
On October 9, 1991, the New York Times and CBS polled 512 
adults about their impressions of Anita Hill and Clarence 

Thomas.1 The poll took place after Hill’s testimony of Thom-
as’s sexual harassment but before all the testimony concerning 
Thomas’s alleged harassment had been presented. A majority of 
people were either undecided or did not believe Hill: 47 percent 
of people thought that Hill’s charges were probably false, 32 per-
cent were undecided, and only 21 percent thought they were 
probably true. Although a minority of people—23 percent—
thought that Thomas should be confirmed if the charges against 
him were true, a majority—56 percent—thought that he should 
be confirmed if there was doubt about whether the charges were 
true. Since most people either thought the charges were not true 
or were undecided, they gave Thomas the benefit of the doubt. 
Seventy five percent of the people polled also thought that the 
Senate Judiciary Committee had treated Professor Hill fairly. 

The “people” then had about the same views as the sena-

1. The adults had previously been interviewed about a month earlier, on the eve of 
the hearings to determine whether Thomas should be confirmed.
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tors who confirmed Thomas. Of the fifty-two who voted to con-
firm him, eleven were Democrats, most of them from southern 
states, and the rest were Republicans. Of the forty-eight who 
voted against confirmation, only two were Republicans and one 
of them later changed his affiliation.2

In that same 1991 New York Times poll, almost 40 percent of 
the women surveyed said that they had been the object of sexual 
advances, or a proposition, or unwanted sexual discussions from 
men who supervised them or who could affect their position at 
work. Ninety percent of the women in that poll who said that 
they had experienced some form of sexual harassment also said 
that they did not report it.

Then and subsequently, not reporting harassment has been 
the norm. A study by the US Merit Systems Protection Board, 
published in 1995, had several major findings concerning 
“unwanted sexual attention” in the federal workplace.

First, the survey showed reasonable understanding on the 
part of both men and women in the US of what constituted sex-
ual harassment, an understanding aided by training and perhaps 
also by the Hill-Thomas hearings. The legal definition is (per-
haps surprisingly) broad: unwelcome sexual advances, requests 
for sexual favors, and other verbal or physical conduct of a sexual 
nature constitute sexual harassment when submission to such 
conduct is made either explicitly or implicitly a term or condi-
tion of an individual’s employment, submission to or rejection 
of such conduct by an individual is used as the basis for employ-
ment decisions affecting such individuals, or such conduct has 
the purpose or effect of unreasonably interfering with an indi-
vidual’s work performance or creating an intimidating, hostile, 

2. Calculated by the author from US Senate records.
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or offensive working environment. Sexual harassment as legally 
defined is thus somewhat different from gender harassment, 
which is sexual and sexist hostility that suggests that the person’s 
gender inherently prevents them from doing their job at a com-
petent level or should count as a reason for them not to have the 
job, regardless of their competence.

A second finding was that milder forms of harassment, which 
include unwanted sexual teasing, jokes, remarks, or questions, 
are the most common types. Third, rates of harassment were 
very similar between 1987 and 1994, and higher for female than 
male victims, averaging 43 percent for women and 16 percent 
for men. Fourth, very few individuals—6 percent—ever formally 
reported their harasser; about half the victims thought that their 
experience wasn’t serious enough for a formal report. Informal 
responses, such as telling the harasser to stop, were more fre-
quent, but 44 percent of victims did nothing at all. Fifth, most 
individuals who experienced harassment—78 percent—men-
tioned co-workers, but 28 percent of women and 14 percent of 
men mentioned supervisors.

In sum, even at the time of the hearings in 1991, there were 
data available to show how common harassment was in the fed-
eral workplace and how seldom it was reported. The main reason 
people were skeptical of Hill’s allegations was that she had not 
reported Thomas’s behavior at the time. Yet her behavior was—
and remains—normative. Most people who experience harass-
ment discuss the issue with a friend or coworker, but very few 
people report it and even fewer bring the alleged offender to 
court (e.g., Fitzgerald, Swan, and Fischer, 1995). Women fear 
not being believed, being humiliated, or being retaliated against, 
and losing their possibility of advancement (Fitzgerald, Swan 
and Fischer, 1995). Although it seems scarcely necessary to say 
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so, harassment—sexual, racial, or both—has negative conse-
quences for the individuals who experience it (e.g., Buchanan 
and Fitzgerald, 2008; Willness, Steel, and Lee, 2007). 

A subsequent analysis of the government’s 1994 data found 
that harassment was greatest for women between the ages of 
twenty-five and forty-four (Anita Hill’s age at the time of the 
alleged harassment), and greater for women with more educa-
tion and for women at higher pay grades (Newman, Jackson, and 
Baker, 2003).

We have learned a lot about harassment since 1991—about 
how frequently it occurs, about who the victims are, about who 
the harassers are, and about the workplaces where it is most 
common (Gutek, 2001). Sexual harassment affects women more 
than men, but estimates vary widely; in some studies, men report 
harassment at levels close to women.3 Sex also interacts with 
ethnicity. A phone survey conducted in 2003–2004 found that 
women reported sexual harassment at rates greater than men 
between the ages of thirty-one and sixty (Rospenda, Richman, 
and Shannon, 2009). When stratified by education, significant 
differences between men and women were only found for those 
with college or graduate degrees, though the same pattern was 
found at lower levels of education.4 Among whites, women 
reported significantly more harassment than men did (51 per-

3. Gutek (1985) suggests that men may be more likely than women to label expres-
sions of sexual interest on the part of a co-worker as harassment, while women may 
be more likely than men to reserve the term for unwelcome advances. In addition, 
men tend to be harassers: most harassers of women are men, and half the harassers 
of men are other men.

4. Differences as a function of education are as likely to reflect understanding of 
what constitutes sexual harassment as to reflect differences in experiences. In one 
study, blue-collar women did not interpret an employer’s asking for sex as a condi-
tion of advancement to be sexual harassment (Icenogle, Eagle, Ahmad, and Hanks, 
2002).
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cent of women versus 39 percent of men), but among blacks the 
trend was reversed because of the very high rates reported by 
men (53 percent of women versus 69 percent of men). Unmar-
ried women and men experience more harassment than those 
who are married.

We also know that although harassment of women can occur 
in all types of organizations, it is more likely to occur in organiza-
tions that have inadequate complaint procedures and that have 
a small percentage of women, especially a small percentage of 
women in positions of power, for example, firefighters and police 
officers (see reviews by O’Leary-Kelly, Bowes-Sperry, Bates, and 
Lean, 2009; McDonald, 2012, Willness, et al, 2007). Although 
anyone can harass, we know that men are much more likely to be 
harassers than women. Over 90 percent of harassers of women 
are men and about 40 to 50 percent of harassers of men are men. 

We know some of the characteristics of men who harass 
women (see, e.g., O’Leary-Kelly et al, 2009). They implicitly 
perceive a close relation between sex and power. Women are not 
harassed because they are attractive. Rather, men who harass 
women see them as attractive because of existing power differ-
entials or because of a desire to create a power difference. If, in 
addition, such men are unlikely to suffer any consequences due 
to their harassment, they will continue.

At the time of Thomas’s confirmation hearings, I tried des-
perately and unsuccessfully to get a senator to talk to experts on 
sexual harassment and to have those experts testify. But expert 
testimony was exactly the information that then Senator Joseph 
Biden, chair of the Senate Judiciary Committee, decided should 
not be presented. Information about how harassment works and 
the normative response to harassment, both of which were pres-
ent in Hill’s testimony, was information that the Senate and the 
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American people needed to hear. But Biden decided that no 
context would be permitted, in effect requiring people to make 
their judgments from a position of profound ignorance.

We have made strides in education, but we need to do more 
to educate lawyers, lawmakers, judges, and Supreme Court jus-
tices. We need to ensure that everyone understands how gender 
works and the conditions that give rise to biased decision-mak-
ing. From cognitive psychology we know that fast decisions tend 
to rely on stereotypes, rather than a full examination of the evi-
dence. If, in addition, decision makers are prevented from hav-
ing the evidence, good decisions will be in short supply.

Sexual harassment is an egregious abuse of power in the 
workplace. But there are many more subtle instances where 
those without power, for example, women and people of color, 
are disadvantaged. These instances are omnipresent but subtle. 
They tend not to be recognized, even though they culminate in 
the paucity of women and people of color in positions of sta-
tus and achievement. Research on workplace incivility, or types 
of harassment that are not overtly sexual or gendered, suggest 
that women are more likely than men to be the targets (Cortina, 
Magley, Williams, and Langhout, 2001). And women who expe-
rience sexual harassment are also likely to experience workplace 
incivility; the behaviors tend to be correlated (Lim and Cortina, 
2005).

In Why So Slow? The Advancement of Women, I discuss the 
reasons underlying the paucity of women and people of color in 
positions of status and prestige in situations that seem benign 
and meritocratic. There are two interlocking processes—the 
operation of gender schemas and the accumulation of advan-
tage. Gender schemas are (largely nonconscious) beliefs that 
both men and women share about the characteristics of men and 
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women. Because we see men as more competent than women, 
we slightly overvalue their contributions in many small ways. 
Those small examples accumulate to benefit men in professional 
settings.

What we know about gender in the workplace can be illus-
trated with a small example: the meeting. At the meeting a 
woman makes a comment and everyone ignores it. Ten minutes 
later, Joe, to pick a name at random, makes the same comment 
and everybody says, “Joe, what a great idea!” This common 
occurrence—in which a woman is ignored and a man is attended 
to—is one that people generally do not know how to handle, 
even if they notice it. It doesn’t even qualify as workplace incivil-
ity. If the person who is ignored says something about it to one 
of her well-intentioned colleagues, she’s likely to be told, “Don’t 
make a mountain out of a molehill.” Or, “Don’t sweat the small 
stuff.” Or, “Concentrate on the things that really matter.” 

That is where the idea of the accumulation of advantage 
comes in. People become successful by parlaying small gains 
into bigger gains. If you do not get your fair share of those small 
gains, such as by being listened to in a meeting or by having your 
accomplishments recognized, then you do not have the oppor-
tunity to make large gains. Mountains are molehills, piled one 
on top of the other. Each of those molehills matters. Over time 
they accumulate to give women a disadvantage (Martell, Lane, 
and Emrich, 1996). Men, in effect, get more interest on their 
achievements than women do. Both men and women are likely 
to underrate a woman’s performance in a task that requires com-
petence. Both women and men are likely to see a woman who 
is successful as less likeable than a male who is successful (Heil-
man, Wallen, Fuchs, and Tamkins, 2004). Both women and men 
are likely to sabotage the behavior of a woman who succeeds at a 
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counter-stereotypic task, a task that we would associate with men 
(Rudman, Moss-Racusin, Phelan, and Nauts, 2011; Rudman and 
Phelan, 2008).

We need the idea of gender schemas to understand why even 
well-intentioned people, people who are unlikely to engage in 
sexual or gender harassment, nevertheless treat men and women 
differently in the workplace, with the result that it is easier for 
men than for women to succeed. We need to see the connection 
among gender schemas, unintended differences in treatment, 
workplace incivility, gender harassment, and sexual harassment. 
They are not all the same, but they overlap.

Men are particularly the aggressors in sexual harassment, 
but in the everyday events that advantage men and disadvantage 
women, both men and women slightly overrate men and slightly 
underrate women, resulting in further and further disparities. 
Those disparities are revealed in everything from salary differ-
ences to rank differences. Sexual and gender harassment can 
be devastating, but the everyday disadvantages experienced by 
many more women on a daily basis also matter. 

The most recent failure of the judiciary to understand how 
gender operates at work was the Supreme Court decision in 
January 2011 not to allow a class action suit brought by women 
against Wal-Mart Stores, Inc. to go forward. The Court held that 
the women who were suing did not constitute a class because 
they could not demonstrate a policy of discrimination. Just as 
lawmakers in 1991 did not understand the sexual harassment of 
women and women’s reactions to it, lawmakers and the judiciary 
today do not understand how women are disadvantaged in the 
workplace. In particular, they do not understand that employ-
ers can have good intentions (which is not to say that Wal-Mart 
has good intentions), yet still systematically create situations in 
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which it is harder for women and people of color to advance 
compared to white men. A stated policy against discrimination 
is insufficient to prevent frequent, if uncoordinated, actions that 
disadvantage women. Cognitive psychologists have conducted 
scores of experiments that demonstrate that people with the best 
intentions, including women, perceive women to be less compe-
tent than men. Our good intentions, our genuine belief that only 
merit matters, buffer us from seeing the effects of our behaviors. 

WHAT CAN WE DO? TWO PRESCRIPTIONS

First, we need to be much smarter than we have been about how 
to influence people in power so that they will make intelligent 
and well-reasoned decisions. We need to be smarter about how 
to put people who are likely to make those intelligent and well-
reasoned decisions into positions of power. We need to be much 
smarter about how to affect people’s attitudes and behaviors. 
There are already many efforts to educate the judiciary, lawyers, 
and lawmakers, but we need to be much more systematic and 
determined in our efforts. We need to find the levers that will 
work.

The second prescription is to form rapid response teams 
that would provide well-documented, unbiased, and accurate 
information to the media as soon as the information is needed. 
Journalists and investigative reports want to be accurate, but 
they have neither the luxury of time nor the background in the 
relevant science. Whether the issue is insults against women by 
public figures or suggestions that women choose not to be suc-
cessful professionals, we can put the events and data in context 
and explain their origins. The university setting is a natural place 
for such teams. We have students, faculty, and volunteers who 
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can perform the research. At critical historical moments, like the 
Thomas confirmation hearings, we want to be sure that the infor-
mation is widely accessible. The media have the power to spread 
information broadly. We need to make sure that they come to us 
for that information. 
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