninvited sexual attention 
in the prior two years ( US MSPB 1995). Thus, there 
appears to be a significant decline in the proportion 
of federal employees who report having experienced 
sexual harassment.

Independent Variables
Control Variables

Prior studies have identified the demographic variables 
that tend to be correlated with sexual harassment. 
We include variables for respondents’ gender, age, mi-
nority status, educational attainment, and salary. The 
publicly available MSPB data preserve anonymity by 
reporting the demographic information of employees 
using broad categories (e.g., racial/ethnic minority 
status is reported as minority or non-minority [MSPB 
codes non-minority as white, non-Hispanic]; educa-
tional attainment is reported as 1 = less than an asso-
ciate degree [18.3%], 2 = associate or bachelor degree 
[42.7%], 3 = graduate degree [38.9%], etc., see Table 1 
for detailed coding).4 As Table 1 shows, approximately 
39% of the analysis sample are women, more than 
85% are over the age of 40, 37% are minority, and 
the average respondent has a college degree and earns 
more than 75k annually.

In line with previous research, we included respond-
ents’ job autonomy, subjective definitions of sexual 
harassment, familiarity with the agency’s sexual har-
assment policy, and gender composition of their work 
group in order to better parse the relationship be-
tween workplace authority and harassment vulner-
ability (McLaughlin, Uggen, and Blackstone 2012; 
Schneider, Swan, and Fitzgerald 1997). Employees in 
leadership positions usually have more job autonomy. 
Job autonomy could protect against harassment be-
cause targets can more easily remove themselves from 
interactions with known harassers (Mueller, De Coster, 
and Estes 2001). We created a scale calculated from 
the average of respondents’ ratings of four items on a 
five-point Likert scale that indicate their satisfaction 
regarding job autonomy (Cronbach’s α = .89). Sample 
items include “the opportunity to exercise job-related 
expertise” and “the opportunity to be included in 

3 The 1995 survey defines “uninvited and unwanted sexual attention” as 
actual or attempted rape or assault; stalking; uninvited and unwanted: 
pressure for sexual favors; deliberate touching, leaning over, cornering, 
or pinching; sexual looks or gestures; letters, telephone calls, or materials 
of a sexual nature; and pressure for dates. In addition, the response rate 
was 61% in 1995 (higher than the 38.8% response rate in 2016).

4 In exploratory analyses, we examined the levels of education and 
salary as categorical variables and results were substantively the 
same as when the variables were treated as continuous.

2 Thus, we exclude two behavioral items, “presence of sexually oriented 
materials” and “having sexually oriented conversation,” from the 
analysis. Given that both of these behaviors could constitute sexual 
harassment, our variable of harassment experience is a conservative 
indicator and likely underestimates the incidence of harassment. Results 
were almost identical, if not stronger, when we included these two items. 
We also estimated models while controlling for these two items and 
found results to be nearly identical to those presented in tables.
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important decisions.” Higher numbers indicate more 
job autonomy.

Since supervisors are more likely to have received 
training on sexual harassment (US MSPB 1995), 
higher rates of sexual harassment among women 
leaders might partly because they better understand 
what it is and not just because they experience more 
of it (McLaughlin, Uggen, and Blackstone 2012; 
Tinkler 2008). To control for this, we created a scale 
measuring respondents’ subjective definition of sexual 
harassment. Respondents rated on a 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 5 (strongly agree) scale whether they consider 
each of the 11 behaviors to be sexual harassment in 
the workplace (Cronbach’s α  =  .94). The variable is 
calculated from the average of each item with higher 
numbers indicating a broad definition of sexual harass-
ment. As Table 1 suggests, respondents in our sample 
tended to consider the 11 behaviors as sexual harass-
ment, with a mean of 4.63 for both men and women. 
We also control for whether employees knew about 
their workplace sexual harassment policy. Since all 
agencies had a policy (Dobbin and Kelly 2007), the 
question captures employees’ awareness of the policy. 
We collapsed respondents who marked “no” to this 
question (1%) with respondents who marked “do not 
know” (2%) and created a dummy variable agency has 
an anti-harassment policy (1 = yes).

Finally, women leaders might face more harassment 
simply because, as they ascend the job ladder, they 
come into more contact with men in their immediate 
work environment. Prior research found that female 
federal employees were much less likely to experience 
harassment as the ratio of males-to-females in their 
work group declined (Jackson and Newman 2004). 
Respondents were asked to report the gender compos-
ition in their immediate work group (1 = substantially 
more females than males, 2  =  slightly more females 
than males, 3  =  same number of males and females, 
4 = slightly more males than females, 5 = substantially 
more males than females). Higher numbers indicate 
a mostly male work group. As Table 1 shows, men’s 
work groups were comprised of more males than fe-
males and women’s work groups were disproportion-
ately female.

Leadership Status of the Employee

Respondents’ leadership status serves as a proxy for 
workplace power. Analyses compare non-leaders 
(i.e., do not supervise others in any capacity) to team 
leaders (i.e., provide employees with day-to-day guid-
ance on work projects but are not official supervisors), 
supervisors/managers (i.e., conduct performance ap-
praisals/supervise supervisors), and executives (i.e., 
in the senior executive service or equivalent, super-
vise managers or other executives). About 55% of 

women reported taking various leadership roles in fed-
eral agencies (11% team leaders, 36% managers and 
supervisors, and 7% executives).

Organizational Environment

We include multiple variables to gauge the extent to 
which respondents perceived their organization to be 
effective at preventing abuses of power. Respondents 
reported their perception of whether their agency 
takes sufficient steps to prevent sexual harassment 
(1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). We also 
measured respondents’ agreement with five statements 
that indicate a positive perception of their agency’s 
discrimination complaint process (e.g., a filed action 
charging discrimination would be resolved in a fair 
manner by their organization; 1 = strongly disagree to 
5 = strongly agree; Cronbach’s α = .91). We created a 
scale by calculating the average of each item. Research 
also shows that perceptions of workplace inequity 
are associated with a higher incidence of sexual har-
assment. To measure perceptions that their workplace 
treats minorities equitably, we constructed a scale by 
calculating the average response to four questions that 
asked about their workplace’s treatment of minorities. 
Sample items include “in my organization, standards 
are higher for minorities than non-minorities” (reverse 
coded) and “minorities and non-minorities are re-
spected equally” (Cronbach’s α = .89).

In addition to measuring employees’ perceptions 
of their organization’s policies, we include a variable 
that more objectively captures exposure to non-sexual 
workplace aggression. Whereas perceptual questions 
are useful for assessing subjective definitions of a situ-
ation, behaviorally specific questions are more reli-
able for measuring objective experiences (Fisher et al. 
2003). To measure the amount of aggression in an 
employee’s environment, we used a variable that asked 
employees to indicate how often they observed par-
ticular aggressive behaviors directed at another person. 
These questions exclude language that connotes 
sexual forms of aggression and because the questions 
ask about behaviors directed at others (rather than 
oneself), our variable is able to capture employee’s 
workplace environment separate and apart from the 
employee’s own experiences with aggression or har-
assment in that environment. Respondents reported 
how often they observed seven different acts of work-
place aggression directed at another person in the past 
24 months (0 = never; 1 = once; 2 = more than once). 
Sample items include physical intimidation; verbal 
intimidation (e.g., shouting or swearing); spreading 
rumors or negative comments about a person to 
undermine their status; persistent, underserving criti-
cism of work or effort, etc. We dummy coded each item 
(0 = never; 1 = once or more than once) and created a 
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count variable of workplace aggression.5 Thus, an em-
ployee who observed all forms of aggression at least 
once would receive a 7, whereas an employee who ob-
served none would receive a 0. On average, women re-
ported observing more types of workplace aggression 
than men did (Mwomen = 2.13, SD = 2.30; Mmen = 1.52, 
SD = 2.07; p = .000).

Analytical Strategy
Analyses estimate binary logistic regression models 
predicting the likelihood of experiencing at least one 
harassing behavior in the prior two years. Given the 
hierarchical structure of the data (i.e., participants 
nested in agencies), we conducted exploratory analyses 
using multilevel mixed-effects logit regression with 
random intercepts to account for clustered observa-
tions, that is, participants nested in agencies (xtmelogit 
in Stata). The standard deviation (SD) of the random 
intercept was less than twice its standard error and 
there was no significant improvement in model fit 
by using mixed-effect multilevel modeling (p = .199). 
Since these results suggest that there is no robust pat-
tern of agency differences in the factors that affect 
the likelihood of experiencing sexual harassment, we 
do not report the multilevel models in tables and text 
(tables available upon request).

Preliminary analyses showed that gender is the 
most important predictor of harassment likelihood 
and interaction terms between gender and several 
study variables emerged as significant predictors 
(tables available upon request). We therefore per-
formed all binary logistic regression models separ-
ately for men and women. We also checked for the 
degree of correlations among our predictors when 
estimating all our models. A variance inflation factor 
(VIF) of 10 is commonly used as the rule of thumb to 
indicate excessive or serious multicollinearity. All our 
predictors have values of VIF that are below 3, sug-
gesting that our independent variables are not highly 
correlated (see Supplementary Appendix B for a cor-
relation matrix).

Results

Table 2 shows estimates from binary logistic regres-
sion models predicting the likelihood of experiencing 
at least one harassing behavior in the prior two years. 
Model 1 combines the three categories of harass-
ment and shows the likelihood of experiencing any of 
the harassing behavior types, Model 2 shows gender 

hostility, Model 3 shows unwanted sexual attention, 
and Model 4 shows sexual coercion.6

Results in Model 1 show that among women, being 
young, white, having less job autonomy, and working 
in male-dominated groups increases the risk of harass-
ment. In contrast, our models are not particularly in-
formative about the factors that affect men’s likelihood 
of experiencing harassment.

Employees’ Workplace Power
Leadership status has noteworthy and different ef-
fects for men and women. Model 1 in Table 2 shows 
support for Hypothesis 1a: women in leadership posi-
tions—team leaders, supervisors/managers, and execu-
tives—are more likely than non-leaders to experience 
harassment (odds ratios  =  1.85 [p  =  .000], 1.30 [p 
=.035], and 2.09 [p = .002], respectively). Importantly, 
the coefficients are significant even after controlling 
for the factors that may confound the relationship 
between leadership status and sexual harassment ex-
periences: job autonomy, familiarity with the agency’s 
sexual harassment policy, subjective definitions of 
sexual harassment, and the gender composition of 
one’s work team. Since women leaders are likely better 
trained to recognize harassment (McLaughlin, Uggen, 
and Blackstone 2012), it is particularly noteworthy 
that their greater likelihood of experiencing it persists 
even after controlling for their subjective definitions of 
what types of behaviors constitute harassment. This is 
consistent with research suggesting that women who 
exercise authority are subject to greater sexual har-
assment because they violate traditional gender norms 
(McLaughlin, Uggen, and Blackstone 2012). In these 
data, 93% of the women leaders who indicated that 
they experienced harassment reported they had been 
harassed by a man (tables available upon request). In 
making sexist gestures and comments, men demon-
strate their power of evaluating and policing women, 
especially those with workplace authority. In contrast, 
leadership status had no consistent impact on men’s 
likelihood of experiencing sexual harassment.

Hypothesis 1b predicted that women leaders who hold 
the most powerful positions in the federal civilian work-
force would be more likely to experience harassment than 
those in less powerful positions. In support of this hypoth-
esis, tests comparing the magnitude of the odds ratios show 
that women executives are significantly more likely than 
supervisors to experience harassment (χ 2 = 4.80, p = .028). 

5 We also performed a more conservative coding by only counting 
aggression acts that had been observed more than once so that the 
highest counts captured employees’ experiences observing seven 
different types of workplace aggression multiple times. Results are 
almost identical to coefficients presented in Table 3.

6 We also counted the total number of harassment behaviors experienced 
by the respondents and used zero-inflated negative binominal regression 
(zinb in Stata) to examine the factors that affect the amount of harassment 
experienced. Results demonstrate that variables predicting any 
harassment experience in Model 1 Table 2—age, salary, leadership status, 
and organizational factors—remain highly robust in predicting numbers of 
harassment behaviors among women. Tables are available upon request.
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However, team leaders’ likelihood is also significantly 
higher than supervisors’ likelihood (χ 2 = 4.94, p = .026), 
and not different than executive women (χ 2 = 0.24, p = .65). 
In other words, team leaders—who have less formal power 
but are nonetheless expected to exercise authority—and 
executives—who have more formal power—face more 
harassment than women in middle management.

To further elaborate the relationship between gender, 
leadership status, and gender composition in the work 
group, Figure 1 displays the estimated likelihood of re-
porting sexual harassment with 95% confident intervals 
based on Model 1 in Table 2. Holding other variables 
at their means, women experience higher rates of sexual 
harassment than men regardless of their authority posi-
tions and the gender composition of their work group. 
Moreover, as women take leadership roles in their organ-
ization, and likely move into male-dominated work teams, 
their likelihood of getting harassed dramatically increases. 
This is especially true for female team leaders and female 
executives, a finding we will unpack more in the discussion 
section. In sharp contrast, the gender composition of the 
work team has a negligible effect on the estimated prob-
ability of sexual harassment among female non-leaders 
(bottom line on the right), male leaders (bottom line on 

the left), and men from all groups are expected to experi-
ence similar rates of sexual harassment once they are in 
gender-balanced or male-dominated teams (X-axis ≥ 3).

Models 2–4 in Table 2 examine whether the rela-
tive power and status of targets are related to the types 
of harassing behaviors men and women are most vul-
nerable to.7 That is, are women leaders in government 
more likely to experience gender-based hostility, which 
is devoid of sexual intent? Or do victims of sexual 
harassment share similar characteristics regardless 
of the types of harassing behaviors they experience? 
Looking across models, it appears that the factors that 
increase women’s likelihood for experiencing gender 
hostility are largely the same as those that increase un-
wanted sexual attention. For instance, young women, 
who are culturally considered to be more sexually de-
sirable, are more likely than older women to experi-
ence gender hostility and unwanted sexual attention. 
Female leaders are also more likely than non-leaders 
to report experiencing gender hostility and unwanted 
sexual attention. On the other hand, women with a 
lower salary report significantly more sexual coercion 
than women with more financial resources. Given that 
the classic quid pro quo harassment that is captured in 
the sexual coercion construct promises job benefits for 
sexual favors, this finding suggests that sexually coer-
cive forms of harassment are targeted towards those 
with the least power to resist advances or complain. 
However, we do not find that salary affects men’s like-
lihood of being sexually coerced. Since less than 1% of 
men report experiences with sexual coercion, we may 
not have the statistical power to identify the factors 
that increase men’s likelihood for experiencing this 
form of harassment.

7 To take into account that sexual harassment behaviors may vary in their 
seriousness, we also performed item response theory (IRT) scaling 
procedures to construct a harassment scale (Hambleton and Swaminathan 
1985; Osgood, McMorris, and Potenza 2002). Patterns revealed from the 
IRT scaling largely mapped onto the three sexual harassment categories 
we classified; behavioral items in the gender hostility category were 
the least severe and most frequent, followed by items in the unwanted 
sexual attention category. Behaviors in the sexual coercion category had 
the highest severity and discrimination score. We ran separate negative 
binomial models using the raw numbers as well as the scaled counts for 
sexual harassment and the results were substantively the same.
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Figure 1. Predicted likelihood of experiencing sexual harassment with 95% confident intervals, by gender, leadership status, and gender 
composition in the workplace. 
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Taken together, these results suggest that even when har-
assment is partly motivated by sexual intent, all types con-
stitute strategies for diminishing women’s status whether 
by relegating women to sexual objects or by derogating 
them (Berdahl 2007b). These findings are consistent with 
prior research showing that female public sector employees 
who reported unwanted sexual attention were more likely 
to report having also experienced gender hostility or sexual 
coercion than they were to report having only experienced 
one type (Lim and Cortina 2005).

Organizational Efforts to Mitigate Abuses of Power
We expected federal employees who perceive their 
agency’s policies as effective at mitigating work-
place abuses of power to report less sexual harass-
ment (Hypothesis 2). Overall, findings lend support 
to Hypothesis 2.  Respondents who perceived their 
workplace to be committed to taking sufficient steps 
to prevent harassment, to have a fair discrimination 
complaint process, and to be one that treats minorities 
respectfully were significantly less likely to experience 
sexual harassment (odds ratios < 1; all ps = .000). It is 
important to note that the relationship between harass-
ment experience and perceptions of the organizational 
environment may not be unidirectional. Public sector 
employees are likely to face greater risks of harassment 
if they work in organizations that are not well equipped 
to prevent and punish harassment and discrimination. 
In addition, the experience of being sexually harassed 

may lead people to negatively evaluate their agency’s 
climate—particularly, if they made a formal complaint 
and were not satisfied with their agency’s response.

Given the difficulty determining the causal direc-
tion of the relationship between employee’s percep-
tions of their workplace’s practices and their likelihood 
of experiencing sexual harassment, we conducted an 
additional analysis in which we included the count 
variable for having observed non-sexual workplace 
aggression directed at another person (Table 3). While 
this variable cannot fully resolve the causal direction 
issue, it better captures the effect of the climate on the 
likelihood of experiencing harassment since it asks be-
haviorally specific questions about aggression directed 
at others, and is thus, a less subjective measure of the 
local environment.8 We report the results of the ana-
lyses with this variable in separate nested models in 
order to demonstrate how its inclusion affected other 
variables in the model. Thus, Model 1 in Table 3 is 
the same model as that reported in Model 1 of Table 

8 It is possible that people who have been harassed become more attuned 
to seeing other forms of aggression as a result of their harassment 
experience. However, greater sensitivity is unlikely to be the only 
reason for the positive and significant relationship between workplace 
aggression and harassment experience. As evidence, we actually 
find no significant relationship between employees having a broader 
subjective definition of sexual harassment (i.e., more sensitive to 
subtle forms of harassment) and their likelihood to report experiencing 
workplace aggression (see Supplementary Appendix C, Table S1).

Table 3. Odds Ratio (SEs) From Logistic Regressions Predicting Any Harassing Behaviors, by Gender

Model 1 Model 2

Men Women Men Women

Control Variables
 Age (under 40) 1.24 (0.19) 2.09*** (0.27) 1.17 (0.19) 2.14*** (0.30)
 Minority  0.92 (0.12)  0.76* (0.08)  0.90 (0.13)  0.76* (0.09)
 Education  0.94 (0.08) 1.03 (0.08)  0.94 (0.08) 1.00 (0.08)
 Salary  0.95 (0.06) 1.00 (0.06)  0.98 (0.07) 1.04 (0.07)
 Job autonomy 0.79*** (0.04)  0.84*** (0.04)  0.91 (0.02)  0.95 (0.05)
 Broadly define sexual harassment 1.06 (0.11)  0.99 (0.08) 1.05 (0.10) 1.06 (0.09)
 Agency has an anti-harassment policy  0.81 (0.12)  0.81 (0.10)  0.88 (0.14)  0.88 (0.12)
 Mostly male work group  0.93 (0.04) 1.07* (0.04)  0.95 (0.04) 1.08* (0.04)
Leadership status (non-leader omitted)
 Team leader 1.08 (0.19) 1.85*** (0.28)  0.94 (0.17) 1.60** (0.25)
 Supervisor  0.95 (0.13) 1.30* (0.16)  0.80 (0.11) 1.11 (0.15)
 Executive 1.35 (0.37) 2.09** (0.49)  0.97 (0.27) 1.55 (0.38)
Organizational environment
 Agency tries to prevent harassment  0.84** (0.05)  0.65*** (0.04)  0.94 (0.06) 0.70*** (0.04)
 Discrimination complaint process is fair  0.55*** (0.05)  0.61*** (0.05) 0.71*** (0.06) 0.77*** (0.06)
 Treat minorities equitably  0.78*** (0.05)  0.80*** (0.06)  0.88 (0.06)  0.88* (0.06)
 Workplace aggression-high   1.47*** (0.04) 1.42*** (0.04)
Constant 12.07 (7.05) 17.29 (8.77) 0.41 (0.26)  0.70 (0.40)
Log likelihood –1,231 –1,354 –5,354 –5,354

Note: aNmale = 5,444; Nfemale = 3,455.
 *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed test).
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2. Model 2 in Table 3 adds the workplace aggression 
variable. Consistent with prior research showing that 
sexual harassment tends to co-occur in environments 
with high levels of non-sexual workplace aggression 
(NASEM 2018) and in further support of Hypothesis 
2, having observed workplace aggression significantly 
increases the likelihood of experiencing sexual harass-
ment for men (odds ratio = 1.47, p = .000) and women 
(odds ratio = 1.42, p = .000).

With the addition of the workplace aggression vari-
able to the model, the magnitude of the coefficients 
for women team leaders, supervisors, and executives 
decreases and the effect only remains statistically 
significant for team leaders. Following the Karlson/
Holm/Breen method (Breen, Karlson, and Holm 2013; 
Kohler, Karlson, and Holm 2011), we further exam-
ined how much of the association between leadership 
status and sexual harassment is mediated through ob-
servations of workplace aggression.9 Upon controlling 
for observation of workplace aggression, the direct 
effect of team leader status on sexual harassment re-
duced to 1.60 (p = .003), leaving an indirect effect of 
1.16 (p =  .034). In contrast, controlling for observa-
tion of workplace aggression reduced the direct effect 
of supervisor and executive status to 1.11 (p =  .407) 
and 1.55 (p  =  .075), leaving indirect effects of 1.16 
(p = .037) and 1.33 (p = .000), respectively. This me-
diation effect suggests that part of the reason women 
executives and supervisors face more harassment is be-
cause they are more likely to come into contact with 
workplace aggression as part of their job.10 Taken 
together, these findings provide more evidence that 
sexual harassment is just one dominance strategy that 
aggressors employ. Importantly, the strategy is not 

distributed evenly among workers but is instead used 
more often against women to undermine their work-
place status and authority.

Discussion

Whereas popular discourse might lead one to expect 
that sexual harassers target the most vulnerable and 
least powerful victims, the only evidence we find for 
this is that a lower salary increases women’s likelihood 
of experiencing sexual coercion. With only 1% of fe-
male federal employees reporting this classic (albeit ser-
ious) quid pro quo form of harassment, findings more 
strongly support the theory that sexual harassment is 
often employed to undermine women’s authority and 
workplace power. Women leaders in government ex-
perience more unwanted sexual attention and gender-
based hostility than women who are not in leadership 
positions. Importantly, analyses rule out that this is be-
cause women leaders are better trained on sexual har-
assment and thus more sensitive to seeing it or that this 
is simply because their job duties expose them to more 
men. Rather, results show that one of the reasons women 
leaders in government face more harassment is because 
their supervisory position puts them into contact with 
more workplace aggression. Taken together, findings 
suggest that sexual harassment is a dominance strategy 
not unlike other forms of aggression used to undermine 
women in power, and that workplace climates that are 
effective at mitigating abuses of power reduce the like-
lihood of experiencing sexual harassment.

This is the first study of which we are aware that ana-
lyzes a national sample of federal employees and finds 
that women leaders face different risks depending on 
their rank. Specifically, team leaders—whose jobs re-
quire that they direct the work of others but afford 
them little formal power—and executives—who have 
the most formal power—face more sexual harassment 
than women in middle management. These findings are 
consistent with research showing that women with less 
legitimated sources of authority are more likely to be per-
ceived and punished for being “uppity” (Berdahl 2007b). 
Whereas team leaders may have the legitimacy of their 
leadership challenged because their position gives them no 
formal supervisory authority, executives may face ques-
tions about their legitimacy as leaders because of broader 
cultural norms that underlie the underrepresentation 
of women in the highest ranks of government (Connell 
2006; Sabharwal 2013). In other words, team leaders and 
executives may experience more sexual harassment than 
non-leaders and middle managers because they threaten 
masculine-derived power more, but the precise mechan-
isms underlying their risks may be different.

For example, we find that the amount of aggres-
sion observed in one’s workplace mediates women 

9 Direct comparisons of logit coefficients across binary regression 
models can be invalid and misleading because coefficients are 
confounded with residual variation (Allison 1999; Williams 2009). 
That is, the dependent variable is scaled differently in each model. 
Thus, we adopted the Karlson/Holm/Breen (KHB) method (2011) that 
separates changes in coefficients due to rescaling from true changes 
in coefficients that result from adding more variables to the model. 
This approach decomposes the total effect of a variable into its direct 
effect on the outcome variable and its indirect effect through the added 
variable, allowing researchers to test the mediating effect. While 
there were some differences in the p-values with direct comparison 
of coefficients (using the traditional suest test in Stata), substantive 
findings regarding the mediation effects are similar with both methods. 
In addition, the KHB method resulted in more conservative tests of 
statistical significance.

10 In order to further verify this mediation effect (Baron and Kenny 1986), we 
also examined whether leadership status is correlated with observing 
workplace aggression. Results from negative binomial models 
predicting counts of observing workplace aggression lend validity to 
the mediation analyses. As shown in Supplementary Appendix C (Table 
S1), women (and men) leaders observe more workplace aggression. In 
addition, the factors that increase the likelihood of observing workplace 
aggression are the same for men and women and quite similar to the 
factors that increase women’s risk of experiencing sexual harassment.
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supervisors and executives’ likelihood of sexual harass-
ment. We can only speculate with these data, but since 
those with formal authority over subordinates have to 
conduct performance appraisals and sanction bad be-
havior more regularly, one of the pathways by which 
women executives and supervisors face sexual harass-
ment may be through their increased contact with ag-
gressors they are in charge of sanctioning. It may be 
that women supervisors who, as part of their job, en-
force sanctions against workplace aggressors then face 
sexual harassment from those same employees. This is 
consistent with research in the public sector suggesting 
that perpetrators of interpersonal mistreatment em-
ploy sexual harassment as one strategy among many 
aggressive behaviors used to gain power advantages in 
interaction (Lim and Cortina 2005). It also may be one 
factor that pushes women in the highest ranks of gov-
ernment off the “glass cliff” (Sabharwal 2013).

In contrast, female team leaders—who do not have 
formal authority to sanction employees but nonetheless 
direct the work of others—may invite backlash (manifest 
as sexual harassment) because they are perceived to be 
exercising power not fully legitimated by their position. 
This type of backlash is consistent with prior research 
showing the ways in which women and minorities in gov-
ernment are informally punished by their coworkers for 
following rules when they lack other sources of legitimate 
authority (Guy 1992; Portillo 2012).

In light of similar findings in other contexts 
(McLaughlin, Uggen, and Blackstone 2012; Wynen 
2016), we suspect that women leaders’ higher rates of 
experiencing harassment reflect broader patterns of be-
havior directed at women who exercise authority and 
is not a unique feature of working in the US federal 
government. Still, sexual harassment may have dif-
ferent effects on the careers of federal employees as 
compared to those in the private sector. For example, 
research has shown that people who experience sexual 
harassment are more likely to leave their jobs, but ques-
tions remain about whether sexual harassment impacts 
women’s careers in government in distinct ways. Given 
the more formalized pathway for federal employees to 
rise through the ranks, women supervisors and execu-
tives are sacrificing hard-earned time in the federal gov-
ernment if they leave their positions. Does this make 
women leaders less likely to leave? When women leave, 
are they more likely to move to another job within the 
civilian workforce or leave the government?

Though we do not know the precise career pathways 
of federal employees who experience harassment, it 
stands to reason that reducing sexual harassment may 
be essential to increasing the proportion of women in 
leadership. Disruptions to the early careers of women 
leaders in government have a long-term impact given 
the promotion structure of most jobs. The fact that 

women team leaders experience more sexual harass-
ment points to one mechanism by which future leaders 
might be derailed early on in the pipe line. Moreover, 
increasing the number of women in the upper ranks 
should also decrease the incidence of sexual harass-
ment. Consistent with theories of representative bur-
eaucracy, women in the most powerful leadership 
positions are more likely to influence policies aimed at 
advancing gender equality (Dolan 2000; Keiser et al. 
2002). It follows then that women will be more likely 
to lead efforts to prevent and respond to harassment in 
their organization.

As such, agencies need to do more to support women 
leaders and the legitimacy of their leadership (Stivers 
2002). Fortunately, extant research provides insight 
into how workplaces can more effectively organize the 
structure of work to reduce race and gender inequality. 
There is evidence from the private and public sector 
that agencies with flatter hierarchies and more oppor-
tunities for lateral-entry to upper-management benefit 
professional women (Newman 1994; Sabharwal 2013; 
Whittington and Smith-Doerr 2008). In addition, ex-
perimental research suggests that when women’s 
leadership (Lucas 2003) is institutionalized such that 
employees perceive the success of their work team as 
resulting from a history of successful women leaders, 
gender biases are attenuated. Relatedly, research sug-
gests that sponsorship programs in which high-level 
sponsors are held accountable for supporting women 
and minorities’ advancement to leadership positions 
are more effective than mentoring programs (Ibarra, 
Carter, and Silva 2010).

This study also has implications for improving the 
government’s efforts to prevent sexual harassment. 
Our results show that federal employees report less 
harassment when they perceive their workplace to be 
one that is equitable, proactive in preventing harass-
ment, and responsive to complaints of discrimination. 
In addition, we find that sexual harassment co-occurs 
with other forms of workplace aggression and that 
women supervisors and executives face more har-
assment, in part, because they have more exposure 
to workplace aggression. This suggests the benefit of 
adopting training programs that broaden the focus 
from sexual harassment to workplace civility (M. 
Nagy and D. Nagy 2019) and that educate managers 
and supervisors about specific strategies for intervening 
when they observe workplace incivility of all types 
(Dobbin and Kalev 2019). Another implication is that 
men in leadership need to be more involved in efforts 
to prevent and punish sexual harassment since we do 
not find evidence that their likelihood of being har-
assed is linked to their job rank.

Finally, the finding that white women face more 
harassment than minority women suggests the need 
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for future research. Women of color experience 
unique forms of sexual harassment that are racialized 
(Berdahl and Moore 2006) and may not be fully cap-
tured in these analyses. White women’s higher likeli-
hood of experiencing sexual harassment in these data 
is consistent with intersectionality theory and research 
showing that white women with workplace authority 
face different penalties for violating gender norms than 
women of color because they threaten white men’s 
masculine-derived power more. The greater perceived 
threat of white women is posited to be because white 
women represent a much larger proportion of women 
in management (Dobbin and Kalev 2019). In addition, 
white women, being more prototypical of the images 
embedded in cultural expectations for idealized fem-
ininity, are sometimes more visible when they violate 
femininity norms by displaying dominance and au-
thority (Livingston, Rosette, and Washington 2012; 
Tinkler et  al. 2019). White women represent a sig-
nificantly larger proportion of women in leadership 
relative to minority women in the federal civilian work-
force. In the MSPB sample, white women are nearly 
twice as likely to be senior executives than minority 
women. If group threat effects are the primary reason 
white women report more sexual harassment, then we 
would expect minority women to face an increase in 
harassment and other attempts to undermine their au-
thority as they come to represent a higher proportion 
of women in leadership. The federal workforce could 
be one of the first places we see such effects since mi-
nority women hold a high proportion of public sector 
jobs (US OPM 2016c).

Limitations
It is important to highlight some of the limitations 
of this study. First, while MSPB reports that the data 
are representative of federal employees on key demo-
graphic indicators and the response rate is fairly typical 
for survey research of this nature (e.g., Berdahl 2007b), 
the relatively low response rate to the survey limits 
generalizability. In addition, non-supervisors, those 
with less job autonomy, and those who report more 
workplace aggression were less likely to answer the 
questions about their sexual harassment experiences. 
Since we found each of these variables to be associated 
with harassment experience and prior research has 
highlighted the risks employees face when they report 
harassment, sexual harassment may be underestimated 
in the data and among these groups.

Another limitation is that without longitudinal data, 
it is impossible to know the casual direction of the 
strong and consistent relationship between harassment 
experience and employees’ perceptions of their organ-
izational climate. Based on prior research, it is likely 
that organizations that do not take sufficient steps to 

promote equity and prevent discrimination increase 
employees’ risks of experiencing harassment. However, 
it is also likely that experiencing harassment increases 
negative perceptions of one’s organization—particu-
larly when complaints are not satisfactorily resolved. 
While future research should disentangle causality, 
the findings are still important for highlighting the re-
sponsibility of federal agencies to foster organizational 
environments that promote respectful behavior and 
provide proper recourse when discrimination or har-
assment arises.

Finally, the analyses leave much unanswered about 
the individual-level risk factors for men. This may be 
partly because men experience significantly less sexual 
harassment—making patterns less easy to identify with 
statistical methods of analyses. It may also be the case 
that we are “looking in the wrong places” because our 
theory is much better developed for understanding 
women’s vulnerabilities to sexual harassment.

Limitations in the data suggest the need for future 
research using a variety of methodological approaches. 
Future research would do well to identify the agen-
cies and work groups that federal employees rate the 
highest on equity and inclusion measures and focus 
more qualitatively on understanding why their cli-
mate is less vulnerable to abuses of power. In addition, 
future research using ethnographic methods may be 
better suited for generating theory about the risk fac-
tors for men as well as increasing understanding about 
the experiences of women leaders. Finally, given that 
power is relational, social network data could provide 
new avenues for research on the ways in which em-
ployees’ interactions patterns are structured by formal 
and informal hierarchies.

Conclusion

Sexual harassment is one barrier to achieving gender 
equity in government. Given our findings that women 
in leadership positions are more often the targets, 
sexual harassment may be a unique barrier to the 
job mobility of women. After many years of rapidly 
increasing gender equality, most indicators show a sig-
nificant stall in progress since the 1990s in both the 
private and public sectors (England 2010). Still, com-
pared to the private sector, the federal government 
reports less sexual harassment (McCann, Tomaskovic-
Devey, and Badgett 2018) and has long been a place 
where women and minorities have more opportunities 
for advancement. In particular, women in the senior 
executive service have enjoyed more proportionality 
and workplace power than women in the upper ranks 
of other labor markets (Dolan 2004). Comparing 
the 2016 MSPB data to that of 1995, we find a sig-
nificant decline in the amount of sexual harassment 
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that employees report experiencing. This change over 
time suggests that federal agencies have adopted pol-
icies and procedures that reduce sexual harassment. 
However, sexual harassment remains unevenly distrib-
uted across individuals—disadvantaging women more 
than men and particularly women in leadership. For 
all of these reasons, the federal government may be the 
ideal place to effect change that restarts the stall in pro-
gress towards gender equality.

Supplementary Material

Supplementary material is available at the Journal of 
Public Administration Research and Theory online
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