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24 #MeToo in the Corporate World

• How does workplace sexual misconduct impact women’s pro-
fessional opportunities?

• In what sectors and industries is the problem most severe?

To find out the answers, in 2018 the Center for Talent Innovation, 
a New York– based think tank that I founded, fielded a nationally 
representative survey of 3,213 college- educated employees between 
the ages of twenty- one and sixty- five currently working in full- 
time white- collar jobs.

Some of the results are surprising.

HARASSMENT VS ASSAULT

Neither is ever acceptable, but there is a difference between sexual 
harassment (unwanted sexual advances) and assault (unwanted 
sexual contact). Both terms are broad. Harassment may include 
anything from inappropriate e- mails to stalking, while assault 
ranges from groping to rape. Still, the terms do serve as a shorthand 
for two different degrees of misconduct.

Harassment is appallingly common: more than one third of 
women report having been harassed in the workplace at some 
point in their careers. The vast majority of these women have been 
harassed by a man (97 percent). Yet some may find it surprising 
that 13 percent of men also report having suffered sexual harass-
ment. I’ll dive deeper into this finding a little later.
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Measuring and Mapping 25

Sexual assault is much rarer, but still disturbingly common. If 
you are in a company with one hundred men and one hundred 
women, odds are that seven of your female coworkers and five of 
your male coworkers have suffered physical, sexual assault in the 
workplace.

WOMEN AS PREDATORS

Most of us, when we think of sexual harassment and assault, we 
assume that it is a man abusing his power over a woman. We are 
usually right to think of sexual misconduct in the workplace that 
way: as the data shows, it’s the most common scenario— but it’s 
not the only one.

The data tells us that 97 percent of women who suffer harassment 
have been harassed by a man. However, an additional 13 percent have 
been harassed by another woman. (The numbers add up to more 
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than 100 percent because a subset of women suffered work-
place harassment from both a man and a woman at some point 
in their careers.) In addition, in the much smaller pool of men 
who suffer harassment, 68 percent say they have been harassed 
by a woman.

As we shall see in chapters 3 and 4, even more than sexual 
desire, power (and the desire to acquire or hang on to the perks 
of power) appears to be the dominant factor underlying most 
workplace sexual misconduct.

MEN AS PREY

As I noted earlier, more than one in eight men has suffered 
sexual harassment in the workplace, and one in twenty has 
suffered assault. This data on the gender of the perpetrator is 
surprising, particularly with regard to sexual assault. Among 
the small group of white- collar male employees who experience 
sexual assault, it’s twice as common (76 percent) for men to re-
port assault by a woman than by another man (38 percent). The 
perpetrators of harassment of men are more evenly divided, but 
women are still more commonly cited: 68 percent vs 57 percent.
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Measuring and Mapping 27

It’s hard to wrap one’s mind around this data, since it goes 
against the stereotype (perpetrators are supposed to be male and 
victims are supposed to be female), yet the fact remains that 
when a man suffers harassment and assault in the workplace, 
the predator is more likely to be a woman than a man. This 
under lies a recurring theme in this book: the dynamics at play 
in workplace sexual misconduct cases have less to do with lust or 
superior physical force than with ruthless power plays.

If your boss, with power over your career, gropes you or insists 
on a late- night hotel room visit, you may be afraid to say no or file 
a complaint, regardless of whether that boss is a man or a woman.

SEXUAL ORIENTATION AND RACE

LGBTQ individuals and people of color are often seen as lower on 
the societal totem pole than Caucasian straight people. It’s there-
fore not surprising (though still appalling) that these cohorts are 
especially likely to experience sexual abuse at work. Remember 
that #MeToo was kicked off by a Black woman: Tarana Burke, a 
civil rights activist from the Bronx, started the nascent movement 
in 2006.
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Latina women report particularly high levels of sexual harassment 
(37 percent). As we shall see in chapter 5, male supervisors tend to 
see them as “hot” and available. When it comes to sexual assault, 
Black women are especially targeted, but they are not alone in being 
singled out: their “brothers” are also preyed upon disproportionately. 
The figures are alarming: fully 21 percent of African American male 
employees experience sexual harassment (compared to 13 percent 
of all men) and 7 percent experience sexual assault (compared to 
4 percent of white men). As I will discuss in chapter 5, black men 
are hit upon not only because they are seen as vulnerable and ex-
ploitable but also because they are seen as objects of desire and are 
fetishized by at least some female colleagues. This is an example of 
the complexity— and ugliness— of sexual misconduct at work.

Turning to sexual orientation, the data is equally distressing and 
some of the figures are startling. LGBTQ employees are more likely 
to be harassed and assaulted than any other groups. Indeed, the fig-
ure for gay women is stunningly high (43 percent say they have been 
harassed, a number that is much higher than women in general). I 
will delve more deeply into this data in chapter 5, though I wish to 
underscore now that research in this area is only just getting off the 
ground. I’m humbled by its complexity and realize I cannot pretend 
to have the definitive story on the experience of people of color and 
LGBTQ employees with sexual harassment and assault.
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SEXUAL MISCONDUCT AND SENIORITY

In this world of sexual misconduct, how often is the predator more 
senior (in terms of rank) than their prey? The short answer is often, 
but not always, especially when the victim is a man or a person of 
color.

Seventy percent of women who say they have been harassed at 
work say they were harassed by a senior colleague. The figure for 
men is lower (59 percent). Indeed, 22 percent of men who have 
suffered harassment say they were harassed by a colleague junior 
to them. The figure for women is significantly lower (16 percent).

Turning to assault, there are fewer gender differences. A high 
percentage of both women and men who have been assaulted say 
they were assaulted by a colleague at the same level of seniority in 
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the organization. (Once again, the numbers add up to more than 
100 percent, since some employees report suffering assault from 
colleagues at different levels in the organization.) The data on men 
seems to contradict my thesis that power relations underlie sexual 
misconduct in the workplace. But given how many LGBTQ and 
black men suffer harassment and assault (see page 27), I would 
argue that these numbers reflect the fact that societal hierarchies 
surrounding sexual orientation and race matter as much as work-
place hierarchies.

SECONDHAND SMOKE

Those who witness others suffering sexual harassment and as-
sault in the workplace tend to speak up— just not very loudly or 
effectively. Similar numbers of men (12 percent) and women 
(13 percent) say that they have witnessed someone being sex ually 
harassed at work. One in five report hearing about a colleague who 
has suffered sexual harassment. One in ten report hearing about a 
colleague who has suffered sexual assault.

Yet less than a third of witnesses report the misconduct to HR. 
Roughly a third of witnesses speak up in the moment, and more 
vent to family and friends (on the venting front, women do a much 
better job than men). On the reporting front, women do slightly bet-
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ter than men, with 30 percent of female witnesses reporting to HR 
compared to 23 percent of male witnesses. This is where the rubber 
hits the road: without a formal complaint the odds of organizational 
action are minimal. Of course, as we’ll see in later chapters, even 
with a formal complaint, organizational action is rare. In fact, given 
the specter of retaliation, in many organizations, it may be tragic— 
but logical— for witnesses, like the victims themselves, to keep quiet.

For many years in corporate America, it has been worse to be 
a “troublemaker,” spitefully squealing about a star performer’s 
predatory behavior, than a star performer with a habit of raping 
underlings. Harassment and assault, in other words, create “second-
hand smoke”: a toxic atmosphere that makes witnesses fearful or 
hesitant to do the right thing.

DISENGAGEMENT AND FLIGHT RISK

When employees witness harassment and assault it impacts mo-
rale and engagement. It’s only logical: if you see the boss harassing 
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or assaulting a colleague and then geting away with it, it’s hard for 
you to believe that you are working in a safe, respectful environ-
ment where everyone is assessed on the value they bring to the 
table.

Naturally, given the personal trauma involved, those who suffer 
harassment or assault take an even bigger hit to morale, engage-
ment, and job satisfaction in general. Interestingly, women report 
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a smaller hit to job satisfaction than men, whether they suffer 
harassment or merely witness it. Men’s job satisfaction falls to 39 per-
cent from 56 percent when they suffer harassment, while women’s 
satisfaction falls “only” to 48 percent from 56 percent. For men who 
witness harassment, job satisfaction falls to 46 percent, while women’s 
job satisfaction is essentially unchanged. Why this gender disparity?

I will hazard a guess: women are more used to both suffering 
sexual harassment and seeing it in the workplace, so many may 
tragically accept it as a fact of life. But with the rekindling of 
awareness and outrage that #MeToo has brought, I believe that 
this resignation will become much less common going forward. 
As we’ll see in chapter 7, the courts’ tolerance of sexual misconduct 
is most definitely declining.

CONSENSUAL RELATIONSHIPS  
CAN BE TOXIC, TOO

Most workplaces are full of empowered individuals (consenting 
adults) who have much in common with one another. It is there-
fore natural (and thoroughly acceptable) to look for and perhaps 
find a mate at work. But when sexual relationships intersect with 
workplace power dynamics, problems emerge. In an earlier CTI 
study, published by Harvard Business Review,1 we asked white- collar 
workers about affairs between junior and senior team members.

We found that they are a) common and b) roundly condemned. 
Eleven percent of employees said that they knew of someone on 
their team who had a sexual relationship with a boss or supervisor. 
Seventy- one percent of employees said that they found these rela-
tionships inappropriate.
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The reasons for this disapproval aren’t ideological. They’re prag-
matic. Here’s why:

• Morale takes a hit. Twenty- five percent reported a falloff 
in dedication and commitment on the team when a boss or 
supervisor was sleeping with a subordinate.

• Respect takes a hit. Twenty- two percent said the team lost 
respect for the boss or supervisor involved, and another  
17 percent said the team lost respect for the boss’s lover.

• Performance and productivity suffer. Fourteen percent 
reported that team performance deteriorated when the boss 
was sleeping with a subordinate, and 11 percent reported that 
team productivity declined.

IMPACT ON SPONSORSHIP AND 
PROGRESSION

It’s one of the most important pieces of collateral damage from 
#MeToo: women, already at a disadvantage when it came to win-
ning a senior person’s support to boost them up the corporate 
ladder, may now be even more disadvantaged. Nearly two out of 
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five women agree with the statement that “recent publicity about 
sexual harassment at work makes it even less likely that a male 
leader will sponsor a female protégé— even if she deserves it.”

In my earlier book, Forget a Mentor, Find a Sponsor, I quantified 
the value to protégés of winning a sponsor: female employees with 
a sponsor are 19 percent more likely to get that next promotion 
than those without. (For male employees the figure is 20 percent.)  
Meaning that when men refuse to sponsor high- performing wo-
men, from fear of gossip or scandal, they are denying women 
opportunities that their male peers enjoy. In a world where a shortage 
of women around decision- making tables is a drag on innovation 
and new market growth (see dis cussion in chapters 6 and 9), this is 
the last thing companies need.

WHERE THE PROBLEM IS MOST SEVERE

What’s the worst occupation or sector, if you’re looking place for an 
environment free of harassment and assault? The answer is media 
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