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Abstract
Given the personal nature of sexual harassment and the typically confidential,
bureaucratic reporting processes in organizations, first-person stories about
sexual harassment reporting are somewhat rare. In fact, targets of harassment
are routinely silenced by the reporting process, with confidentiality rules
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Consequently, we know little about how those who experience sexual ha-
rassment from coworkers make sense of their experiences, what their ex-
perience reporting is like, and how they navigate the stigma of sexual
harassment after they report. In this study, we draw upon in-depth interviews
with a diverse group of workers to understand how they metaphorically
frame their experiences as mysteries, battles, and games. We argue that these
metaphors direct attention to the ways people make sense of harassment in
wholly negative symbolic frames, with diminished agency, and implicate or-
ganizations as agents in the harassment process.

Keywords
sexual harassment, metaphor(s), framing, agency, reporting

1California State University Sacramento, Sacramento, CA, USA
2Department of Communication, University of Kentucky, Lexington, KY, USA

Corresponding Author:
Shawna Malvini Redden, Department of Communication Studies, California State University,
Sacramento, 6000 J Street, Sacramento, CA 95819, USA.
Email: malviniredden@csus.edu

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/08933189231172427
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/mcq
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7983-9735
mailto:malviniredden@csus.edu
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F08933189231172427&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-04-25


Given the typically bureaucratic, confidential procedures for reporting sexual
harassment in organizations, stories of the process are rare. Despite the
#MeToo movement’s enthusiastic encouragement for survivors to share
publicly about harassment experiences, non-disclosure agreements and
confidentiality rules routinely prevent discussion of reporting. Details of
reporting may emerge from high profile scandals, court proceedings, or the
proverbial grapevine, but most reporting experiences are privatized—whether
survivors wish them to be or not. Indeed, survivors are routinely silenced by
reporting processes (Clair, 1998; Clair et al., 2019)—with confidentiality rules
protecting harassers, organizations, and only occasionally, survivors (Ford
et al., 2021).

An essential question is: why do people not speak up more often about
sexual harassment and formally report it? Privacy management—for
survivors and harassers—is a key driver for not reporting harassment,
and involves the desire to preserve work relationships, handle issues
autonomously, avoid negative emotions (Scarduzio et al., 2019; 2020), and
deal with privatization (Townsley & Geist, 2000). Reporting is associated
with severe career, financial, physical, and emotional consequences
(Bergman et al., 2002), as well as reduced resilience (Ford & Ivancic,
2020) and “estrangement from agency” (Dykstra-DeVette & Tarin, 2019,
p. 382). When people do report, they may end up feeling like their needs
have not been met (Ford et al., 2021).

Even in an age of #MeToo, where people have been more open about
sexual harassment and abuse experiences, cultural sentiment about reporting
still sways against survivors. Antifeminist backlash is associated with formal
reporting (Sharoni, 2018) and paths to reporting are convoluted by bureau-
cratic and biased processes (Clair et al., 2019). For instance, the former
Chancellor of the California State University system is under investigation for
corruption after repeatedly ignoring harassment reports from a dozen women
(Jacoby, 2022). The former Chancellor cited “improper reporting” as the
reason for not investigating. In an extreme example, members of the United
States (U.S.) National Gymnastics Team were systematically thwarted in
reporting sexual assault by team doctor Larry Nassar. While Nassar was
ultimately convicted of assaulting hundreds of women, university officials and
USA Gymnastics ignored assault claims for decades, using organizational
violence as a strategy to preserve the status quo (Way, 2021). Organizational
violence included “intentional and carefully crafted” practices—such as
enacting public humiliation for compliance gaining—embedded within
routine organizational practices (Way, 2021, p. 593).

While reporting consequences are clear, less is known about how harassment
targets make sense of reporting decisions, what reporting feels like, and how
survivors navigate the stigma of sexual harassment after reporting. Because of
this lack of detailed knowledge—in literature and organizations—sexual
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harassment regularly flourishes (Ford et al., 2021). Likewise, much under-
standing of sexual harassment comes from professional contexts, from pre-
dominantly white, straight, female, middle-class perspectives that ignore the
deeply intertwined nature of gender, race, and class discrimination (see
Buchanan et al., 2018, for an exception). For instance, Richardson and Taylor
(2009) argue that women of color experience harassment differently than white
women, as sexual harassment is bound up with racial and cultural identities. So
too, sexual harassment research emphasizes heteronormative harassment,
typically men targeting women, or harassment that upholds the values of
hegemonic masculinity (Scarduzio et al., 2018b). And outside of youth edu-
cational settings, less is known about the harassment experiences of LGBTQ+
identifying people (Cubrich, 2020).

In this study, we draw upon in-depth interviews with a diverse group of
workers—in terms of age, race/ethnicity, sexuality, and social class—to
understand how they framed harassment experiences and navigated report-
ing processes. Specifically, we analyzed the metaphors and symbolic framings
that participants used to discuss harassment reporting decisions, describing
three categories of metaphors: Harassment as mystery, battle, and game. We
argue that these metaphors illustrate how people depict harassment in wholly
negative symbolic frames, with diminished agency. These framings have
repercussions for survivors of harassment and point to serious, systemic
organizational issues.

Theoretically, we extend research on agency and sexual harassment in
organizations. We delineate how the metaphors highlight diminished agency
for survivors, implicate organizations as agents in the harassment process, and
suggest potential for contextualized “proxy” agency (Bandura, 2008; Kanal &
Rottmann, 2021). Practically, we reveal how organizations can improve
practices related to sexual harassment reporting and creating cultures of care
(Dougherty, 2022).

Literature Review

We begin by defining sexual harassment, then discuss current understandings
of sexual harassment reporting decisions and a rationale for our metaphor
analysis theoretical framework.

Sexual Harassment and Reporting

Legal definitions depict sexual harassment in the U.S. as “unwelcome sexual
advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal or physical harassment
of a sexual nature” (Equal Employment Opportunity Commission [EEOC],
2019). While early definitions focused on the overt and transactional nature of
sexual harassment (e.g., “quid pro quo” scenarios), harassment is routinely
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subtler and involves any unwanted sexual attention that makes a work en-
vironment hostile (EEOC, 2019).

Sexual harassment is a discursive process filled with paradoxical and
frustrating situations (Dougherty, 2022). Sexual harassment can be hard to
categorize, as it is often subtle and insidious, embedded in everyday features
of interactions (Richardson & Taylor, 2009), and survivors do not always
agree on what constitutes harassment (Dougherty, 2001). Furthermore,
communication surrounding sexual harassment is embedded in organizational
cultures that may be more or less harassment prone (Dykstra-DeVette & Tarin,
2019; Keyton et al., 2018). Thus, context should be considered when ex-
ploring reporting decisions.

Many harassment survivors describe feeling hesitant to report. Sexual
harassment can facilitate the fracturing of identities (Scarduzio & Geist-
Martin, 2008). When identities are fractured, targets may feel helpless and
frustrated, which contributes to a lack of formal reporting. In a survey of more
than 200 workers across various industries, two-thirds harassment survivors
said they did not report due to fears of not being believed, not wanting to upset
workplace culture, and fear of retribution, among other reasons (Scarduzio
et al., 2020). As reporting processes are often sterile, bureaucratic, and
cumbersome (Clair, 1998), reporting prioritizes organizational goals rather
than protecting survivors. Likewise, reporting is associated with material,
career, and health consequences (Bergman et al., 2002; Sharoni, 2018).

When survivors do report harassment, many cope in problem-focused and
emotion-focused ways including seeking support and asking the harasser to
stop (Scarduzio et al., 2018a). Coping behaviors are directly related to policies
(or lack thereof) regarding sexual harassment (Scarduzio &Walker, 2020). As
most organizations do not have nuanced policies that include contemporary
sexual harassment, survivors often cope by remaining silent (Scarduzio &
Walker, 2020).

Unfortunately, many harassment targets chose to leave their occupations
rather than report (Scarduzio et al., 2020). However, when harassment goes
unreported, it is difficult to address at the organizational level, leaving in-
formal “whisper networks” in place (Dykstra-DeVette & Tarin, 2019). Thus, it
is important to understand how sexual harassment and reporting are expe-
rienced and framed, to improve reporting processes, encourage reporting, and
address harassment.

Metaphors of Harassment and Symbolic Framing

An important means of understanding traumatic experiences like harassment
involves assessing how people frame and make sense of their worlds. Ex-
amining metaphors—linguistic devices that compare things not necessarily
connected (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980)—enables understanding of how people
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focus attention and frame experiences (Kirby & Harter, 2003). How people
frame experiences signals what is important, meaningful, and possible
(Fairhurst & Sarr, 1996), which is useful to understand how people respond to
traumatic experiences and contemplate possible responses. Framing devices
such as metaphors, “can sequester narratives of sexual harassment or reinforce
dominant gender ideology, or they can challenge and resist hegemonic
systems of power” (Dykstra-DeVette & Tarin, 2019, p. 375).

When people speak about trauma like harassment, they may not have the
language to describe trauma directly (Littlemore & Turner, 2020). Thus,
“metaphors compactly convey the inexpressible: topics that are largely un-
acknowledged or unstudied, or are too emotionally shattering to articulate”
(Malvini Redden et al., 2013, p. 3). Metaphor analysis has addressed and
articulated solutions for challenging experiences, including substance-abuse
treatment (Malvini Redden et al., 2013), coping in a global pandemic (Nardon
& Hari, 2021), processing collective trauma (Stanley et al., 2021), pregnancy
loss (Littlemore & Turner, 2020), and workplace bullying (Tracy et al., 2006).
With workplace bullying—similar to sexual harassment in terms of the targeted,
cyclical nature of abuse—metaphor analysis illustrated that bullying targets use
metaphors to depict themselves as powerless and dehumanized, abusers as evil
demons, and bullying as a devastating battle. These rich metaphors illuminated
a traumatic experience in unique and eye-opening ways for readers and par-
ticipants (Tracy et al., 2006). Further, “attending to the metaphors of abused
workers serves not only to lay bare the feelings associated with [abuse] but also
to diagnose current interpretations and provide cues for potential intervention
and change” (Tracy et al., 2006, p. 178).

A recent forum on sexual harassment research (Clair et al., 2019) called for
more investigations that focus on the expression of harassment, including
“metaphors, narratives, policies, talk” that emphasize the meaning, materi-
ality, and experience of harassment simultaneously (p. 114). With this call and
extant literature in mind, we asked RQ1: How do people metaphorically frame
experiences of sexual harassment and reporting decisions? To understand the
ramifications of these metaphors, we also asked RQ2: What are the impli-
cations of sexual harassment and reporting metaphors for individuals and
organizations?

Methods

We invited recruited people who have experienced coworker sexual ha-
rassment to participate in semi-structured interviews, as part of a larger re-
search program examining harassment reporting decisions. Qualitative
interviews are particularly appropriate for investigating challenging personal
experiences and to understand the complexity and emotion associated with
trauma (Alessi & Kahn, 2022). Accordingly, we asked people to narrate their
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harassment experiences and discuss reporting decisions, related conse-
quences, and organizational responses. Below, we discuss our trauma-
informed approach, participant demographics, interviewing process, and
analytic techniques.

Trauma-Informed Approach to Interviewing

We used a trauma-informed approach, considering how trauma impacts
behaviors and story-telling, emphasizing psychological safety, and
avoiding re-traumatization (Grossman et al., 2021). During recruiting, we
clearly described what we would ask participants so they were prepared.
We also repeatedly emphasized that interviews were voluntary and par-
ticipants could stop any time or skip questions. As researchers skilled at
interviewing participants who have experienced trauma, we were attuned
to nonverbal and verbal emotional responses that signal discomfort such as
abrupt changes in tone, long pauses, or tearing up. When participants
seemed upset, we reminded them they could stop or skip questions.
Likewise, we enacted an open and non-judgmental interviewing stance, so
that participants felt comfortable sharing their experiences. All participants
were offered confidential resources to process their feelings privately, if
needed.

Participants and Interview Process

After receiving institutional review board approval, we recruited participants
by posting calls on social media and academic listservs. Criteria for partic-
ipation included being 18 or older, working 30 or more hours per week, and
having experienced sexual harassment from a coworker. Participants con-
tacted us by email to arrange interviews.

We spoke with 16 people, 13 who described themselves as female and
women/cisgender, and three as male and men/cisgender. Participant ages
ranged from 23 to 55—20s (n = 4); 30s (n = 3); 40s (n = 5); 50s (n = 4).
Participants described their race/ethnicity as: African American or Black (2);
Black/Mexican/White (1); Asian/Asian-American (2); Asian/Caucasian (1);
Asian/Pacific Islander(1); Filipino/Latina/Caucasian (1); French Canadian
(1); Native American/Indigenous (1); White (6), and their sexuality as bi-
sexual (1); heterosexual/straight (12); pansexual (1); “complicated” (1); and
“that’s a good question” (1). Participants worked in occupations including:
customer service (2); higher education (9); state government (1);
entertainment/retail (1); insurance (1); health care (1); restaurants (1). Six
participants formally reported harassment; one reported informally, one
planned to report after leaving their institution; one had reporting become
mandated after confiding in a friend; and seven declined to report.
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Interviews began with a review of the consent form, emphasizing the
voluntary and confidential nature of the interview. After answering questions
and developing rapport, we asked demographic questions. Content questions
were organized around experiences of sexual harassment, organizational
responses, reporting decisions, and reflective closing questions. Since re-
search calls for more information about harassers (Richardson & Taylor,
2009), we also asked participants about the perceived sex, sexuality, age, and
race/ethnicity of their harassers (Table 1).

Interviews ranged from 22 to 80 minutes, averaging 55 minutes, and
occurred over the phone. Both authors conducted interviews independently,
each conducting roughly half. With consent, interviews were recorded and
professionally transcribed, resulting in 308 single-spaced pages. To protect
confidentiality, participants chose pseudonyms. References to identifying
details were removed from the data. Interviewees received a $15 electronic
gift card for participation.

Multi-Phase Analysis

We conducted a multi-phase, collaborative, iterative inductive analysis (Tracy,
2020). To ensure analytic quality and trustworthiness, we employed con-
sensus coding (Harry et al., 2005), which entailed discussing and agreeing on
coding and analytic decisions, “with each point of difference being debated
and clarified until [we] agreed on appropriate usage of [codes]” rather than
relying on a numerical “reliability rating” (p. 6). We began analysis during
data collection, discussing emerging reflections. After data collection, we read
and re-listened to interviews, considering our overarching research goals to
prioritize intersectionality (Crenshaw, 2017), and examine how intersecting
identities, power, and status emerged.

We then chose two interviews to code independently—one that each of us
had conducted, and that contrasted—conducting open coding where we
identified salient themes (Tracy, 2020) including harassment types, responses,
and reporting decisions. After discussing open codes, we agreed that issues
related to intersectionality and sensemaking were most interesting and the-
oretically valuable. We conducted focused coding—coding connected to
higher-level interpretation and theoretical terms—on the same two transcripts,
resulting in 10–15 extra codes including sensemaking, social support, and
emotion.

We crafted a preliminary codebook, adding definitions and examples, as
well as collapsing some codes, expanding definitions, and rearranging to craft
second-level theoretical codes. For instance, while we initially coded gender,
race, and sexuality as first-level, descriptive codes, we moved “inter-
sectionality” as a theoretical code to the second-level to capture when par-
ticipants described how harassment was intertwined with interlocking systems
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of oppression (Crenshaw, 2017). We then used the codebook on two addi-
tional interviews to examine fit, discussing what codes should be added or
adjusted (Harry et al., 2005). After finalizing the codebook, we split up the
remaining interviews to code independently, discussing periodically.

During analysis, several metaphors stood out, and we re-coded transcripts
looking for additional metaphors. Unlike approaches that asked participants to
craft metaphors about experiences (e.g., Nardon & Hari, 2021; Stanley et al.,
2021), we analyzed metaphors that emerged organically. An idiographic,
“inductive approach is especially worthwhile for making sense of messy
interactive processes... Such an analysis serves to name and make tangible a
process that can be invisible” (Tracy et al., 2006, p. 174). We focused on vivid
“live” metaphors, rather than “dead” metaphors which are so common as to
have lost significant symbolic meaning, such as “teeth of a saw” (Tracy &
Malvini Redden, 2015). While metaphorical, the phrase is not analytically
rich. We also analyzed symbolic framings in participants’ speech that while
not explicitly metaphors, evoked metaphorical concepts that aligned with our
categorizing, similar to frame analysis (Fairhurst & Sarr, 1996).

After identifying all metaphors and symbolic framings, we compiled them
into categories, although many overlapped. Categories included metaphors
relating to: 1) survivors themselves, 2) harassers, 3) organizational contexts,
4) harassment situations, and 5) support networks. We then analyzed the
metaphors and identified thematic categories following a consensus coding
process.

Metaphors of Sexual Harassment

Harassment targets used metaphors and symbolic framings to describe sexual
harassment by coworkers. Unsurprisingly, metaphors of harassment were
almost exclusively negative in tone and deeply consequential. Below, we
describe the three most prominent categories of metaphors that show how
survivors frame and experience harassment, and reporting (or not), including:
harassment as mysteries, battles, and games.1

Framing Harassment as a Mystery

Many participants framed harassment as a mystery. They admitted feeling
puzzled at finding themselves harassment targets and chagrined that they
missed context cues leading up to harassment. Gabrielle, a 23-year old straight
woman who described herself as Black, Mexican, and White, discussed being
harassed online by a Black male coworker at the sporting goods shop where
she worked on holidays. During social media exchanges, the coworker asked
how long she would be working over break: “He said, ‘Oh cool. ’Cause I’m
trying to see how much dick you can take while you’re at home.’” Stumbling
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for words, Gabrielle said the comment came “Completely out of nowhere.
And I was like, so stressed because like, this was a situation I hadn’t been in
before,” evoking surprise-oriented sensemaking (Louis, 1980).

Gabrielle handled the situation independently, telling the coworker she did
not date at work. She said, “I made a lot of excuses to try and not read that
[behavior] as like a red flag.”Red flags connote warnings of imminent danger,
including situations where danger may not be obvious, such as unsafe water
conditions at the beach. Flags may be small though and easy to ignore.
Repeatedly, Gabrielle mentioned feeling regret at not heeding the warning
since he made her workplace very uncomfortable and stressful. Though the
sexual harassment stopped, the coworker acted rude, dismissive, and unco-
operative. Ultimately, Gabrielle chose not to formally report due to her limited
employment and concern about the optics of reporting a Black man:

It would reflect poorly on a community that I also identify [with]... [Many]
times, Black men’s actions are used to represent the greater population... It just
felt like it was gonna get bigger than him and me if I did that.

Despite a very graphic “red flag” message, Danielle made reporting de-
cisions that factored in her and her harasser’s positionality as people of color,
opting to protect her harasser, which is reflected in past research (Richardson
& Taylor, 2009).

The language of clues was also used to describe surprise-oriented
sensemaking (Louis, 1980) related to gender and sexuality. Claire, a 55-
year old straight woman who described herself as Filipino, Latina, and
Caucasian, was harassed by male and female coworkers while working in
entertainment and retail industries. Claire discussed one work friend, de-
scribed as Mexican and a lesbian, crossing boundaries:

I didn’t set my boundaries... She was hitting on me and maybe I gave her the
wrong cues... That was a strange situation because... I trust her... ’Cause she’s a
woman... I really didn’t think of it as harassment...maybe I gave off some kind of
cue or vibe or message that maybe she thought it was okay... But when I add it
all up, I’m like ‘Well, wait, you know, she had intentionally invited me out.’

Claire framed harassment as a mystery that she solved by “adding up” the
clues, such as her coworker intentionally inviting her out and flirting, while
indicating subtleties related to gender and sexuality. Claire, a heterosexual
woman, did not register harassment as harassment initially because the ag-
gressor was a lesbian woman whom she trusted. This implies that harassment
would have been more discernable and less surprising had it come from a
heterosexual man, supporting gendered stereotypes about harassment
(Scarduzio et al., 2018b).
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However, Claire insisted her repeated harassment experiences afforded
her extra skills: “I learned to be stronger and pick up on the cues, and
figure out...who’s a problem and how to deal with it... [And] effectively
block what was probably gonna happen.” Claire described her ability to
sense incoming sexual attention as a superpower or sixth sense borne of
harassment. She chose not to report because of the perception that
Human Resources (HR) employees prioritize the organization’s best in-
terest over employees. “They’re on the payroll,” she said, using a
metaphor of suspicion to frame HR as actors complicit in perpetuating the
mystery.

In some cases, the harasser’s behavior was so overt as to trigger
sensebreaking (Scarduzio & Tracy, 2015). Sam, a 52-year old French
Canadian man who described his sexuality as “It’s complicated,” discussed
being sexually harassed and bullied by a white male heterosexual uni-
versity colleague. In addition to joking about wanting to date Sam’s 4-year
old daughter and trying to get him deported, Sam’s abuser actually har-
assed his entire department. The harasser made regular homophobic jokes,
sexualized comments, and assertions about being a pedophile in electronic
correspondence and Zoom meetings. He even included a rape joke with an
animated pig GIF in a conference presentation. Sam said:

[There’s] the victim guilt where it’s like...I should have seen the signs...I’m a
professional...I saw the signs...it was so clumsy, it was so ham-handed...You’d
just go ‘Right. Nobody on earth would say something like that.’

Sam described feeling shocked, guilty, and on edge about the harassment,
which had continued for 10 years. Sam’s depiction of the “signs” being akin to
his harasser having hams for hands illustrates the absurd obviousness of the
harassment, which makes the lack of consequences for his harasser especially
painful, as we discuss in the “Games” section.

The language of red flags, missed clues, and ignored signs forces the
responsibility to recognize and intervene in harassment squarely on survivors.
Participants described solving their own mysteries as they assessed organi-
zational responses. Cindy, a White heterosexual woman in her 40s who was
harassed by a junior coworker, described processing the outcome of her sexual
harassment report. A full professor, she described that a White male assistant
professor sent her inappropriate emails, handwritten letters, and gifts, at one
point kissing her neck without consent.

After a public altercation where she demanded he stop, she reported to
university administration, supplying 80 emails and 13 handwritten letters.
After preliminary investigation, the Title IX office declined to pursue her
grievance because she was in the position of power as a full professor, and
her case did not meet the technical definitions of sexual harassment.
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Explaining how the provost and others ignored key pieces of evidence and
chastised her for allowing the behavior to continue “too long” she said:

The provost and the guy that was in charge of the investigation, both of them
were retiring at the end of that summer, which I didn’t know at the time. And I
realized they were just trying to push it under the rug...[So they] could leave a
clean plate for the next person.

Using the language of solving mysteries, Cindy made sense of her reporting
experience by rationalizing the poor organizational response and implicating
the organization in a cover-up.

Survivors also used the language of mysteries to critique how reporting
processes demand survivors do excess labor to protect themselves. Birdie, 41,
a White heterosexual woman and university professor, was harassed by
married coworkers, including her department chair. The duo grilled her about
her martial sex life, bombarded her with suggestive text and social media
messages, and invited her and her husband to participate in group sex. Birdie
argued that reporting processes, which ostensibly protect confidentiality for
targets and harassers, really serve to silence and isolate survivors while
protecting the organization:

[One problem] is that the university treats every case in an isolated way...
They’re kind of treating it, like, it’s no big deal to protect him this one time. And
the victims can’t find each other, unless we engage in like online espionage,
which is shitty...My husband’s like, “Well, at least, you know, they’re not going
to get away with it the next time.” And I’m like, “They absolutely will.”

To find others, harassment targets must solve the mystery through their own
labor. Yet the larger mystery of how harassment continues unabated never gets
deciphered. The language of espionage, usually associated with government
agencies spying on foreign governments, implies steep consequences and
risks involved in the process of reporting, not unlike the next category of
metaphors, which frame harassment as a battle.

Framing Harassment as a Battle

Harassment as battle was a prominent framing in participants’ responses.
Some used battle metaphors to frame themselves as targets. Tyler, a mid-20s
biracial and bisexual man, used battle metaphors to explain how he deflected
harassment from his older supervisor whom he described as Black, male, and
homosexual. Tyler mentioned the harassment continued for four years,
through text and social media messages: “I kept shooting him down, but he
kept continuing.” The phrase “shooting him down” indicates that Tyler felt he
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had to repeatedly resist flirtation attempts when his supervisor would hit on
him or “attack” him with unwanted sexual attention. The attention was
particularly concerning as the harasser’s boyfriend was their mutual boss.
Tyler felt unable to access reporting mechanisms due to this complexity.

In contrast, some battle metaphors framed harassers. Donna, a 23-year
old heterosexual White woman who was harassed by a Black male uni-
versity coworker for 5 months, described her harasser as always in
“predator mode,” which made her prey. “Predator mode” alludes to the
Predator movie series which portrayed a paramilitary rescue team on a
mission to save hostages. The metaphor is colorful, extreme, and highlights
the need Donna felt to be on high alert and ready for attack. In fact, Donna
changed her walking and parking routes at work, and moved offices to
avoid her harasser, to no avail.

Likewise, Lisa, a White heterosexual woman experienced harassment at
her college restaurant job. She described feeling camaraderie learning that
other kitchen workers had been harassed, but referenced a “mob mentality”
among the harassers, in this case, older Latinx cooks. “It was just a block-
ade...We were all willing to talk about [the harassment] and report it, but we
didn’t really have any efficacy in it getting handled.” Framing harassers as a
mob and blockade signals impenetrability and strength, which contrasted with
her depiction of targets as ineffectual. Lisa admitted that during the ha-
rassment, which included perpetual comments about her physical appearance
and relationship status, and requests for romance from men three times her
age, “My college career...was very much in shambles...Going there to work
sometimes would be just like an extra weight that...almost put me over the
breaking point.” The term shambles signals mass slaughter, destruction,
chaos, and confusion. Combined with the metaphor of a weight pulling her
down, the mob, and the blockade, these frames showcase the terrible, painful
consequences of harassment.

Battle metaphors also illustrated intersecting identities that complicated
harassment incidents. Jasmine, a 41-year-old heterosexual Asian-American
woman, described how sexual harassment overlapped with racial harassment:

There’s a stereotype about Asian women. Like they are submissive...It’s
like, ‘You can do pretty much anything to them, but they will not...act.’ It’s
kind of [like they are seen as an] easy target. I feel that’s maybe the reason [I
was harassed]. Jasmine believed that Asian women who are sexually harassed
may also experience racial harassment simultaneously. This co-occurrence has
been found in past research (Buchanan et al., 2018) and was echoed by Teresa,
an Asian/Pacific Islander heterosexual woman who was harassed in her 20s by
a university colleague in ways that implicated her identities as an Asian
woman and international worker. Both Jasmine and Teresa likened racial
stereotypes to a battle by explaining that Asian women are seen as “easy
targets.” Due to stereotypes about Asian women being subservient and
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presumptions that they do not engage in conflict, Jasmine felt she was targeted
for sexual harassment, with a lower chance of “winning” from the beginning.

Certainly, the complexity of race, gender, and age-related stereotypes
complicated Jasmine’s reporting decisions. She explained:

I was new...a young female...coming from a different country...I don’t know
what is the best practice in that environment, facing [that] kind of situation...if
it’s not like [sexual assault]? If I report, maybe they think I was making
something of nothing... I don’t want it to backfire on me and [get] retaliation...I
was hoping I could manage it, like this battle effort...That’s why I didn’t...talk
to the boss or make this a formal report...I [tried] very hard to manage by myself.
[When it was just] verbal, then I just play[ed] a deaf ear. When [it became
physical], like touching...then I fe[lt] like I need[ed] to run away.

Jasmine feared retaliation because of her age, identity, and uncertainty about
the organizational response. Instead, she used avoidance strategies to cope.
Unfortunately, Jasmine’s solo battle effort was a losing one. She used de-
fensive tactics of ignoring and distancing, neither of which effectively stopped
the harassment.

Some battle metaphors referenced coping strategies including social
support (Scarduzio et al., 2018a). Ashleigh, a 30-year-old Caucasian pan-
sexual woman was harassed by a fellow graduate student with informal
supervisory status—a White female heterosexual woman who made sexu-
alizing comments and innuendos. Ashleigh used battle metaphors to describe
how trusted others protected her from additional harassment. She said her
advisor would be “Like mama bear, Wolverine, like murder everyone [who
tries to hurt me]” and her friends, “will kind of like penguin huddle around
me.” In some of the few affirmative metaphors, Ashleigh framed her “mama
bear” advisor and protective “penguin” friends as armor in the fight against
harassment. However, Ashleigh also admitted avoiding reporting formally
until she left the university to prevent retaliation, so the battle felt uphill.

Other social support battle metaphors discussed allies and how to choose
them. Tee, an African American woman in her late 30s who described her
sexuality as “that’s a good question,”was targeted by straight Black andWhite
women in her government office. The harassers made sexual comments,
physically invaded her space, and tormented her on social media. In advice to
survivors, Tee admonished: “Pick the right people for [support], [who] are
allies or who understand. Allies doesn’t just mean people who want attention
or want to be...on the bandwagon. They’re people who actually understand,
and don’t need [validation].” Facing multiple abusers, Tee felt unsupported,
without anyone who understood her experiences, which made the battle
against her harassers feel even harder. Her use of the term “bandwagon”
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signals false friends and performative allyship that undermined her ability to
cope.

Battle metaphors also illustrated the organizational context and its role in
harassment. Birdie felt like the organization itself was against her, especially
after her harassing boss and his wife proactively filed a complaint against her.
She explained the immense challenges of the Title IX process:

I did everything right...The first time I read it [the Title IX report] and I’m
allowed to take cursory notes, I take these notes...[And then my lawyer] was
like, ‘they’re trying to bamboozle you.’ And so...I went [back] in there and I
took phenomenal fucking notes.

Birdie framed reporting sexual harassment like a battle, implying that the
organization is an enemy out to get her. She felt like the organization was
trying to trick her with the Title IX report process, not allowing her a copy,
only the ability to take notes for short periods of time. In response, she used a
new strategy, taking extensive notes, avoiding water so she wouldn’t waste
precious time using the restroom.

Birdie also explained how being silenced by the organizational process was
an ongoing battle. She said, “It doesn’t necessarily silence all parties...It only
silences the ones that could be penalized if they’re not quiet.” In other words,
Birdie viewed the organizational policy of confidentiality as silencing her,
while protecting harassers and letting them speak freely, ruining her reputation
on campus. Birdie’s discussion of reporting policies likens penalties to being
injured during a skirmish. Discovering the “rules of engagement,”—e.g. to be
as defensive as possible—was something she had to suss out independently.
Birdie’s battle metaphors also illustrate that organizations maintain an uneven
playing field, being able to create the rules and operationalize policies in-
equitably, leaving harassment targets on the perpetual defensive.

Discussing the organizational context, Tee also implicated the organization
as a culprit in her framing:

Acknowledge that [sexual harassment] exists, acknowledge that the system is
broken, acknowledge that...how you’re doing business...[you] see something
happening and don’t say anything—you are part of the problem. It doesn’t
matter if you put your hands on me or not.

Tee described herself battling “the system,” explaining how survivors should
take a stand and document harassment. She explained that no one will take
survivors’ sides. Her descriptions of facing a broken system feel reminiscent
of David v. Goliath—survivors are small and must tackle an immense, almost
unbeatable enemy (e.g., sexual harassment and systems that protect ha-
rassers). Indeed, a metaphor analysis of organizational change describes
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metaphors of “The System” as connoting extreme frustration, resignation, and
powerlessness (Malvini Redden et al., 2019).

Framing Harassment as a Game

Participants also framed harassment as a game—which ordinarily suggests
excitement and fun—but in the context of sexual harassment implies un-
predictability and terror. In the “game” of sexual harassment, targets are
almost always losers in contests they never signed up for and from which they
cannot easily escape.

Most game-related metaphors referred to harassers specifically. Donna’s
harasser, a fellow graduate student, would obsessively text her, watch porn in
their shared office, invade her personal space, and follow her, including to the
restroom between classes. Occasionally, he would jump out from behind walls
“like a Jack in the Box.” The connection between the harasser’s behavior and
a musical children’s toy, where the “Jack” pops out to startle the child, implies
that Donna was surprised but also fearful of the harassers’ invasion of her
physical space.

The Jack in the Box metaphor also communicated her unease as the
harasser would enact a different persona with colleagues—a genial “puppy
dog”—and then a sexual, obsessive, coercive persona to her, at times
threatening to kill himself so she would text back. Donna confided in a friend
about the harassment but hesitated to formally report because of her harasser’s
race and having Asperger’s Syndrome. Donna said, “[I] didn’t want people to
think that I was targeting him and making it up or... trying to get him in trouble
or whatever, ‘cause I didn’t like him because he was Black or because he was
[neurodiverse].” While she did end up reporting, she continued to feel un-
comfortable because the report didn’t change their working arrangements,
proximity, or the harasser’s ability to stalk her. Donna described her ha-
rassment as a “Catch 22,” which signals a lack of any reasonable choice.

Similarly, Samantha, a 35-year-old Caucasian/Asian heterosexual woman,
said her White male heterosexual coworker at an insurance company while in
their 20s would routinely make sexual conversation and jokes: “[He] would
refer to himself as my quote unquote ‘work husband,’ which was a little
unsettling.” This reference shows her harasser assuming an undeserving,
intimate role. She continued:

He thought it was sort of a game. He thought it was funny...to get me to look [at
risqué photos] ‘cause he knew that I didn’t want to see...it was that middle
school...kind of game for him.

Samantha’s description reveals that while the harasser thought his behavior
was “funny,” she did not. It also highlights the immaturity of her harasser’s
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behavior and the unwanted “game” he was playing. Samantha opted not to
report, however. “It was the sort of a boy’s club, I didn’t want to...be seen as a
downer, or trying to ruin the fun...I wanted to fit in.” Samantha wanted to
avoid disturbing the current culture and the role she hoped to play, despite not
being eligible for the “boy’s club” as a woman of color.

Framing harassers as having fun and viewing harassment as a game was a
common theme among participants. Dot, a 40-something heterosexual White
female university professor, described how very little scared her now because
she’d “already met the devil,” aka the senior male White and Latino professor
in his 50s who sent her suggestive emails when she was a late-20s assistant
professor, including a video of his dog licking peanut butter from his toes.
When confronted and reported, he insisted the messages were “just a joke” but
that didn’t stop him from using his disciplinary power to “blackball” her from
publishing in journals while acting aggressively towards her at work. Pre-Title
IX, outside council reviewed the situation and deemed the acts did not
constitute sexual harassment. Dot asked to move offices away from her
harasser whose attentions morphed into bullying behaviors like yelling and
belittling. She was told moving would be retaliatory and hurt his feelings.

Similarly, Sam symbolically framed his harasser as a trickster. He seemed
to relish taunting Sam and others, largely getting away with it by lodging
formal complaints against those he harassed, citing discrimination due to his
disability. Even after ultimately being found responsible for harassment and
told contacting Sam would be grounds for dismissal, “This clown has never
been held to account...He’s never even had to apologize...when he mocks
somebody, you know, it’s in the ‘spirit of play.’” Sam said the faculty council
protected his harasser. “So there’s nobody I can trust...They’ve been du-
plicitous. They’ve circled the wagons to protect him.” Sam’s anguish, which
left him “nearly catatonic” for 2 months after the decision, also connects to
Sam’s status as probationary faculty and his worry that the harasser will tank
his tenure case. Describing tenure as “finally a chance to fight back,” Sam said
he feels “Like I’m playing with one hand tied behind my back...like I’m
sitting in the penalty box watching.” The penalty box metaphor references
hockey, where players who have done wrong during a game serve time. That
Sam feels penalized, powerless, and unable to advocate for himself, even after
his organization technically sided with him on the harassment, is telling.

Other metaphors emphasized the temporality of harassment in game
terms. Tee said: “[There was this] never ending game around it,” as if the
perpetrators gained energy from the “fun” of harassing her. Her alleged
social supports were no help. While she reported to HR, she said: “I just feel
like people who said they were interested in being supportive [but] it was
like a game [to them, too].” That the “game” was never-ending with
multiple harasser “players,” made Tee’s experiences overwhelming. When
we spoke, she’d been managing harassment for more than four years.
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Having pseudo-supporters who made light of her trauma only added to the
emotional toll. Tee continued: “[It felt like] I could get raped in the city and
no one would give a shit...nobody really appropriately handled the sit-
uation...like it’s some sort of game.” Her supposition here is particularly
problematic indicating the severity of her situation and how ineffective
reporting seems—that even in the case of rape, the organization would view
it as a game, without care and due consideration.

Some participants framed their own situations as a game, specifically
regarding reporting. Faye, a Native American/Indigenous heterosexual
woman in her early 50s, was harassed by a White male coworker-turned-boss
for two years. After reporting to her Dean and HR, she reflected on factors that
perpetuated harassment: “This is why you’ll have a company policy that says
that they have zero tolerance, but then you’ll have a corporate culture where it
[sexual harassment] is swept under the rug.” When talking about why she
finally reported, Faye said, “Reporting was a last-ditch effort...The cards
were stacked against me.” Faye likened her experience to a losing game of
cards—she did not have a good chance of meaningful resolution because the
cards were “stacked” against her, but reporting was the only remaining option
to get the harassment to stop. Birdie also metaphorically framed harassment as
awaiting gamewhen she said, “I would say the current situation is every day I
just wait for the next shitty thing he’s going to do...I’m planning on like going
on [leave] for PTSD [post-traumatic stress disorder] and I hope that by the end
of my [leave], I have a job somewhere else.” Like survivors of workplace
bullying who described harassment in terms of noxious substances like ex-
crement (Tracy et al., 2006), Birdie expressed extreme cynicism towards her
organization for treating her situation lightly and offering ineffectual “on
paper” solutions so as to “wash their hands of everything.”

In both Faye and Birdie’s examples, the metaphor of games connects to the
survivors’ responses to harassment reporting. Faye explained that reporting
was a last-ditch effort—her last possible option and not a very good one—
while Birdie’s description of waiting for the “next shitty thing” implies that
she was a passive player in the game of harassment, where the only “play”was
to take a medical leave and seek new employment. These game metaphors all
emphasize unwilling participation, the inability to escape, and lack of sub-
stantive agency while facing organizational players willing to reset the game
to avoid dealing with troubling issues.

Discussion & Implications

One of our study’s primary goals (RQ1) was to understand how people
metaphorically frame experiences of sexual harassment and reporting deci-
sions. Going in-depth with 16 participants representing diverse social iden-
tities and occupations, we show the complexity of harassment reporting
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situations not often represented in academic literature. Answering calls “to
demonstrate what sexual harassment looks like in an embodied way—with
real, organization-specific examples” (Keyton et al., 2018, p. 667) as well
as for sexual harassment researchers to consider identity categories such as
race/sexuality (Ford et al., 2021), we illustrate the painful, persistent, and
nuanced nature of harassment through participants’ metaphors. Metaphors
were primarily negative in tone and evoked frustration, fear, and conspiracy.
Next, we explore theoretical and practical implications, addressing our second
goal (RQ2) to examine the implications of sexual harassment and reporting
metaphors for individuals and organizations.

Individual-Level Theoretical Implications

First, metaphors connote a distinct diminishment of agency for survivors. Agency
is the ability to take action and influence one’s life, and it is critical for personal
wellbeing, motivation, and goal achievement (Bandura, 2008). Participants
described solving mysteries, fighting battles, and playing games they never
consented to. That survivors communicated unagentic metaphors—phrases that
signal their lack of control and disempowerment—is not surprising given what is
known about other challenging organizational phenomena, including workplace
bullying (Tracy et al., 2006) organizational change (Malvini Redden et al., 2019),
andmedication-assisted treatment (Malvini Redden et al., 2013). In fact, Dykstra-
DeVette and Tarin (2019) illustrate that harassment survivors are “estranged from
agency” when institutionalized policies and processes keep them isolated and
perpetuate hostile environments.

The lack of agency in this context is especially concerning though, because
reporting should be an agentic act—a choice enabling targets to stop or at least
decrease, abuse. Indeed, cultural scripts suggest that reporting and speaking
out (e.g., “the truth shall set you free”) will be rewarded with justice. Instead,
participants described feeling like reporting was: not an option, coopted by
their harasser, and/or a mystery, battle, and game they had to handle inde-
pendently. Metaphors signaled that reporting (or lack thereof) left them feeling
demoralized, frustrated, stressed, and cynical. The metaphors also reveal that
participants felt reporting led to consequences for them personally, rather than
their harasser(s), even when harassers were found culpable. These findings
support past research suggesting that reporting has devastating consequences
for survivors (Bergman et al., 2002) including reduced wellbeing and re-
silience (Ford & Ivancic, 2020).

While research on agency describes the importance of promoting self-
efficacy as a means of overcoming material and symbolic constraints (Malvini
Redden et al., 2013), our study shows that in the case of sexual harassment
reporting, self-efficacy in stopping harassment is minimized at most every
turn. Participants report being silenced by organizational processes,
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unsupported by organizational decisions and ineffective social support, and
hamstrung by harassers who leverage organizational systems against them
(especially in bureaucratic organizations). The implications for individuals are
paradoxical—reporting does not solve the consequences of harassment, nor
does ignoring it, and nor does leaving the organization. As most of our
participants experienced mediated harassment, some harassment followed
them into their next jobs via texts and social media, which is corroborated by
past research (Ford et al., 2021).

Our analysis also shows that harassment reporting decisions are even more
complicated for some due to the intersections of marginalized identities like
race, gender, and sexuality. For instance, Jasmine felt that if she came forward
no one would believe her because of stereotypes about Asian women. Tee
described being harassed by other women of color and feeling constrained by
questions about race and sexuality. Tyler’s experiences of fending off his
manager, also a Black man from the LGBTQ+ community who was dating
their mutual boss, seemed similarly fraught as Donna’s hesitation to report her
harasser, a Black man with an intellectual disability, for fear of being per-
ceived as racist and ablest. Past research shows that racial harassment can be
intertwined with sexual harassment (Buchanan et al., 2018) but the connection
between intersectionality and reporting decisions is less clear. Our study
extends Buchanan et al.’s (2018) findings by analyzing intersectional ha-
rassment situations, illuminating that because of cultural perceptions about
race, gender, sexuality, and ability, harassment survivors did not feel like it
was even possible to exercise self-efficacy in advocating for themselves. Our
study shows that the complex intersections of identities of the survivor and the
harasser impact reporting decisions and outcomes.

In some instances, too, survivors described seeking to protect their ha-
rassers due to social identity categories, which while diminishing their agency
in addressing harassment, did show an exercise of choice to protect others.
Recall Gabrielle, who did not report her harasser due to concerns that his
behavior would be disproportionately punitive to the larger reputation of
Black men. Lisa also explained part of her hesitation to report stemmed from
cultural differences between herself and the Latinx senior cooks who harassed
her. She expressed concern that reports might even hurt their immigration
status. These results extend research about agency and coping, and the need
for more analyses of contextual agency (Kanal & Rottmann, 2021). Through
metaphors and symbolic framings, we can see how painful these agentic
choices are in the case of sexual harassment.

Organizational-Level Theoretical Implications

Metaphors also illustrate important systemic issues about the organizational
culture of harassment, silencing, and agency. Organizations were framed as
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actors and culprits in harassment stories, directly implicated in decreasing
agency, fostering conditions for harassment, sweeping harassment under the
proverbial rug, and compounding the consequences of harassment for sur-
vivors. Participants framed reporting harassment as a “battle.” Regularly, this
“battle”was not just with harassers, but with the organization itself, ostensibly
an entity with the mandate and means to ameliorate harassment. Metaphors
that reference the organization are particularly troubling because they show
responsibility for handling the harassment moving away from organizational
culture, protocols, and practices.

Instead, the responsibility to recognize and intervene regarding sexual
harassment is placed on survivors, even as organizational structures and
protocols make reporting difficult. This shift in responsibility, ostensibly to
imbue survivors with agency to report, affords the organization shadow
agency and emphasizes how organizations routinely sanction and commit
violence even as they purport to be neutral entities (Harris, 2019; Way, 2021).
These findings contribute to research that conceptualizes agency as move-
ment, showing how complete focus on only the harassers and survivors, can
“obscure the organizational and systemic dynamics of sexual violence”
(Harris et al., 2020, p. 661). Furthermore, considering the organization’s
agentic moves, such as forcing “clean plates,” “washing hands,” or “bam-
boozling” targets, can help foster change that can “imbue the whole orga-
nization, not simply an individual, with the capacity to prevent sexual
violence” (p. 674). Reporting processes are not neutral nor are the organi-
zations that create and maintain them.

Despite the diminished agency that metaphors of harassment represent,
opportunities for agency still exist in the organization, but not necessarily in
formal reporting. Participants demonstrated the most productive agency in
choosing allies and support for negotiating sexual harassment experiences,
enacting agency by voicing their experiences to friends, family, coworkers, or
superiors/HR. Simply being able to speak about the harassment in uncon-
strained ways is an important example of exercising agency, which past
research calls “narrative agency” and enables survivors to name and make
sense of harassment (Rose Luqiu & Liao, 2021).

These examples demonstrate the importance of “proxy agency” (Bandura,
2008) which is “the process of enlisting others to help achieve goals in
circumstances where [people] have no access, ability, or expertise to achieve
the goals directly” (Malvini Redden et al., 2013, p. 9). Whereas organizational
training emphasizes formal reporting as the correct means of handling sexual
harassment, targets should also take advantage of proxy agency and lean into
other social support systems to address harassment. For instance, Ashleigh
leaning on her “mama bear” advisor or Faye, who described her university
dean as a “gem” for trying to help her report, show that accessing social
support can be crucial. Research with refugee women supports the need for
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contextual approaches to agency that take into account individual situations,
as well as culture and identity (Kanal & Rottmann, 2021).

Organizations should also be aware that accessing proxy agency may relate
to power and privilege, however. Our data demonstrate that harassers engage
in proxy agency to thwart the self-efficacy of their targets. Our analysis shows
critically painful examples of harassers using organizational processes to
proactively lodge complaints about people they harassed or to leverage or-
ganizational rules to maintain contact with their targets, effectively shifting
from sexual harassment to bullying. There needs to be specific, contextual
consequences for retaliating against survivors that honor the needs of targets,
as we discuss below.

Practical Implications

Many practical implications stemming from this study could help organi-
zations take responsibility for the scourge of sexual harassment, acknowledge
their role in perpetuating organizational violence (Harris, 2019; Way, 2021),
and instead craft cultures of care (Dougherty, 2022). First, organizational
leaders should recognize that reporting is not usually a pleasant, productive, or
accessible process for harassment targets. For meaningful change, organi-
zations must prioritize survivors’wellbeing, reduce contact between harassers
and survivors—regardless of formal sanctions—and enact strict consequences
for harassers no matter their position, status, or demographic characteristics.
Harassers’ race, sexuality, and disability—all protected discrimination
categories—were of particular concern in reporting decisions. People who
reported described organizations being hesitant to investigate or enact con-
sequences, presumably due to fear of litigation. In these cases, organizations
must still do the right things to protect survivors, rather than simply the easy
things that show action “on paper” but ultimately sweep harassment “under
the rug.”

Organizational leaders should begin by deeply contemplating the emo-
tional experiences of harassment portrayed in these narratives—the frustra-
tion, fear, anxiety, sadness, and disappointment. Then organizational leaders
should develop policies and solutions in collaboration with harassment tar-
gets. Organizations must also provide ongoing support. As targets described
the effects of harassment spanning years, organizations should follow up at
regular intervals—perhaps quarterly—to see how and if target concerns have
been satisfactorily addressed.

Policy makers also need to be cognizant that sexual harassment is a cultural
issue that will not be changed overnight—it may require deep structural and
institutional changes (Dougherty, 2022; Keyton et al., 2018). In bureaucratic
organizations like universities, governments, and health care systems, or-
ganizations must enact policy and procedure changes at multiple levels,
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avoiding one-size-fits-all policies. Policies should include considerations for
contemporary sexual harassment that is nuanced, complicated, and not the
quid-pro-quo or overt hostile work environment examples that typically
appear in policy and trainings. For instance, harassment routinely breaks the
boundaries of the formal organization via mediated tools like social media or
text messaging (Ford et al., 2021), but is nonetheless an organizational issue
deserving of work consequences.

Finally, organizations can better protect targets and create healthier orga-
nizational cultures by erring on the side of belief rather than skepticism,
particularly when reports come from newer, younger, or lower status employees
(Herovic et al., 2018). Companies must recognize that traumatic, ambiguous,
and uncomfortable experiences are difficult to narrate (Alessi & Kahn, 2021),
and stories that do not “ring true” to a dominant group member may be
nonetheless true. In particular, experiences of those with multiply marginalized
identities may not be immediately intelligible to people in dominant groups who
have not experienced harassment that draws upon race, class, sexuality, dis-
ability, or international status. Being attuned to the meanings present in
symbolic and metaphorical framings can help leaders understand the feelings of
intersectional sexual harassment, if not the lived experiences.

Conclusions, Limitations, & Directions for Future
Research

While offering critical insights about the metaphorical and symbolic framings
of sexual harassment, this study points towards important future directions for
research. Acknowledging the limited sample size, future research could
examine patterns of metaphors across larger data sets using different methods
to see what other important categories of metaphors emerge, how metaphors
change over time (see: Malvini Redden, et al., 2019), and if metaphorical
patterns cluster around particular types of reporting decisions.

Likewise, this study illustrated how reporting decisions factored in race,
gender, sexuality, and ability of all parties involved. Future studies could more
intentionally investigate these intersections, particularly with regard to
multiple levels of discourse. Our analysis demonstrates that reporting deci-
sions are informed by interpersonal and organizational contextual factors, as
well as awareness of larger social discourses—especially racial stereotypes.
Future analyses could assess how micro-, meso-, and macro-level discourses
intersect to inform reporting.

This study also demonstrates the need to continue examining agency in the
sexual harassment reporting process, particularly proxy agency in heavily
bureaucratic work contexts where participants depicted extremely diminished
agency. Future studies should direct attention to the vital role of allies and
interpersonal support systems, especially as they relate to supporting
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harassment targets’ resilience, which is diminished during reporting (Ford &
Ivancic, 2020). It would be critical to know how access to proxy agency and
long-term support might mitigate resilience consequences.

Finally, future research should investigate organizations that have
crafted cultures of care (Dougherty, 2022) and take seriously the orga-
nization’s role in preventing and addressing sexual harassment. It would be
useful to know how cultures of care handle sexual harassment—as opposed
to the organizations depicted in this study—and if there are optimistic,
agentic stories of targets overcoming harassment experiences with well-
being and dignity intact.
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