
The psychology of 
sexual harassment

Since the sexual harassment scandal around Harvey 
Weinstein broke in October 2017, there has been a 
massive response from victims — overwhelmingly 

women — reporting experiences of inappropriate 
sexual behaviours in the workplace. The film industry 
and political establishments on both sides of the 
Atlantic have been repeatedly rocked by scandals, and 
some people who once seemed untouchable have lost 
all power and credibility.

So much momentum has built supporting the 
rights of women to be treated with respect at work that 
it seems that there may now be a lasting change for the 
better in gender relations. You might like to start by 
reading up on the events since October 2017. Take a 
look at the stories featured in the weblinks listed below.

Moral disengagement
You might be familiar with some of Albert Bandura’s 
work on social learning — now called social 
cognitive theory. Social cognitive theory aims to be 
a comprehensive explanation for the acquisition of 
human behaviour. One element of this theory is moral 
disengagement. Bandura suggests that, while we have 
moral beliefs and these inhibit some behaviours, we 
also have mechanisms that disengage these inhibitors 
and allow us to behave in immoral ways.

Page and Pina (2015) suggest that workplace 
harassers go through a process of moral disengagement, 
for example using self-exonerating cognitions to 
convince themselves they were doing nothing wrong. 
A harasser might for example tell himself that he was 
simply trying to get close to a colleague he found 
attractive when in fact he had repeatedly used his 
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Activity
There are real ethical issues in conducting research 
in this area because of the sheer number of people 
who will have experienced sexual trauma of some 
kind and who may have never spoken of it. You’ll 
need therefore to steer clear of any activity that 
brings this kind of trauma to the surface. What 
you can do is put together a guide for people in 
your school or college about the risks of sexual 
harassment. Use the research discussed here as 
your starting point, but also have a search online 
for good advice for victims and potential victims.

Weblinks

USA Today story on Harvey Weinstein’s accusers: 
www.tinyurl.com/y7qnxo8f

Independent story on the Westminster sexual 
harassment scandal: www.tinyurl.com/ybomo4jv

greater power and status in the organisation to pressure 
a colleague to submit to something she did not want, 
and had been clear she did not want. 

Situational ambiguity
One reason perpetrators are often able to convince 
themselves as well as others that their actions are 
within the boundaries of acceptable behaviour is 
that the situation can be ambiguous. The social rules 
surrounding flirting with and dating colleagues are 
not always clear-cut, and those seeking to harass take 
advantage of this.

In a study by Pierucci et al (2014), participants 
evaluated witness accounts sympathetic to the harasser 
of a scenario in which a male supervisor behaved in a 
sexually ambiguous way towards a female colleague. In 
one condition the accounts tracked the behaviour to a 
clear conclusion in which the supervisor harassed the 
employee. In another they did not. In this ambiguous 
condition, the participants took on the perspective of 
the witnesses and gave the harasser the benefit of the 
doubt. Imagine this in a real office: as long as a harasser 
can keep their behaviour ambiguous in the presence of 
witnesses and only commit clear-cut inappropriate acts 
in private the victim is likely to find it very hard to be 
believed. 

Power dynamics
What unites the very different worlds of Westminster 
and Hollywood? One answer is power. In both these 
settings high-status individuals — mostly men — wield 
tremendous power over others, making and breaking 
careers on a whim.

They say power corrupts, yet it clearly doesn’t always. 
The majority of men in both politics and cinema do not 
actively perpetrate harassment (although a shocking 
number fail to challenge it), so something a bit more 
complex must be happening. An explanation comes 
from Williams, Gruenfield and Guillory (2017). They 
put men and women in high- and low-power roles in 
artificial scenarios and questioned them about their 
willingness to pursue an attraction to someone in a 
subordinate role who was clearly not attracted to them. 
Interestingly, both men and women who were new to 
having power and were resentful of their previous lack 
of power were willing to abuse their power to sexually 
coerce their colleagues. This may point the way towards 
therapeutic interventions to deal with this kind of 
resentment.

The ‘Me Too’ campaign on social media arose as a 
way of highlighting personal experience of sexual 
harassment
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