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ABSTRACT

Sexual harassment is a widespread problem affecting working 

women in all occupations. It consists of repeated and unwanted comments, 
looks, suggestions,, or physical contact, that asserts a woman ’ s sex role 

over her role as a worker, and causes her discomfort. Often sexually 

harassed women find: themselves in a crisis situation where the problem 

cannot be resolved using previously effective coping mechanisms. Know

ledge of new coping mechanisms specific to sexual harassment is needed. 

The purpose of this study was to identify what coping mechanisms sexu

ally harassed working women used and what coping mechanisms were effec

tive in stopping the harassment.

The sample consisted of six working women, three of the women 

employed in traditionally female occupations mid three women employed in 

traditionally male occupations. The subjects were interviewed indivi

dually by the investigator. A semi-structured interview guide, devel

oped by the investigator, was utilized for data collection.
The data was analyzed according to coping mechanisms used and not 

used. Also analyzed were what, coping mechanisms were reported to be 

effective or ineffective. Several factors influencing the selection and 

effectiveness of specific coping mechanisms were analyzed and discussed. 

Also, the coping mechanisms of women in traditionally female and in 

traditionally male occupations were examined and compared.



The results indicated that coping mechanisms of women in tradi
tionally male occupations differed in many ways from the coping mecha- 

nisms women in traditionally female occupations used. The results also 
suggested that talking to the harasser, immediately and directly, and 
talking to other women co-workers were effective coping mechanisms. 

Ineffective coping mechanisms and coping mechanisms not utilized by the 

subjects were identified. Recommendations to sexually harassed women 
and to nurses and other helping professionals involved in helping these 

women were made. Recommendations for future study were also included.



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

As a nurse-therapist working in a community mental health center,

I began to work with a woman who came to the clinic with the chief com

plaint of being sexually harassed by her co-wdrkers at work. As we 

began to work together I realized that while we could focus therapy on 

the ventilation of her feelings and on stress management techniques, I 
could not assist her in developing coping skills to deal with the speci
fic issue of sexual harassment since I was unfamiliar with the problem 

and its many ramifications. I needed more information about the phenomena 

of sexual harassment in order to plan and evaluate my therapeutic inter

ventions. Since it appeared that the need to develop new and successful 

coping mechanisms to deal with sexual harassment was a predominant theme 

in the counseling sessions with this client, and since the information 

available in the literature on this topic is scanty, T decided to design 

a research study focusing on the subject.

Most of the literature on sexual harassment has been written in 

the last five years. The first books on the subject appeared in 1978.

The literature on sexual, harassment includes definitions of sexual harass

ment, the history and sociology of sexual harassment, sexual harassment 

as. it pertains to the law, and how the workplace, women, co-workers,

. unions, and managers, view sexual harassment. Most of the research

1



focuses on the incidences of sexual harassment , how. women feel about, it , 
and, to a limited extent,, on what.they did about it. It does not deal 

with the issue of whether the. coping response was a healthy and effective 

one. In fact, the literature does not differentiate a healthy coping 

mechanism from a non-healthy one. While there is plenty of data describ
ing the percentages of women who have been sexually harassed, there is 
no data describing the various coping mechanisms and their effectiveness. 

There is no information available describing the variety and relative suc
cess of coping mechanisms currently.utilized by women depending upon their, 
personality type and learned behaviors in relating to men. Information 

of this type could be helpful to counseling professionals who try to 

assist these women. Since nurse-the rap is t s usually have a high female 

caseload, they are apt to work with clients who experience sexual harass

ment, and, therefore, data about effective coping patterns would be of par

ticular interest to them.
The literature on hazards to women in the workplace does not pro

vide any additional information either. While it distinguishes between 

work hazards found in occupations that are traditionally female and in 
those occupations that are traditionally male, the literature deals mainly 

with physical and environmental hazards. It is interesting to note, that 

sexual harassment is a job hazard in both these categories. The Arizona 

Center for Occupational Safety and Health (ACOSH) (Warren-Gray, 1980), 

in their Project Module on Hazards to Women in the Workplace, does mention 

sexual harassment as one of the stressors in jobs that are traditionally 

male. No coping mechanisms are suggested in the module, although the
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module does address the importance of professional awareness of the prob

lem and suggests that common misconceptions be put aside so women may be 
assisted in working in a safe environment.

Therefore the literature both on: sexual harassment and on hazards 
to women in the workplace has very little available on the coping mecha
nisms that sexually harassed women use effectively. It is due to this 

lack of information that this study on coping mechanisms was undertaken.

It is hoped that others will be able to use the information obtained in 

this study when working with sexually harassed women.

Statement of the Problem

While sexual harassment of working women has occurred since before 
the Industrial Revolution, it is only in the last five years that the issue, 

has been addressed and. defined. It was in 1975 that the newly formed 

Working Women United held the first public forum on the issue of sexual 

harassment . At that time 275 women in Ithaca, New York spoke out and 

shared their personal experiences with sexual harassment. Later in 1975, 

Working Women United Institute (WWUI) conducted a survey in the Binghampton/ 

Ithaca region of New York. They defined sexual harassment as "any repeated 

and unwanted sexual comments, looks, suggestions, or physical contact that 

you find objectionable or offensive and causes you discomfort on the job." 

Seventy percent of the women surveyed reported that they had experienced 

sexual harassment as defined. Redbook Magazine conducted a survey in 

1976 and obtained 9,000 respondents of whom 88 percent had experienced 
some form of sexual harassment. Other surveys have been done, such as 

the one done by the Ad Hoc Group on Equal Rights for Women at the United .



Nations. They found that 50 percent of the women and 31 percent of the 
men had either experienced or were aware of the problem occurring within 

the organization (Alliance Against Sexual Coercion [AASC], 1979). When 

50 to 88 percent of working women experience sexual harassment, one can 
conclude that it is a major stressor in the lives of working women.

There are two major organizations in the United States that are 
set up to work against sexual harassment in the workplace. The first,

WWUI, was begun in 1975 by two feminist activists working at. the Cornell 
University Human Affairs Program. They developed the institute after 

trying to assist a woman who had been a victim of sexual harassment 

(Backhouse and Cohen, 1979). WWUI now includes several, components: 

Education/Outreach, Research, Information and Referral, and Legal (WWUI 

Project Statement, no date). The second organization. The Alliance 

Against Sexual Coercion (AASC) is located in Cambridge, Massachusetts.

It was formed in 1976 as- a direct outgrowth of the anti-rape movement.

It offers direct services to women in the form of emotional support, 

unemployment compensation information, legal options and referrals, voca

tional and educational counseling referrals, and rap groups. It also 

offers outreach services to provide information and training sessions to 

interested organizations, to provide workplace and community educational 
programs, to investigate legal and direct action alternatives, and to keep 
the issue in the public’s attention (AASC, 1979). The AASC information 

is most helpful to those who wish to set up outreach programs in their 

own community or organization, and for those who are involved in direct 

patient care such as nurses.
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Sexual harassment has been defined by AASC as:
Any sexually oriented practice that, endangers a woman's job—  

that undermines her job performance and threatens her economic 
livelihood. It can range from leering, pinching, verbal comments, 
touching, brushing against, sexual propositions, subtle pressure 
for sexual activity to attempted rape and rape. Accompanying the 
sexual demand is the implicit message that non-compliance will 
lead to reprisals. The reprisals can include, escalation of the 
harassment, poor work assigmnents, sabotaging of a woman's work,

. sarcasm, unsatisfactory job evaluations, threatened demotions, 
transfers, denial of raises and benefits and promotions, and, in 
the final analysis, dismissal and a poor job reference (AASC,

, 1979, p. 3) ..

Gathering MacKinnon, author of Sexual Harassment of Working 
Women: A Case of Sex Discrimination (1979) divides sexual harassment

into two forms. The first she names Quid Pro Quo. This occurs when 

there is an exchange: sexual compliance for employment opportunity. The

woman can decline and forfeit an employment opportunity, she can. comply 

and receive a benefit, or she can comply and not receive the benefit she. 

was promised. MacKinnon states that very little is known about the woman 

who complies; and that even if she does comply and receives an advantage, 

the long-term effects of sexual harassment usually outweigh any advantage 

they may have obtained.
The second form of sexual harassment, she describes is called 

Conditions of Work. This occurs when unwanted sexual advances are part 

of a woman's work life. It is in this situation that the work environment 

becomes unbearable. The woman sees herself with two options: put up with

it or leave. Both options are detrimental to a woman's emotional health 

(MacKinnon, 1979).
Lin Farley defines sexual harassment as "unsolicited nonreciprocal

male behavior that asserts a women's sex role over her functions as a
! . .



worker" . (Farley1978, p . 33) . Sexual harassment is a way to assert power over 
a woman. It occurs when one person has more power over another and is in

a position of authority. In the United States todays, women are generally
men's subordinates on the. job. Only 5 percent of all women workers hold 

managerial and administrative jobs and. only 18 percent of all managers 
and administrators are women. This has been, termed vertical stratifica

tion by MacKinnon (MacKinnon, 1979). Vertical stratification assures 

that men will be able to assert their power over women. It also implies 

that, this may be done with coercion in which negative consequences may 

result if the woman refuses, to comply .
Somen.who are employed in traditional male or female jobs also 

run into problems with sexual harassment. Because of this "horizontal 

segregation," both males and females are defined on the job according to

their gender, with sexuality a part of that definition. In 1970, 72.6

percent of all. employed females were in occupations that were 45 - 100 

percent female (MacKinnon, 1979). In nursing, 97 percent of all nurses 

are women (Williamson, Winston and Wooten, 1979). Lin Farley sees sexual 

harassment in the traditional female job sector as working to keep women 

down. Female rejection of sexual harassment results in an increased job 
turnover and a weekening of women's employment position. Sexual harass

ment also occurs in the hiring process when screening for sexual appeal 

regardless of skill and qualifications occurs. It also functions in the 

process of. male retribution when the female loses her job and the male is 
reprimanded for incidents of sexual harassment. Continual job turnover . 

keeps women's salaries low and benefits minimal (Farley, 1978).
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As one can observe, sexual- harassment affects almost all working 

women Including nurses. Nurses, therefore, need to learn how to cope with 
the issues of sexual harassment, both in their own lives and as.they give 
care to others, either in direct patient care or through education and 

referral. Psychiatric nurses need to learn how to use specific crisis 

intervention skills when working with sexually harassed women. Industrial 

nurses should focus on the psychological hazards to women in the workplace 
and assist others in creating and maintaining a "safe and healthful work
place." We must, as women and nurses, learn how to recognize sexual 

harassment when it occurs and develop effective ways to cope with it.

This study will, therefore, look at the problem o„f how women cope with 

the experience of being sexually harassed at work.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to assess by personal interview 

what: coping mechanisms sexually harassed working women used, and what were 

the self-reported effectiveness of these, coping mechanisms.
The study was an exploratory descriptive design. Since little is 

known about the coping mechanisms of sexually harassed working women, 

this study identified and described the variables that influence and 

interact with female coping behaviors.
Six women who reported that they had experienced sexual harass

ment, as defined, were the subjects in the study. The investigator used 
an interview guide developed in light of the information available in the 

literature. Three of the women were employed in traditional female 

occupations and three, of the women were employed in male-dominated
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occupations. The other variables such as age, whether they are now 

experiencing sexual harassment or did so in the past, and the type of 
sexual harassment experienced, were not controlled for but were analyzed 

in the results section.
The investigator developed an interview guide based on guidelines

developed by A... Kornhauser and P. Sheatsley (Selltiz, Wrightsman, and
\

Cook, 1976) .. The interview guide consisted of some close-ended questions 

developed to elicit facts such as age. It also included open-ended ques

tions that were designed, to explore the complex issues of sexual percep

tions. The interviews were semi-structures so that identification of 

common variables could be done. In this way it had an advantage over 
unstructured interviews whose flexibility results in a lack. of.compar

ability of one interview with another (Selltiz et al., 1976). The inter

views were held at the investigator's home, thus ensuring a similar 

environment for all subjects. The interviews were tape recorded and then 

transcribed in order to analyze the results.

Operational Definitions 

Working women: Any female employed for pay, either part-time or

full-time in a work situation where her boss was male or the majority of 

cd-workers, clients, or customers, were male.
Sexual harassment: "Any repeated and unwanted sexual comments,

looks, or suggestions or physical contact that a woman feels objectionable 
or offensive and that causes her discomfort on the job" (Farley, 1978, p. 39).
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Coping mechanism: Behavioral response of the woman developed

to attempt to stop the sexual harassment and create a more pleasant and 

healthful workplace for herself.

Reported effectiveness: A woman’s self report that sexual
harassment stopped and the workplace was no longer an unpleasant place.

Conceptual Framework of the Study

Women who have been sexually harassed are often in a new situation 

where the problem cannot readily be solved by the coping mechanisms used 

in the past. Therefore, the women are'in a crisis situation and need the 
assistance of others in reestablishing their equilibrium. The crisis 

theory and primary prevention model of Gerald Caplan (1964) was used 

as a framework in this study of coping mechanisms.

Caplan views a crisis as occurring when one is confronted, with an 
imbalance between the difficulty of a problem and his available repertoire 

of coping skills. In a crisis the usual problem-solving mechanisms do not 

work and- continued disorganization of function ensues . As tension increa

ses it serves as an internal stimulus to mobilize internal and external 
resources. The problem may then be solved by the mobilization of effort; 

and the redefinition of the problem. If the problem continues and cannot 

be solved, major disorganization then occurs. It is the therapist's role 

to try to prevent this major disorganization through primary prevention.

A crisis is seen as both a danger and an opportunity. It is an 

"acute psychological upset" that manifests itself as an adjustment and 

adaptation struggle. How one copes with the crisis determines if the 

crisis is an opportunity for personal growth or a danger of increased
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vulnerability to mental disorder and maladjustment. As one learns more 
about specific crises and the specific coping mechanisms involved in. the 
crisis resolution, one is better able to increase the possibility of a 
healthy outcome for individuals involved in that particular crisis.

Caplan defines primary prevention as a community concept in which 

inf ormation obtained about specific individuals is used to help form- a 

picture of the situation of others. In other words, if one observes 

effective and noneffective coping mechanisms in a few individuals, others 
may be assisted, through this knowledge,. in learning new and effective 

coping mechanisms.
A, community program of primary prevention is achieved through two 

approaches, the social action approach and the interpersonal action 

approach. Social action modifies political and social policies and legis

lative action in the health, education, and welfare fields. It also 
"includes efforts to modify general attitudes and behavior of community

i
members by communication through the educational system, mass media, and 

through the interaction between professional and lay communities" (Caplan, 

1964, p. 56).
Interpersonal action occurs when the mental health worker promotes 

healthy crisis-coping patterns in individuals and assists those in crisis 

to choose healthy coping responses. To do this the professional must 
have knowledge Of that particular crisis and be able to identify indivi

duals who are using ineffective coping methods. This knowledge.is ob

tained from the study of crises of various types and. information derived 
from theses studies regarding effective and noneffective coping mechanisms.
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This study looked at sexual harassment in a crisis framework 

and inyestigated the coping mechanisms the subjects used. This informa
tion was then utilized within the framework of primary prevention.

Limitations of the Study 

• One limitation of this study was that it was only from the per

spective of women. All the subjects in this study were women, and most 

of the articles about sexual harassment were written by women. The study 

did not include any male viewpoints„ either how they felt about sexual 
harassment or if they experienced sexual harassment themselves.

One must also be aware of the limitations in using an interview 

format» as this study did. Since there was less anonymity, the subjects 

may have felt less free to express her views and she may have told, the 

investigator what she felt the investigator wished to hear. Another lim

itation was that the interview format takes more time and there is hot as 
much uniformity of measurement. Also, with written questions there is 
less pressure for an immediate response (Selltiz et al., 1976). One also 

relies on verbal reports, which may or may not be true. Indeed, the sub

ject may have reported on a fact as she believed it to be, not as it 

really was (Brink and Wood, 1978).
The study included a very small sample of sexually harassed 

working women. The sample may not have been representative of the popu

lation in any way. It was also a convenient sample of subjects that were 

available at the time of data collection. The subjects and sample size 
were chosen because of convenience and economy. It was possible to use a
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small, number of subjects in an exploratory-descriptive study though, 

because in-depth study of the many variables in the small sample would 
produce a large amount of data (Brink and Wood, 1978).

Assumptions of the Study 

The investigator made several assumptions concerning, this study. 

Perhaps the most important.assumption was that of the reliability of the 

interview guide. The guide was seen as reliable in that the same subject 

would, give the same answer if asked the same question in another interview 
session. The interview guide was also assumed to have face, content, and 

construct validity.
It was assumed that the subjects would give an honest answer to 

the questions during the interview. The responses of the subj ects were 

taken at face value since it was unknown to the investigator whether the 

subject was trying to impress her or was telling her the facts as she 
believed them to be. It was also assumed, that motivation to participate 

in the study was high due to subject interest in sexual harassment.

Another assumption was that the data collected from one subject 

was consistent with data collected from the other subjects. This assump

tion was necessary in order to describe the similarities and differences 

between the cases in the results section.



CHAPTER 2

. , REVIEW OF T,HE LITERATURE

This review will focus on the literature available which deals 

with coping mechanisms suggested by various authors. It should be noted 

though that, except for the WWUI-Corne^l study and the Redbook survey, 
there is no data available on how many women use what coping mechanisms, 

and on what coping mechanisms are effective. Most of the literature 

reports on coping mechanisms suggested by women themselves, and by sympa
thetic personnel administrators, managers, union representatives, the 

WWUI and the AASC. There are no in-depth, studies done on the coping 

mechanisms.

Coping Mechanisms 

Lin Farley, in her book Sexual Shakedown (1978), reports on the 

results obtained by the 1975 Cornell questionnaire of 155 women. Eleven 

percent of the 70 percent sexually harassed women left the job immedia

tely,. and 2 percent asked for a transfer. Those that ignored the harass

ment saw that this coping, response was not effective. Seventy-five per

cent of the time the harassment was ignored it eventually became worse; 

and one quarter of these women found themselves with on-the-job penalties. 

Most were unwilling to use the grievance procedures, and only 18 percent 

did so. The reasons given for the. unwillingness to use the grievance 

procedures were that 52 percent believed that nothing would be done,
13
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43 percent believed that the matter would be. treated lightly or ridiculed, 
and 30 percent believed that they would be blamed or there would be reper
cussions. In. fact, of the 12 percent who did. complain, nothing was done 
(also reported in the AASC Advocacy Handbook, 1979). This study points 

out two important considerations: the first being that tolerating and/or

ignoring the situation implies compliance and is not an effective coping 

mechanism. The second point is that women do not use the grievance pro

cedures in the organization; and,, if they do so, usually nothing is done.
Increasingly, employers are beginning to recognize that sexual . 

harassment, interferes with the morale and the work productivity of employ
ees. This growing awareness may be due to the Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission's stand that sexual harassment is an unlawful employment prac

tice in violation of Section 703 of Title VII of the. Civil Rights Act of 

1964. Not only is sexual harassment against the law, but the interim 

amendment "states that an employer is responsible for the acts of its 

supervisory employees or agents, regardless of whether the acts were 
authorized or forbidden, by the employer and whether, the employer knew, dr 

should have known about the acts." It also "recognizes that the best 
way to achieve an environment free of sexual harassment is to prevent 
the occurrence of sexual harassment by utilizing appropriate methods to 

alert the employees to the problem and to stress that sexual harassment 

in any form,, will not be tolerated" (Federal Register, 1980, p. 25024) .

Somers and Clementspn-Mohr (1979). outlined what they feel that 

effective grievance procedures should contain. The procedure should be 
well known throughout the system, ensure confidentiality, and have a



highly credible figure of authority at its head., The. system should also 
provide for. protection from charges of slander. They also suggest the 

development of explicit codes of conduct for all the employees. The 

Office of Personnel Management at the Mine Safety and Health Administra

tion has issued such a policy statement. It states that within the Office 
of Personnel Management sexual harassment is unacceptable conduct and will 

not be condoned. It then defines sexual harassment, lists options, open 

to victims of sexual harassment, and describes the responsibilities of 

supervisors regarding sexual harassment of federal employees. It lists, 

several sources in every agency that one could contact for assistance. 

These include: supervisors» EEO counselors, personnel office, Federal

Women's Program Coordinator, union representative,, employee counseling 
services; and for those agencies that have the services: hotline num

bers, ombudsmen (ombudsperson), and the Inspector General's Office 

(United. States Department of Labor, no date). While a woman, even in 

this situation, may not get the help and assistance she needs and 

deserves, at least there are many avenues to explore as she attempts to 
cope with the situation. Backhouse and Cohen (1979) caution that most 

women will not receive much assistance from either personnel or manage

ment and suggest that women approach them at their own risk. While this 

is echoed by both WWUI and AASC, social changes must be made to give 
women more power in handling incidents of sexual harassment. Any per
sonal coping mechanism a woman may use is diluted, by her lack of power 

and her standing alone (Somers aid Clementson-Mohr,. 1979).
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The Redbook survey in 1976 asked three questions about how women 

cope with sexual harassment. When analyzing the data, it must, be kept in 
mind that the women in the survey were a self-selected group and that the 

questions were fixed-alternative questions.. The data were incomplete, 

in that Redbook selected what data they reported to the public, and that 

all the data were not reported. They do state that one-third of the 

women ignored the sexual advance, hoping it would stop. The results do 
not report what happened after the incident was ignored.. Most of the 
women felt that,, if they reported the sexual harassment to a supervisor 

or a union representative, nothing would happen, it would not be taken 

seriously, or the woman would be labeled a "troublemaker." Twenty-five 

percent: of the women stated that the man would be asked to stop— or else. 

When asked how the women shield themselves from sexual harassment, the 

majority said they adopted a cool, guarded manner. Thirty-three percent 

said they pretended not to notice, and 15 percent said they dressed with 

extreme modesty. Again, there are no data on the effectiveness of the 

coping mechanisms or on how the women felt about having to cope in that 

way (Safron, 1976).

The article goes on to suggest ways of responding to sexual 

harassment that they obtained from their readers and from leaders of var

ious working women’s groups. They include, learning how to read the signs 

and not to feel guilty. When it happens, do not. ignore it; but at the 

first remark make your feelings clear while talking to. him in private, 

if possible. If it does not stop, one should become firmer, stating that 

his behavior is illegal . They advise that if the situation becomes more
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serious, one can go through grievance procedures, talk to other women at 

work, for moral support, and to add to the case by keeping a written 

record of all occurrences. If nothing happens within the company, then 
legal approaches may be necessary. They suggest filing with a city or 
state Commission on Human Rights or Fair Employment Practice Agency, the 

Equal. Employment Opportunity Commission, a state or federal Labor Rela

tions- Board, or obtain assistance from the local chapter of the National 
Organization for Women (NOW) (Safron, 1976). This article begins to sug

gest to women ways of responding to sexual harassment. It is only a 
beginning,, though, and there is no literature available on how many Women 

are informed of this advice or how they are informed of it.

While AASC describes various legal actions, it realizes that legal 

avenues may not prove satisfactory to sexually harassed women. Even still, 

they admit that sexually harassed women have few other options and that, 
for some women, legal action may be a healthy coping mechanism. It .can be 

a self-directed activity used to maintain mental health and a sense of 

self-worth. Within the law, sexual harassment is being challenged within 

the framework of Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, Workers Compen

sation Act, the OccupationaliSafety and Health Act, unemployment insurance, 

civil lawsuits, and union grievance procedures. They then list several 
problems to each of these legal remedies (AASC, 1979) .

The Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1970 guarantees a 

safe and healthful workplace to working people. The act allows for 

inspection of the workplace and permits workers to file complaints and 

request an inspection. Previously, the act had been utilized to protect
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workers from physical dangers. As of 1979, the AASC had no knowledge 

that.the Occupational Safety and Health regulations had been applied to 

sexual harassment situations. In the future, though, if a worker exper

iences acute or chronic stress due to sexual harassment, the Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) may find the employer in violation 

of providing a safe and healthful workplace (AASC, 1979).
The fact that the National Institute of Occupational Safety and 

Health (NIOSH) is interested in the problems of sexual harassment is seen 

by NIOSH*s participation in a conference on Women, in the Mines put on by 

the United Mine Workers of America in November 1979. The report of the 
conference included the issues of sexual harassment from supervisors or 

co-workers as a health and safety issue. Sexual harassment was the par

ticipant’s unanimous complaint at the conference, and it showed that, some 

women were coping with it by joining with other women and speaking out ;
about it (Franklin, 1979; Berg and Doganiero, 1979).

Many of the articles and books mention similar coping mechanisms. 

These include understanding that sexual harassment is not the woman's

fault and that she. should not blame herself ; talking with the harasser
and not ignoring his behavior, but saying no firmly; using legal tactics 

and grievance procedures; and getting support from co-workers (Earley, 
1978; Backhouse and Cohen, 1979; AASC, 1979; Lindsey, 1977; Pogrebin,

1977).

AASC helps assist women to see that sexual harassment is an occu

pational hazard and that she did not bring it on herself. They assist 
her in clarifying her feelings by outlining the steps that led up to
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sexual: harassment. They feel the most Important thing a women can do to 
help herself is to get the woman to talk about the harassment situation 
in ways that are free from self-blame (AA.SC, 1979). She is encouraged 
to seek professional help in the form of psychotherapy if she is isolated 

from her support systems, unable to discuss her feelings, and. is seriously 

emotionally upset.

If the woman wishes to confront the harasser, AASC states that 

the only effective tactic is a firm assertive negative comment. Polite

ness is often misinterpreted as acquiescence (AASC, 1979). Bernstein 

(1976) quotes Sharon Berman, president of Counseling Women, that the 

woman should use eye contact, authoritative body language, to speak with 

conviction, and not to dilute the message with a smile. Both Fleming 

(1979) and Farley (1978) advise that women express their own feelings 

regarding the harassment. Fleming also advises that if the woman is too 

upset to reply that she take some time to think it over and plan and 

rehearse a reply. That way an appearance of calm control will be evident.
Farley emphasizes that on-the-job female solidarity is a powerful 

tool, with which to fight sexual harassment. ?One should become friends 

with fellow female workers and give assistance to one another. With the 

power of unity in numbers, the harasser has less power, and the woman does 

not feel so alone and powerless. AASC states that only when women under

stand and share some of their* experiences will sexual harassment at the 

workplace become a social issue instead of a personal problem (AASC, 1979).

Letty Cotton Pogrebin quotes the Cleveland Working Women's Organi

zation as counseling women to share their experience and resist as a
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unified, group (Pogrebin, 1977). Women, need to discuss the issues with 
one: another in order to clarify misconceptions among themselves. In her 
article she states that most younger women feel the older women may feel 
the sexual attention was provoked and that most of the older women feel 
the younger women are too inexperienced to understand and support them. 

When misconceptions ate clarified, women will be able to support one 
another.

(Backhouse and Cohen (1979) have a series of case studies in their 

book. One woman construction worker suggested courses for women in the 

trades: teaching them basic self-defense, what to expect from men, and

how best to cope with what goes on at the job. Fleming (1979) suggests 

Effectiveness Training for Women (ETW), which teaches women how to be 

effective in all types of interpersonal relationships. While these can 

be preventative measures, they are also helpful coping measures for women 

who are undergoing some form of sexual harassment.

Non-Effective Coping Mechanisms

Women also cope with sexual harassment in a number of ways that 

might hurt their reputation as a worker and lower their self-esteem as a 

worker. Farley (1978) sees an effective solution to the problem of sexual, 

harassment as being one in which the woman gets out of the. Situation with 

her reputation both as a worker and a woman intact. The coping mechanisms 

described next do not meet this goal.

Many women quit their jobs when confronted with incidents of 

sexual harassment. Farley states that there is no research on the number
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of women who quit their jobs because of sexual harassment. Unfortunately,, 

this solution is not economically feasible for most women, either due to 
their lower earnings or their loss of job benefits or job security. Only 

two states--New York and Wisconsin— have revised their laws to provide 

specific coverage for unemployment compensation for victims of sexual 
harassment (Goodman, 1980). Therefore, sexual harassment creates an eco

nomic hardship for women workers, whose average wages in 1977 were only 

60 percent of men's wages (AASC, 1979).
Other women may feel that quitting is the only solution available. 

In fact,, one woman even advises quitting. Erin Sneed, an attorney for 

Women for: Change, Inc. in Dallas, suggests that a woman get a new job 

before she files a lawsuit or complaint (Newsweek, 1980). This prevents 

poor references being placed in one's personnel folder.
Absenteeism was another temporary female coping mechanism found 

among the women Farley interviewed. Unfortunately, that can also affect 

negatively a person's career and position within the organization. Again, 

no one knows how much absenteeism is caused by sexual harassment (Farley,

1978).

Another coping mechanism with questionable effectiveness is the 

repression of part of one's character. Some women try to dress and speak 

in nonprovocative ways. Others try to be cute and not sexy. Still others 

attempt to signal their unavailability by dressing down, inventing boy
friends, wearing wedding rings, and behaving in a cool, detached manner 

(Backhouse and Cohen, 1979). Unfortunately, this can cause as much stress 

and anxiety as the harassment can. Women need to know that sexual
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harassment occurs to all women regardless of age, marital status, 

physical appearance, race, class, occupation, salary, or any other dis- 

tinghishing factor. Sexual harassment occurs because of their group 

characteristic'— sex--and not because they dress or act differently 
(MacKinnon, 1979). Backhouse and Cohen (1979) go even further and state 
that sexual harassment is not solvable by personal solutions related to 
behavior or dress since the woman is in a power-play, and there is little 

she can personally do.
Unorthodox measures are sometimes used. These include sending a 

letter to the harasser, leafletting the women's bathroom at work as a 
warning to others, and picketing the harasser’"s place of employment (AASC,
1979). Other women resort to pinching back (Farley, 1978) or yelling back 

(Backhouse and Cohen, 1979), thereby embarassing and identifying the 

harasser.

Table 1 is a summary.of all the coping mechanisms mentioned in 

the literature. Every woman must be seen as an individual and helped to 

choose the coping mechanism she feels comfortable with. Every situation 

and every woman is different. Those coping mechanisms that are the most 

effective are those that the woman chooses for herself with the assistance 

of a helping professional (AASC, 1979).

Sexual Harassment of Males
It is only recently that men are voicing concern over the inci

dents of women harassing men. AASC, in their three years as a service 
organization, has never been contacted by a male client who claims to
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Table 1. Coping Mechanisms of Sexually Harassed Women Suggested 

in the Literature

Talk with harasser
Make feelings clear to harasser 
Say it is illegal 
Say no firmly

Do not smilej use eye contact 
Authoritative body language 
Politeness not necessary 

. Speak with conviction 
Plan and rehearse a reply

Talk with other women at work 
Support one another 
Resist as a unified group

Keep a diary— written record of incidents

Use grievance procedures 
Supervisors 
EEO counselors 
Personnel office 
Women's program coordinator 
Union representative 
Employee counseling services ,
Hotline number ,
Ombudsp ers on

Seek assistance 
NOW
Women's groups and organizations 
Counseling agencies

Confront and clarify your own.feelings
Outline steps leading to sexual harassment
Do not feel guilty
Free self from self-blame

Join with other women and speak out
Utilize legal approaches

City or State Human Rights Agency 
EEOC, Title VII
State or Federal Labor Relations Board 
Occupational Safety and Health Act 
Unemployment insurance 
Union grievance procedures



Table 1— Continued

Self-defense courses
Effectiveness Training for Women courses

Quit job

Ask for a transfer

Ignore.harassment
Absenteeism

Repression of one’s character
Dress and speak in non-provocative ways 
Signal unavailability 

Invent boyfriend 
Wear wedding ring 
Adopt a cool detached manner 

Act cute, not sexy

Other measures
Send letters to harasser 
Leafletting women's restrooms 
Picketing harassers workplace 
Pinching back 
Yelling back
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have been sexually harassed by a female. They have had several men, 
though, who have been sexually harassed by other men; and they report 
that the men feel the same sense of "violation" that women feel (AASC,
1979).

Backhouse and Cohen (1979) have a chapter in their book on the' 

issue, based on interviews they conducted with men who said they were 
sexually harassed. They observed that, in most instances the women were 
rarely in a position to coerce the male to comply. If the woman tried 

to sexually harass the male, the behavior was treated seriously, not as 

a joke, and steps were taken to stop the behavior. Backhouse and Cohen 

feel the low incidence of sexual harassment of males is due to traditional 

sex role conditioning and the lack of women in management and executive 

positions. Even still,, a recent Newsweek article (1980) points out two 

cases in which men have been, sexually harassed by females. They do not 
offer any interpretations or explanations regarding this behavior.

- i
Societal Solutions 

While most of this review of literature has dealt with personal 
coping mechanisms and seeing sexual harassment as a personal problem, it 

is evident that, sexual harassment must be viewed as" a social issue in 
order to.eliminate it completely. Margaret Mead (1978) recognizes that 

we are still at a loss as to how to cope with sexual harassment success

fully, and she offers some thoughts on the matter. She suggests that it 

is not new laws that are needed but new taboos aimed at prohibiting sex 

in the workplace. Incest taboos in the workplace must be created so men 

and women can work together on an equal basis and respect each other as
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persons. She sees the beginning of this taboo in our insistence on co

education and in the development of coeducational dormitories. It is 

there that males and females put aside sex in favor of mutual concern 
and shared interests. This is only a beginning, but a beginning that may 

carry over ipto the workplace.



CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY

This was an exploratory-descriptive study designed, to explore the 

'coping mechanisms sexually harassed working women used.. The purpose of 

the study was to assess by personal interview what coping mechanisms the
women used and what were the self-reported effectiveness of these coping

’ ' " - :
mechanisms. Six subjects were interviewed by the investigator .psing an 
investigator-designed, interview guide. The interviews were semi- 

structured with the main focus on. the coping mechanisms used or not used. 

What the coping mechanisms were, the reported effectiveness of these cop

ing mechanisms, and the many variables affecting the choice of coping 

mechanisms were discussed in the results.

Subjects
. The subjects of this study were six working women who stated that: 

they had been sexually harassed, at work and who fit the operational defi

nition of sexual harassment as defined by WWUI and used by this investiga

tor. In order to meet this criteria, the subjects were working when the 

sexual, harassment occurred. This means students and women in non-paying 

training sessions were not included in the study although they certainly 

may be sexually harassed. Three women who worked in traditionally female 

jobs and three women who worked in male-dominated jobs were the subjects 

in the study,

" 27
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The women agreed to be subjects in the study after being approached 

through personal references. They were informed that the purpose of the 

study was to investigate coping responses of sexually harassed working 
women and that they would be interviewed privately by the investigator in 
her home for one session of approximately one hour in duration.. The 

interview would be tape-recorded and the data transcribed. Then the tape 
would be erased. Only summarized, results would be published in the form, 

of a thesis for the College of Nursing,, and the privacy of the subject 

would be protected. The transcribed data would be destroyed at the time 

of publication of the thesis. They were told that there would be no 
physical, harm or discomfort, and that by speaking with the interviewer 

they may have the added benefit of being able to clarify their feelings 

regarding, sexual harassment . They were also told, that what they said may 

help other mental health professionals and sexually harassed women to 
develop new and effective coping mechanisms in the future.

This study did not explore the issues of sexual harassment as it 

pertains to men, and. therefore there were no men as subjects..

Development of the Interview Guide

The interview guide used was based, on Komhauser and Sheatsley's 

Outline of Procedures in Questionnaire Construction (Selltiz et al.» 1976). 

The information sought was based on the research problem;, in this case,
t " . - ' •- -

the coping mechanisms of sexually harassed working women and the reported 
effectiveness of the coping mechanisms. The coping mechanisms inquired 

about were those coping mechanisms discussed in the review of the
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literature and summarized in Table 1. Therefore, Table 1 provided.a 
framework for the interview guide construction.

Both facts and expressions of feelings, beliefs and behaviors 

were needed. The report of facts provided information about the. respon

dent. This was necessary to see if. any of the personal variables affected, 

the coping mechanisms used. Glosed-ended statements were used to obtain 
this factual information.

Open-ended questions were used to elicit information about.the 
subject: s beliefs. They were chosen because they raise the issue and 

allow the subject a; free response. The subject was free to reply as she 
wished. Open-ended questions were helpful when the issue was complex,, 

such as this one is..

The. questions were written in the best psychological sequence- 
Other questionnaires which proved helpful in developing this interview 

guide were three sample survey forms published in the AASC Acvocacy Hand

book. (1979)- These included the "Sexual Harassment Questionnaire Sample 

for High School Students," the "Health, and Safety Questionnaire," and the 

"Redbook Questionnaire." The questions were next, examined for face valid

ity by members of the thesis committee, which included a clinical special

ist in psychiatric/mental health: nursing, a director: of a graduate nursing 

program in occupational health nursing, and an industrial hygienist 

employed by the Arizona Center for. Occupational Safety and Health (ACOSH). 

The questions were revised, taking into consideration their criticisms.

The interview guide was then pretested by interviewing two working women 
who were not subjects in the study. The women responded to the specific
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format of the interview guide after being interviewed;. Further revisions 
were then. made. The final, edited interview guide is included, in Appen
dix A. .

Validity

Validity in this case is the extent to which the interview guide 

measures what it says it does, namely coping mechanisms of sexually 

harassed working women and their reported effectiveness. The interview 

guide was said to have adequate face validity, construct validity, and. 

content validity based upon the degree to which the content was repre

sentative of the topic of coping mechanisms. This was estimated by the 

thesis committee and by pre-testing. No other validity measurements were 
appropriate, in this explanatory-descriptive study (Brink and Wood, 1978; 

Selltiz et al., 1976).

Reliability

Reliability of the interview guide and interview pertains to the

extent to which the interview gives consistent results. This could be
' ■ • / 

analyzed by applying a test-retest procedure in which a subject was inter

viewed once and. then some time, later. One should remember, though, that 

test-retest reliability of this kind is affected by the subject’s remem

bering the responses she. gave the first time, increased knowledge, and 
change in motivation and attitude. Equally important is the fact that 

the subject may be reminded of coping mechanisms in the first interview 

and then state she used them when questioned in the second interview.

This may cause reliability to be underestimated (Selltiz et al., 1976).
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Due. to these limitations, test-retest reliability was not done in this 

study. It was assumed that the interview guide was reliable.

Extraneous Variables
In an exploratory descriptive design, all of the variables are 

treated as independent and the relationships between the variables are 

suggested in the results. In this study, various independent variables 
affecting coping behaviors may be the subject's occupation (traditional 
versus nontraditional), the type of harassment she experienced (verbal 

versus physical or Quid Pro Quo versus Condition of Work), her age, and 

whether the sexual harassment is going on now or happened in the past 

(Brink and Wood, 1978).

Bias

It would be difficult to eliminate bias from this study to a 

certain extent since open-ended questions were used in the interview and 
the investigator had a great deal of personal interaction with the sub

jects. The fact that the interview was focused on one topic. Coping 

mechanisms, helped to eliminate some of the bias.

Design

The design of this study was an exploratory descriptive one. It. 

sought to explore and. examine the different coping mechanisms sexually 

harassed working women used. In order to gain this knowledge, one needed 

to ask open-ended questions about the issue. One way to obtain this 

information was through interviews based upon an interview guide.
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Questionnaires are useful, in obtaining numerous peices of infor

mation. They may be used to obtain facts, beliefs about the facts, 

feelings, standards of actions and behaviors, present and past behaviors, 

and conscious reasons for particular beliefs, feelings, policies dr beha
viors. (Selltiz et al., 1976).. This, study used the questionnaire format as 

an Interview guide to get at such things as age, what, a person believes 
sexual harassment is, how she feels about sexual harassment, what she 

would do if she could do it all over again, what she did do about the 

sexual harassment, and why she feels she did what she did. In other 

words, all this inf ormation, was obtained by using the questionnaire format 

as an interview guide.
The major difference between an interview and a questionnaire is 

the presence of the interviewer (Wood and Brink, 1978). Still, an inter

view format was chosen for this study due to its advantages. Interviews 

promise a higher rate of response and they enable the investigator to
clarify any questions the subject may have about what he is being asked.

Interviews also allow the investigator to obtain more information from 

the subj ect if the questions are stated at several levels (Brink and 

Wood, 1978).
In addition to these advantages, a semi-structured interview for

mat, such as found in this study, allows one to obtain a depth and rich

ness to the subject’s responses. The interview schedule allows for open-

ended questions to obtain as much information as possible while at the 

same time assuring, through its structure, that all the issues pertaining 

to coping mechanisms will be covered.
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Protection of Human Rights 

As nurses» we must assume ethical responsibility for our nursing 
practice and nursing research. This was done in this case by obtaining 
informed consent from the subjects in this study and. obtaining project 

approval from the Human Subjects Committee of The University of Arizona.

Approval from the Human Subjects Committee was obtained and is 
included in Appendix B. A Subject's Consent form was written. It is 

included in Appendix C. It informed the subject of the nature, duration, 
and purpose of. the study ; the. methods and procedures of data collection 
and how the data would be used; any potential risks or benefits; and the 

results, effects, and side effects, that may come from the study. The 

subjects were told of any costs to them. They were also told that they 

could withdraw from the project at any time without incurring ill will 

and that all names and data will remain confidential.
The subjects were given the consent form to sign before the inter

view occurred. At this time any questions they had pertaining to .the con

sent form or the study were answered. They then signed the form if they 
wished to participate in the study. A witness also signed the form at 

that time. The subjects were informed again that they could, withdraw 

from the project at any time and that they could ask questions of the 

investigators at any time.

Analysis of Results 

Since this is a descriptive study, a descriptive analysis of the 

data was done. Only the data from this particular sample of six women 

were described and some hypotheses were suggested, which may be studied
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later in further research. A content analysis was. done on the data, and

" ■ . , 1 V -

the: data'was summarized into categories. The categories of data were 

described in text and tables.
The data was categorized first into what coping mechanisms the 

subjects used and what coping mechanisms they did not: use. It was then 
further categorized into those coping mechanisms that were reported effec

tive and those that were not, according to the operational definition.
Also summarized were the coping mechanisms sexually harassed women working 

in. nontraditional jobs used versus the coping mechanisms sexually harassed 

women in traditionally female jobs used. A description of similarities 

and differences between cases was presented. It was in this analysis 
that the effects of the extraneous variables, such as motivations for 

using particular coping mechanisms, were identified and discussed.

/



CHAPTER 4

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA

The purpose of this study was to investigate what coping mecha

nisms sexually harassed working women used and what were the self-reported 
effectiveness of these coping, mechanisms. Six sexually harassed working 
women were interviewed by the investigator. Three of the women were 

employed in traditionally female occupations, and three of the women were 

employed in traditionally male occupations. The interviews were semi- 

structured. in that an investigator-developed interview guide was used to 
give structure to and guide the interviews. All interviews were taped 

and then transcribed. The following is a descriptive analysis of the. 

data. The direct quotes are from the transcribed data.

Characteristics of the Subjects 

Six women agreed to participate in the study. They volunteered 

after being approached by the investigator personally. The investigator 
informed them she was doing a study on how sexually harassed women cope 

with the harassment , and she asked them if they would consent to- be 

interviewed. The women that agreed to participate in the study repre

sented a wide range of life styles and experiences. The main thing they 

had in common was that they all experienced some form of sexual harass

ment at work.

35
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Table 2 lists the. characteristics of these women. The character

istics reported on in the six subjects included their age, religion, 

marital status, and education (years in school). The six women were also 

interviewed regarding their work situation: their occupation, how many

men they worked with, how many women they worked with, and if their boss 

or immediate supervisor was a man or a woman. Other characteristics of 
the women inquired about included the nature of the harassment: when the
harassment occurred, who the harasser was, how long the harassment 

occurred, and the type of harassment experienced. The reported, charac

teristics are those of the subjects at the time of harassment, not at the 

time of the interview.
The subjects ranged in age from 21 to 47, at the time of harass

ment. They also earned a wide range of salaries from the minimal wage earned 

by the waitress to the private fees of a self-employed attorney. Marital 

status was also diverse, with two married, two single, and two divorced 

women represented in the sample. There was less variation in religion, as 

three of the subjects were Catholic, two were Protestants, and one was a 

member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints. The women 

were all high school graduates, and all. had some training and education 

beyond high school. All of the women were Caucasians.
Three of the women in the study were in traditionally female jobs, 

while three were in traditionally male jobs. The traditionally female 

jobs included being a waitress, a registered nurse, and an office worker. . 

The three women in traditionally male jobs included being an attorney, 

a police officer, and a corrections officer. The data revealed that all



Table 2. Characteristics of Six Women who Indicated Experience 
with Sexual Harassment.

Characteristics - - Traditional Occupations - - - - Non-Traditional Occupations - -
Nurse Office

Worker
Waitress Police

Officer
Attorney Corrections

Officer

Age 41 47 21 38 41 28

Salary per Month $1,330 $1,000 $520
part-time

$1,400 $830 $1,100

Religion Catholic Catholic Protestant Protestant LDS Catholic

Marital Status Divorced Married Single Married Single Divorced

Education 
(years of school) 14 13 16 16 19 15

When Harassed Past Past Past Continuous Continuous Continuous

Number of Men 
at Work

40
2 surgeons

35-40 
2 super- . 
visors

10
4 bosses

force - 600 
unit - 6 

bosses - 1

1 judge 
1 attorney

14
2 bosses

Number of Women 
at Work

37 2 15 35-40 
unit - 1

Occasional
attorney

3

Identity of 
Harasser

Surgeon Boss Boss Co-workers
Supervisor

Judge
Attorney

Co-workers

Duration of 
Harassment (years) 1 1 10 10 ih

Types of 
Harassment

Verbal
Physical
Leering

Verbal
Physical
Leering

Verbal
Physical
Leering
Subtle
pressure

Verbal
Physical
Subtle
pressure
Isolation

Verbal
Physical
Leering
Subtle
pressure
Sexual

Verbal
Physical
Leering
Subtle
pressure

propositions
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the women in traditionally male jobs experienced continual harassment 
while the women in traditionally female jobs only experienced sexual 
harassment in the past, and usually with only one or two men.

If one looks at the work situations of these women, one finds a 

great deal of diversity. The attorney worked with only one judge and 

one other attorney at any one time, and the presence of sexual harassment 

depended upon who her current colleagues were. She was also her own boss. 
The other women worked with anywhere from six to forty men, all of whom 

could have been potential harassers. The Subjects also worked with from 
two to thirty—seven women, and only the nurses and the office worker had 

female supervisors.
The harassers were equally divided between supervisors and male 

co-workers, with four women harassed by their co-workers and three women 

harassed by their supervisors. One woman, the police officer, was harassed 

by both a supervisor and co-workers. No women were sexually harassed by 

their clients. The shortest amount of time the harassment continued was 

for one year; and two subjects, the police woman and the attorney, exper

ienced continuous sexual harassment for over ten years.
All of the women experienced verbal and physical sexual harass

ment. Five of the women also experienced leering and ogling. The police 

woman, who did not experience leering as sexual harassment, reported that 

she was observed constantly by fellow male officers regarding her per
formance on the job. "They not only watched what you did, so they could 

criticize it; they followed up with you all the time." Four of the women 

experienced subtle pressure for sexual favors. Of the two women who said
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it did not occur, the nurse felt it was occasionally done in a joking 

way.. "I don't think I ever experienced that except in a kidding— I 

always treated it as kidding." The office worker said it did not occur. 

Only the attorney experienced direct sexual propositions in which servi
ces were offered, in exchange for sexual favors. "It occurs frequently 
where the opposing attorney will attempt to have a sexual relationship 

with me and will expect in return that I will go easier on his client."

And even when there was no direct sexual proposition offered, it was often 

inferred by others. "I have had judges who have refused to appoint me to 

cases because they assumed I was sleeping with the attorney who was seek

ing to have me appointed." The police woman also stated, "But the guys 

in. my unit got the idea that I was having an affair with my boss. Which 

wasn't true. But they thought it was. And so that created even more of 

a hassle, because they thought.I was getting special favors," None of the 

women experienced physical assault or rape.
There may be another type of sexual harassment which was not men

tioned in the literature and which was experienced by one of the subjects. 

While the police woman defined isolation as a form of sexual harassment, 

isolation cannot be recognized as such by this study because it does not 
fit the term of sexual harassment as defined. The police woman described 

/ isolation as not being accepted and being ostracized, because she was a 

woman. She described the situation "where they would not talk to you.

I think this is very common. You're a female out there on patrol by 

yourself, and there's no camaraderie between the females and the males. 

They'll have certain information and you won't be included in that
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information, even though you’re in their squad and it’s supposed to be a 
team effort." This made her work environment both unpleasant and dan
gerous.

How Sexual Harassment is Viewed
All. six of the women viewed sexual harassment in slightly differ

ent ways due to their own experiences with it. In turn, how they viewed 
it had an effect on the coping mechanisms utilized in an effort to deal 

with the sexual harassment.

The police woman experienced continual sexual harassment from 

both supervisors and co-workers, although mainly from male co-workers.

Her experiences ranged from constant verbal put-dpwns, to isolation, to 

subtle pressures for sexual favors. The subtle pressure created problems 

not only with the harasser but with other co-workers who believed she was 
getting special favors. Because of her continuing experiences, she de

fines sexual harassment as any harassment, directed toward women. She 

first recognized it when she began to get. into the feminist movement, and 

she noticed it most when she started, in the academy. "There were recruits 
in the academy that, were much younger than I, but. highly resented, women 

. .* . . and resented every part of women being there. And they were vocal 

about it."
As with the police. Officer, the female attorney was continually

. i -' ■ ■ ■ -
harassed. This harassment came mainly from the male attorneys who 

believed that if they could establish a sexual relationship with her she 

would, grant them favors. Verbal and physical harassment also occurred. 

"One of the worst thing that happened to me was when I was sitting with
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an opposing attorney in court. And he leaned over and started to tell 
me dirty jokes. And there's nothing you can do about a situation like 

that." She went on to say, "There have been other situations where it 
has occurred, like a hand against my thigh or something. . . . "

These experiences contributed to her definition of sexual harass

ment? as any unsought or undesired remarks of propositions directed toward 

her. She stated, that she recognized it the first time it occurred and 

"was so shocked I didn't know what to do because it never occured to ine

that that sort of thing went on."

The third woman working in a nontraditional job, the corrections
officer, was also continually harassed by male co-workers. And like the

other women she first experienced sexual harassment in her training 

period and recognized it immediately. She defined sexual harassment as 

being both discriminated against as a woman, and having men believe that 

if you do something for them (sexually) then they can improve your work 

situation.. Her experiences illustrated this. "We get comments made to 

us like . ... . . 1  don't know why they allow the women here." "Then 
along with that is sexual harassment like I had with this man, and this 

just happened the other night. He said, 'Well, baby, you know, if we get 

together we would make it really great'."
Women in traditionally female jobs were also sexually harassed, 

although in this sample population all the women had experienced it in 

the past and were no longer experiencing it. All subjects were harassed 

for approximately a year.
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The fourth subject was a nurse who was sexually harassed by the 

surgeons; she worked (with, two in particular. "And I just really hated to 
go into the room and work with them, because that meant I was going to 

have to listen to their comments and remarks about my body, my sex life, 

and who I. slept with the night, before.. Her experiences with sexual 

harassment made her. feel like an object, someone to be played around with 

and commented about. She defined sexual harassment as putting down or 

devaluing a person because of her sex. In other words, because she was 

a woman she was less valuable as a person. It took her six.months to 
recognize what was occurring as sexual harassment. This was because she 

was new to the environment and had to find out what was or was not accept

able. in this environment.
The fifth subject was an office worker who was sexually harassed, 

in the past, by one of the supervisors. "He’d come real near. Or pat me 

on the arm or something. Oh yeah, he didn't do it when the other girls 
were in the office. And I never could figure out why. Why he would come 

in. I mean I weighed about 250 pounds at the time. And I was at least 

ten years older than he was, and I could never figure it out." She 

therefore defined sexual harassment as anything that made her feel sex

ually uncomfortable. It was being approached sexually; mid not as a 
friend, which she did not appreciate. It also took her a long time to 

recognize sexual harassment as a personal put-down. She eventually 

recognized the behavior when he. began to approach her when she was alone 

during her lunch hour.
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The last subject was a part-time waitress who, like the office 

worker, was sexually harassed by one of her supervisors. She experienced 

both verbal and physical harassment and leering, not only in private but 

in front of the customers. In fact, she began to recognize sexual harass

ment as such when he began harassing her in public. She, therefore, 

defined sexual harassment as any uncalled-for remarks, especially in the 

presence of others, that offended her. Some of this offending behavior 

included "Making comments about my past, making comments about what I 

would or wouldn’t do. Putting his arm around me and trying to give me a 

kiss in front of customers. Holding my hand for something and wouldn't 

let. go of it. Making constant references to the rest of the staff about 

how he and I would get together when we stopped working together— things 

like that."

Coping Mechanisms Utilized and Their Effectiveness

The six women in this study utilized various strategies to cope 

with sexual harassment. Some of these coping mechanisms were found to 

stop the harassment; others made the working environment more pleasant; 

others made the working environment more pleasant and tolerable but did 

not stop the harassment; and other coping mechanisms were not effective 

at all. The women did not utilize all the coping mechanisms mentioned 

in the literature, and used a few not mentioned. The following results 
report what coping mechanisms were used by what subjects, and which ones 

were found to be effective or not effective in stopping the sexual . *

harassment.
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Table 3 illustrates what coping mechanisms were reported to be 

effective by the six women in this study. Because effectiveness is 

defined in this study as a, woman's self report that sexual harassment 
has stopped, and that the workplace is no longer an unpleasant place, 

many of the coping mechanisms reported in this study may be only par

tially effective. The, woman- may utilize a. specific coping mechanism and 

find that her work environment is more pleasant but the harassment has 

not: stopped. It is assumed by the investigator that if the harassment 

has stopped the work environment is more pleasant. The partial effective

ness of the coping mechanisms is accounted for in this table.

Table A lists the coping mechanisms reported to be ineffective by 
the six women in this study. This means that the coping mechanisms were 

utilized but it did not stop the harassment or make the workplace more 

pleasant. It can be observed that a coping mechanism that is effective 

for one subject is not necessarily effective for another woman.

Transfer
To transfer to another department or job was one way the women 

coped with sexual harassment. In this study, two of the women, the office 
worker and the waitress, could not transfer because there was no place for 

them to go within the organization. The woman attorney could, not transfer 

to another case if she was being sexually harassed. She was just "stuck 

with it." The nurse was able to transfer to another department; and part 

of her decision to transfer was based on the occurrence of sexual harass

ment at the first job. "And I applied for that because I wanted that



Table 3. Coping Mechanisms Reported to be Effective* by Six Women who
Indicated Experience with Sexual Harassment

Coping Mechanism - - Traditional Occupations - - - - Non-Traditional Occupations - -
Nurse Office Waitress 

Worker
Police Attorney Corrections 
Officer Officer

Transfer ++
Ignoring 
the Harassment ++

Talking to the 
Harasser 44-

Female Support 
at Work + + 4-

Religions Beliefs 4-
Changing One's 
Character 4-

Embarassing the 
Harasser -H- 4- 44-

Hitting the 
Harasser 44-

Avoiding the 
Harasser ++ 44-

Being Professional 4-

+ Environment pleasant.
++ Harassment stopped.
* A woman's self-report that sexual harassment stopped, and the workplace 

was no longer an unpleasant place.



Table 4. Coping Mechanisms Reported to be Ineffective* by Six Women who
Indicated Experience with Sexual Harassment

Coping Mechanism - - Traditional Occupations - - - - Non-Traditional Occupations - -
Nurse Office Waitress 

Worker
Police Attorney Corrections 
Officer Officer

Ignoring the 
Harasser / / / /

Talking to the 
Harasser / /

Female Support 
at Work /

Transfer ✓ /

Changine One's 
Character ✓ ✓

Absenteeism /

Joking Back ✓

* A woman’s self-report that sexual harassment did not stop
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position. I did want out of. there because I was getting tired of the job. 

I'was getting tired of that part of it too— the harassment."

The police officer and the corrections officer both attempted to 

transfer and both met with no success. The police officer asked for a 

transfer to another section but was refused because she was on special 
assignment. In fact, the harassment, became worse after she asked for the 
transfer. "I think the isolation really started— got worse then." The 

corrections officer wrote five letters to the administration and did not 

get any replies. She also spoke to a supervisor who said "there*d be no 
problem," and a few days later she was assigned permanently to the posi
tion from which she was seeking to transfer.

For: five subjects, seeking a transfer was either not feasible or 

was useless. The nurse who was able to transfer to another job, one that, 

she wanted and liked, found that getting a transfer was an effective way 

of stopping the harassment.

Ignoring the Harasser

Four of the women attempted to ignore the harasser and were not 

successful in stopping the harassment. All. of the women except the nurse 
felt that ignoring it did not stop the harassment or make the workplace 

more pleasant. The nurse even agreed that if one could not totally ignore 

the. harassment then it would not stop. She attempted to ignore the harass 

ment but felt that her response showed in her body and face. The more 

embarrased she became the more intense the verbal harassment became. As 
she practiced more, she felt she was able to totally ignore their comments
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and then the. workplace became more pleasant and the doctors treated her 
with more respect;

Well, I mean at first, I couldn't ignore it very well, but.
. the more I practiced then I could ignore it. And then I did not 
react, and I could just shut it off. Well, they treated me1— it 
was very business-like, between us, you know. It seemed very 
appropriate to me, because then if they needed something they 
would ask me. for it or if they heeded to give me an instruction 
they'd tell me. And it seemed to me that they treated me with 
more respect.

Nevertheless,, she later replied that if it: happened, again she would, be 
more direct and assertive with the harassers.

The woman attorney only ignored the harassment when she had. no 
choice in the matter and could not. make a scene. Otherwise she felt that 

the. man should not be allowed to get away with it, and he should be told 

that: it was bothering her. The corrections officer and waitress also 

stated that if one ignored the harassment the harasser would continue 

doing it. The corrections officer felt that if you were able to come back 

with a better line and embarass the harasser he would stop for a while. 

"Because if you ignore it, they're, going to keep doing it. You know. But 

I just found if. you come back with a real snappy remark that, embarasses 

them in front of their friends, they usually stop doing it."
Therefore, ignoring the harasser was not seen as an effective 

coping mechanism except for the nurse who was able to totally ignore the 

harassing behavior with practice.

Talking to the Harasser

Three of the women subjects talked, to the harasser and made their 

feelings known to him. In only one case was this effective. The attorney



was direct with the harasser and tried not to let her anger show, as she: . 

felt he would respond, in kind. "So if I do respond with anger they often 

get angry in return, but if I respond in a fairly matter-of-fact way about 
it but just refuse it I get a similar response back most of the time."
She found that when she did this most of the man laughed and shrugged it 
off, but did stop harassing her.,

The police woman and waitress talked to the harasser and. told him 

they did not like it and wanted the behavior changed. This was not effec

tive for either of them. The police woman felt she did not speak to the 

harasser soon enough. "But things mostly had just deteriorated to the 

point where you knew, it really didn't do a lot of good." Regardless of 

this, the police women and the waitress would, try to speak to the harasser 
if a similar incident occurred, in the future. They would also speak to 

the harasser as soon as the harassment occurred. Both felt timing was an 

important factor in getting the harassment to stop.
The nurse and the office worker did not speak to the harasser 

because they felt the situation would.get worse, the.man would get angry, 

and the working conditions would become more unpleasant. "I thought he'd 

get angry and be nasty." "I thought that if T did talk to them about it 
it would get worse." They both felt they would not put up with it now 

and would become more direct and assertive when dealing with, the harasser 

in the future.
The corrections officer spoke to the harasser but only as a 

"come-back" with sarcasm. She felt this was effective, at least for a 

time. The man would know she was not afraid to speak out and the mutual
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respect that developed would make it easier to work with him. She inten
ded to continue to use this coping mechanism.

Female Support at Work

Obtaining female support at work was a partially effective coping 
mechanism for the waitress, attorney and office worker. It was effective 
for both the waitress and attorney because they were able to form a 

mutual support network. The attorney stated that,:

Sometimes we laugh about the. man and find out whether anybody 
else has had trouble with that particular one. And occasionally, 
if we're having a lot of trouble with one of. them, we talk about 
how we're going to shut him off as a group. We usually make some 
sort of word trap for him— some verbal put-down that he will have 
no response to, and which is very personal. If he harasses any
body, he is in a sense harassing me.

I don't know if it helps it to stop.. It helps us to cope 
with it. It makes us feel better about, things we can do to stop 
it, and it also makes you feel better to know other people are 
going through it.

The waitress also stated:
We could share the problem that we'd be on. the watch. If 

one was having problems the other would walk over and say,
'Leave her alone. Don't bug her.' It made you feel, a little 
better when you knew if things got too hot. you could always 
call on the other waitresses and say, ' Help me.' I think 
more than anything else it slowed it down a bit, we were say
ing the. same thing. But it didn’t get it stopped completely.

If an "old girl" network could be formed among the.women workers 

similar to that of an "bid boy" network, the women would be able to support 

one another. This support would then enable them to handle the stress of 

sexual harassment and other stressors in the work environment. The attor

ney and the. waitress were the only two subjects who were able to develop 

any type of support network.
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On one occasion the police officer went to a woman superior for 

advice and she felt she received valid advice regarding staying on at 
her job despite the sexual harassment. While talking to her made her 
feel somewhat better, the harassment did not stop. The woman supervisor 

has since left the police department, herself a victim of sexual harass

ment ; and the police woman has little interaction with the women on the 

force. She felt that, women on the force do not want to be viewed as a 

group and they do not perceive any need for group cohesiveness. Therefore, 

group support of other women on the job is lacking for her.
The corrections officer did not talk to the other women at work. 

There was no support among the women she worked with, and this created 

additional tensions in the workplace. The office worker felt that by 

talking to her female co-workers she was able to bring the harassment

"into a perspective of just a joke almost." The workplace was, there-
*

fore, a more pleasant environment. The nurse, was able to talk to the

other nurses at work, but.she received no support from them.

Absenteeism and Physical Problems -
The police woman and corrections officer were absent more and had 

more physical problems when the stress of work, was high. While sexual 

harassment was not the only stress at work, it contributed a great deal 

to the overall amount of stress experienced. When you are harassed on 

the job, the workplace becomes very unpleasant, and. you do not want to be

there. "And I found it very easy to stay home from work. I hated going

there. I hated everything that happened there." The stress aggravated
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certain physical problems. "I ended up in the hospital with the problem 
while I was on that unit. And I haven't been in the hospital since."
The physical, problems mentioned included urinary tract infections and 

heart problems.

Religious Beliefs

For four of the subjects, their religious beliefs did not affect 

how they perceived and dealt; with sexual harassment. Two of the subjects, 

the police woman and office worker, perceived religious beliefs to play a

significant role in dealing with the sexual harassment.

The police woman, a Protestant, felt that her religious beliefs 

made her capable of forgiving some of the men since she felt their aware

ness; was limited. She also f elt that her religion helped, make her a

better person. Her religious upbringing also contributed to how she dealt 

with- sexual harassment. "And I think your own morality has a lot to do 

with your resistance to sexual pressures. Or pressure to become involved 

in sexual relationships."
The office worker, a. Catholic, felt that while as a Christian she 

should, be nice to people, that did not mean she should be more amenable 

to the. harasser.

Changing One's Character
Three of the women changed themselves and the way they related 

to the harasser. It is difficult to say whether this was an effective 

coping mechanism or not. The attorney felt that working on a case with 

a harasser was difficult since she was not as open and outgoing with him.
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She found herself less willing to work with him and being nasty in return. 
If the case had to be settled in court, she tried to "cremate the guy" 

and make him look foolish. While this did not stop the harassment, it 

made the work environment more fun and enjoyable. "Not only winning, but 

actually grinding him'to the ground over it. You know, not just winning. 

Most of the time you just win, you do what you have-to to prove the case. 

But it's sometimes fun to grind the person right, into the ground."

The office worker also changed the way she related to the harasser. 

She tried, to keep her conversations with him very casual, superficial, and 

impersonal. She never touched him, and she usually touched other people. 
"Well, I tried to act so extremely casual, you know. I mean bright, peppy, 

casual. I did not want to get into any serious conversations. I think I 

tried to convey by my attitude that I wasn't interested in his remarks or 

anything." This coping mechanism did not stop the harassment.

The nurse also tried to change the way she related to others in
i

her work environment. She stated it did not stop the harassment or make 

the workplace a more pleasant environment. Trying to fit in only created 

more tension and pressure on her;

I think it would have been better if I hadn't tried to, you 
know, if I'd just gotten in there and been myself.. I would have 
been more comfortable and maybe— maybe the— I don't think it 
would, have made any difference, you know. Really. To them, 
perhaps, but it would have been better for me if I hadn't tried 
to fit into that mold. It was like trying to fit into the 
atmosphere, you know, and I just1— I just— I'm a misfit. I just 
couldn't fit in.

In retrospect, the waitress f elt that she should have separated the 

open, physical person she was from her professional life. This meant that while 

at work in the future she would be less gregarious, less outgoing, and more cool.
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aloof, and calm. She did not employ this coping mechanism while being 
harassed but she is doing so now to try to prevent further problems at work.

"I obviously can't change his behavior, but I can change my own. And 

maybe that would have helped. I think it would have. Going back in

retrospect, but it didn't have any effect because 1 didn't employ it."
■ - • ■ .

Both the police woman and the corrections officer did not believe 

in changing themselves for anyone else. They were very convinced of this 
stand; and. the police woman stated that she is never going to sacrifice 

her femininity, and if she has to do so she will get out of police work. 

"I'm a woman. I like being a woman. I like being a woman officer. If 

that offends you, that's your, problem."
None of the women changed the way they dressed. This may be 

influenced by the fact that four of the women wore uniforms, and one 

dressed according to court standards.

Other Measures to Cope with Harassment

The subjects were able to mention other ways they were able to 

cope with the sexual harassment. Some of these ways were mentioned in the 

literature, and others were unique to the situation. Coping mechanisms 

mentioned in the literature included embarassing the harassef, becoming 

more professional in one's job, and inventing a boyfriend. The subjects 

also coped with the harassment in ways which were novel to the women and 

the situation, and were not mentioned in the literature. These included 

avoiding the harasser, physically attacking the harasser, setting up 

word traps for the harasser, and joking back with the harasser.
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The police woman coped with the sexual harassment by striving to 

be a professional. She did this through education, study, and. experience. 

While this would give her more respect among some members of the police 

force, it, would not completely stop the harassment. "If anybody ques

tions my ability, I don’t feel it’s a personal attack on me any more. I 

am the best officer I can be with all. the capabilities that I have instead 

of just, you know, reacting to people's opinions about me.".
The attorney dealt, with sexual harassment in two novel ways . The 

first was to set up word traps with the other women attorneys in order to 

embarass the harasser. The harassment may not stop, but the environment 

is more pleasant. This coping mechanism was essentially women working 

together. She also suggested, beating their adversary in court soundly .. 

This was a coping: measure that gave her great pleasure and made her work 

environment more pleasant.
The waitress also suggested embarassing the harasser. She did

this by responding to his requests with inappropriate answers in front of
other people. She realized that she ran.the risk of losing her job when 

she did this: ,
Just telling him that I wouldn't be caught dead being seen 

with him. Things like that. In front of. other people. And that 
was.a good temporary measure. Because at that point when I said 
something he would withdraw. But it didn’t: work for long periods 
of time. And also doing that I ran the risk of losing my job 
eventually. He could, at one point, just decide he was going to 
fire me. ’Cause I was embarassing him.

The waitress also tried to avoid her boss and made sure people

were around when she was near him. This only temporarily stopped the

harassment and made the workplace more pleasant.
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A male friend also suggested to the waitress a coping, mechanism 

that she chose not to use. He volunteered to talk, to the harasser 
directly and tell him he was her boyfriend and to request that he leave 

her alone or he would do something about it. The waitress did not feel 
this was a good solution since it did not matter to the harasser whether 

she had a boyfriend or not. But that seemed; almost as childish as what 

he was doing,, as far as using physical threats to get him to stop."

The nurse tried joking back,, and felt that this only made the 

harassment, worse. The office worker stated that frying to move away from 

the harasser and leaving the office were other coping mechanisms she 

employed to temporarily stop the harassment.
The corrections officer believed, that one should only put up with 

it; so long, and then the woman should put the harasser in "his place."

Most often she did this Verbally; but in one instance When a. man. put his 
arm down her blouse, she hit the man and he fell to the ground. That 

certainly stopped the harassment.

Coping Mechanisms Not Utilized

There were five coping mechanisms listed in the. literature that 

these subjects did not: use. The coping mechanisms included quitting one's

job, utilizing the grievance procedures or legal approaches, keeping a
' -

diary specific to sexual harassment, and. utilizing helping agencies.

Each of these coping mechanisms is discussed next', along with the reasons 

the subjects chose not to use them. Table 5 lists coping mechanisms for 

sexual harassment not utilized by the six subjects in this study.



Table 5. Coping Mechanisms for Sexual Harassment Not 
Utilized by the Six. Women in this Study who 
Indicated Experience with.Sexual Harassment, 
but Mentioned in the Literature

Quitting

Utilizing Grievance Procedures

Utilizing Legal Approaches

Keeping a Diary Specific to Sexual 
Harassment

Utilizing Helping Agencies
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Quitting

None of the women in the study quit because of sexual harassment. 
Two of the women did not even think of quitting. This included the women 
attorney, and the office worker who realized that the harasser would not 
be there forever.

The other women, had. thought, of quitting, but did not do so for 

various reasons. Two of the women, the police officer and the corrections 

officer, mentioned money as a reason for not quitting. The same two women 

also mentioned the stress of the job as reasons for wanting to quit. The 

waitress realized that it was a good job, and that if she left she would 

be the one without a job. "So had I left, the problem would.have been 

still there, and I would have just been out of a. job."
The nurse had thought of leaving the job, but. not solely because 

of sexual harassment. She stayed because she enjoyed other things about 

her job, as did the police woman; and she felt responsible for not quit

ting. a new job six months after she had been hired.. She felt that if 
she quit she would quit for her own reasons and not because of the doc

tors. She did not want to allow the doctors to have all that power over 

her. The nurse was the only subject in the Study who was no longer 

employed at the same location. She stated that when she was promoted 

and transferred to a new job, things were more pleasant and the harass

ment did not occur.
It can be seen that the women in this study, while they did think 

of quitting often, would not quit for reasons of sexual harassment alone. 

They had many reasons for staying on at that particular job, and at least
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two of the women realized that the harassment would continue with the 
other women at work,, even after they themselves were gone. While quit
ting may have stopped the individual harassment, the woman may have found 
herself out of a job that she liked and one that gave her positive bene

fits in other ways.

Utilizing Grievance Procedures

Many grievance procedures were mentioned by the subjects. These 
included going to the bar association; talking to supervisory personnel, 

administrators or bosses; going to the Affirmative Action people; going 
to the Tucson Women's Commission; going to various unions; using a merit 

system grievance procedure; and going to a grievance committee. None of 

these procedures were used by the subjects as a way to deal with sexual 

harassment.
Four of the women, the police woman, waitress, nurse, and correc

tions officer, stated that they would use the grievance procedures for 

only very serious legitimate matters. Since the office worker was never 

contacted outside of the work situation or received any direct sexual 

propositions, she did not think of using the grievance procedures. If. 

these things did occur, she stated she would go through office channels 

to state her grievances. She felt they would listen to her and get the 

situation corrected. The attorney also felt that if she went to the bar 

association or to the head of the harasser's law firm (if he worked for 

one), they would take steps to stop the harassment. "I suppose that, if 

he was a responsible person and valued the reputation of the firm, he
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would shut it off at least as to where 1 was concerned before he would 
allow me to do that (go to the bar association)

The police woman and waitress felt that to use the grievance 

procedure would be detrimental to one’s job. The waitress stated that 

it would be easier to get rid of her than the problem. The police woman 

also stated that she had observed that people who often use the grievance 
procedure do not stay on the force very long. If she ever needed to use 
the grievance procedure, she would carefully weigh the grievance in rela^ 
tionship to its effect on her long-term employment and career development 

and then proceed accordingly. "One.thing I have found here is that you 

do not make friends and influence people upstairs when you use a grievance 
procedure unless it’s something very legitimate."

Two of the women would never use a grievance procedure because 

they felt it would not do any good and nothing would be done. The nurse 

believed that doctors have lots of power; and if a complaint had gone to 

the grievance committee, they would have thought she was crazy. "I think, 

it would have been a really laughing matter. They would, have thought it 

was real funny. And I would have felt very foolish." The corrections 

officer felt that because sexual harassment is so difficult to prove, it 

would not be worth the time. "And you know, its at the point where 

people, they don’t cate, because it isn't worth the time, because nothing 

will be done about, it."

Utilizing Legal Approaches
The subjects knew very little about the legal approaches available 

to sexually harassed women, and no one had ever used any. Only the
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attorney and the police woman, who were involved daily in legal work, 

were able to cite anything available. What was mentioned as possible 
legal options were to sue for assault and battery; to sue the city, 

organization or persons involved; legal action against rape; or class 

action suits. The police woman did not feel that class action suits 

were a viable option since she believed women do not unite and work toge
ther. "The main problem and frustration I have is that the women won't 

stick together."
The waitress, office worker, and corrections officer stated they 

would use legal options if necessary but did not state the legal approaches 

available to them or what they would use.
The nurse felt that since the surgeon in charge is always right 

and is not criticized, she, therefore, would not take any legal action 

against him.

Keeping a Diary Specific to Sexual Harassment

Only the attorney kept any sort of diary or record of daily 

events, and she recorded one or two instances of sexual harassment as they 

occurred. This diary was not specific to sexual harassment, though.

The other women did not keep a diary. The police woman stated 

that she tried to forget what happened. The waitress felt that talking 
to other women served the same purpose as writing in a diary. "Oh, it 

might have helped to write it down what happened to get it off my chest, 

but then talking helped— doing that with the other waitresses."
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Utilizing Helping Agencies

None of the women had sought assistance through any agencies to 
help them cope with sexual harassment. They did not feel any need to.
In fact, the police woman stated that,. "My experience has been that most 
women, have to seek, out their own help. So what do you end up with? A 

male attorney about half the time. Right? I don't, know many women 

attorneys."
The agencies mentioned included the Tucson Women's Commission, 

the Victim Witness Program, the Rape Crisis Center, and the Women's Crisis 
Center. All of these agencies, except the Victim Witness Program, deal 

with women exclusively. No mention was made of any community mental 

health centers. Later in one of the interviews, one subject mentioned 

seeing a male psychologist to "start trying to work things out." She did 

not see him specifically for problems of sexual harassment.

Ways to Cope with Stress 
There are many ways women cope with the stresses of life and the 

stresses of sexual harassment. This study also attempted to identify 

some of the specific, ways the subjects dealt with stress. The results 

showed that talking to other women outside of the work environment and 

utilizing self-improvement courses and readings contributed to how one 

coped with the sexual harassment and. the stress it produced, even though 
these coping mechanisms did not stop the harassment. Other non-specific 

personal coping mechanisms to general stress were also reported.
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Support Outside of the Work Environment

Four of the women were able ,to talk to other people outside, of 

the work situation about their experiences with sexual.harassment. They 

talked to friends, families, husbands, roommates, and in women-centered 
workshops, They all received support from those people. Talking, to 
others made them feel good, helped them decrease their anger and resent

ment, and offered, them suggestions on how to handle the situation. The 
attorney stated, "My family is very supportive and they always support 

me in going out and getting the evil doer. They always make me feel 

real good." The police woman felt that "Talking is good for me. Once 

I get it out of my system, then I can either work through it or forget, 

about it, you know. Whereas if I keep it in 1 tend to be much more 

angry and resentful to the people I'm around."
The support of others was not reported to stop the harassment or

make the work environment more pleasant. Other people could not be Sup

portive when the harassment was occuring since they were not. often avail
able. The corrections officer stated that, "When you work this shift and 

this is happening and you're really upset and angry, there really isn't 
anybody from the outside that you can talk to."

Both the nurse and the office worker only talked to the women

they worked with and to no one outside work. The office worker- felt that

if she talked to others about it, it would put: more importance on the 

matter than she wanted. She would have also, felt foolish. "It just 

seemed, too foolish, you know. * Cause actually, as I said, it just astounded 

me. I mean, my whole size and everything and my age— -I didn't see any— I
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couldn't figure it out. I just didn't want to tell it. It made me feel 
foolish." Nevertheless, all. of the women felt they would not be able to 
speak, out in a group concerning sexual harassment...

Self-Improvement Through Courses and Readings

Five of the women have taken of have taught courses that helped 

them to develop their own personalities and self-esteem. All the women 

have read books and articles on such Subjects. The readings and courses 
served many purposes: they helped them to get in touch with themselves

and othersthey taught them how to deal with other people, and how to 

be taken seriously. The police woman stated:

I've taken lots of courses in self-motivationgetting to 
know yourself, getting to know who you really are and liking 
who you are. To mainly keep up my motivations and my positive 
attitude:— I do a lot of positive attitude stuff. Things to 
keep me positive. I live in a very negative environment, 
anyway.

The attorney also stated, "I think I probably started reading as I began 

to develop my own personality and come out of. my shell to realize that in 

order for women to ever be taken seriously we had to insure that we put 
ourselves across well." The nurse, agreed that the courses she took and 

the reading she did proved to be beneficial, "And that was very helpful 

to me in recognizing how I was dealing with things. Getting to know 

myself better."
Some courses mentioned specifically were Adventures in Attitudes, 

Sociology of Women, Appraisal of the Individual, Assertiveness Training 

for Nurses, Stress Management, and Women in Management. While all assisted 

the women in self-growth, none dealt specifically with sexual harassment.
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The Assertiveness Training for Nurses, course did not go into how to deal 

with harassment from doctors. "It was just being assertive in a general 
way with other people. Not whether it was a man or a woman, doctor, 
administrator, patient, visitor ...... ,t

The corrections officer felt that the courses helped her in 
"getting something to do other than think about work." She also found 

the knowledge useful in her present job if she was able to apply it. The

courses would also help in the future when finding a new job.

The courses helped the women to grow individually, but they did 
not deal specifically with issues of sexual harassment. Therefore, the 

courses only indirectly worked on stopping the harassment. The women 

felt they had greater self-esteem, became more assertive, and then felt 

they could deal with the sexual harassment more directly. The women 

were able to go from ignoring the harassment to saying they would not 
ignore it now. The nurse attributed this to increasing maturity. "Grow
ing in confidence and in self-esteem due to the fact that I’ve done a lot 

since then. I’m really different." And the waitress stated, "My own 

self-pride would help me deal with sexual harassment if it happened again.

I would haul off and tell him exactly what they could do with it." Even 

the office worker would no longer ignore the harassment. "I don’t think,

you have to put up with that. I don’t see why you should. You’re a person

too. You have y our own lif e *"

Coping with General Stress
The subjects coped with the general stress brought on by sexual 

harassment with many methods. One subject smoked more, another ate more.
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and another drank more than usual. One woman slept more while another 
slept less. Relaxation was used by three subjects, although with one 
subject it no longer had the same effect on her. Exercise was mentioned 

by two of the subjects. One subject was seeing a psychologist for per
sonal and work problems and. a psychiatrist for medications. Other ways 
mentioned to cope with the stress were playing the piano, reading, pray

ing while running, and talking to other women. How one coped with general 

stress was truly individualized.

Factors Influencing Selection and Effectiveness 
.of Specific Coping Mechanisms

The subjects selected some coping mechanisms to use and ignored 
others. This selection process seemed to be based on1 the individual her
self and her past personal experiences with sexual harassment. The woman 

and her experiences also determined whether the coping mechanism was effec

tive or not.
The police woman experimented with many coping mechanisms in order: 

to deal with the harassment, such as ignoring it, attempting to transfer, 

and talking with the harasser. She found that none of these coping 
mechanisms were effective in stopping the harassment. She, therefore, 

concentrated on ways to strengthen herself:
One way I’ve learned to deal with it is by getting in real—  

getting in control of my own emotions and getting in touch with 
myself as a person and getting into my abilities as a police 
officer. And then when I find someone who wants to put me down,
I don’t have to react unless I decide I want to. I used to be 
very reactionary to, you know, the harassment, to the verbal 
abuse and so forth. And anymore I’m not as much, unless it's 
appropriate and I have a very good comeback. Because I find 
that, you know. I've just decided that those kind of feelings



and attitudes are their problems, not mine. And I'm not going 
to make it my problem.

This coping mechanism was eventually selected after she had been harassed

continually for a number of years. It was also chosen because she did

not have the support of other women at work and she needed to believe in

her own capabilities as a professional.

The corrections: officer, like the other two women in nontraditiohal 
jobs, was continually harassed. She coped with it: by embarassing the 
harasser with a verbal or physical "come-back." She too found this effec

tive with numerous harassers. While both she and the police woman are in 

similar occupations, they both used different coping mechanisms.
The attorney selected talking to the harasser as the most effec

tive coping mechanism for her. She found this to be successful in stop
ping the harassment most of the time, so she continued to use it. When 

she had to ignore it she realized this did. not stop the: harassment.
The nurse was the only subject who found completely ignoring the 

harassment to be effective. It is unclear as to why this was effective 

with her and not with anyone else. Perhaps this was because she was 

totally able to ignore it and not react at all.. "And then I did not 

react, and I could just shut it off. Well, then it was very business

like between use," She was also the only woman who was able to deal 

with the sexual harassment by being, able to transfer and feel good 

about it. This may be due to the career mobility of the profession she 

was in.
There were many similarities regarding the sexual harassment 

experiences of the waitress and.office worker. Both were being harassed



68
by a superior and both believed the man would not be there forever. "I 

mean it just made me uncomfortable and. I wish he. I'll be glad when he's 
not here anymore. And eventually he wasn't there." The waitress stated, 

"It was a nuisance that you had to put up with for that period of time, 

because he was there, and he was the boss, and even had we gone to some

body, it really wouldn't--he was going to leave anyhow," Perhaps this 
prevented them from employing more effective coping mechanisms.

The women also realized that the superior had some power over 

them; and although they were not receiving direct sexual propositions, 
he could still make the work environment unpleasant. The waitress did 

try embarassing the harasser, and she felt this was a good temporary 
measure but there were risks. "Doing that I ran the risk of losing my 

job eventually. He could at one. point: just decide he was going to fire 

me. 'Cause I was embarassing him." The office worker stated that she 

felt the. harasser would "get angry and be nasty" if she said anything and 

that "If I brought it to a head. I was afraid it would make the working 

conditions more unpleasant." So these women both tried to ignore the 

harassment and to remove themselves both physically and mentally from 

situations in which they felt, they would be harassed.

The women in traditially female occupations experienced sexual 
harassment, for a shorter amount of time, and it took them a longer time 

to recognize it as such. This appeared to hinder them in developing truly 

effective coping mechanisms to deal with the sexual harassment.

It is unclear whether age of the woman is a factor in influencing 

the selection and effectiveness of the coping mechanisms. The police
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woman believed that since she was in her thirties and was more mature 

when she began police work that she was less likely to be involved in 

male-female games and that she had a much better understanding of them.

She felt this prevented, her from being pressured for sexual favors. But 
the older office worker, felt just as uncomfortable as the younger sub
jects and did not know how to. handle the harassment either. "But I'm. 

older, and X just, I just never . . , . " Nevertheless, all the women 

now felt- they could, handle the harassment more effectively if it occured 
today. Perhaps it is greater awareness of sexual harassment that is a 
critical factor in the choice and effectiveness of coping mechanisms.

This awareness may come from the women's movement and the feminist 

culture of today. Both the police woman and the attorney credited the 

feminist movement for making them aware of discrimination against women 

and sexual harassment. "Most women attorneys are feminists. And pretty 

direct. They're well, educated and really know they don't have to toler

ate it." Even the office worker felt, that women "in these days of ERA and 

women's rights are more aware and better able to handle it," While the 

women in this study may not have been aware of sexual harassment at first, 
especially the women in traditional jobs, they are now very aware that:i
they do not have to accept sexual harassment, but. that they can take 

active measures to try to stop the harassment.

Time may be a factor in the effectiveness of certain coping 
mechanisms. Talking to the harasser may not have been effective for the 

waitress and police woman because it was not done soon enough. One may 

need to confront the harasser immediately. Otherwise, as one ignores it 

the harassment may only get worse.



. ' 70
The reactions of other male co-workers and people present during, 

the harassment of women might have influenced the effectiveness of the 
coping mechanisms selected. Some of the coping mechanisms were effective 

when the men were embarassed in front of others. The corrections offi

cer stated, "And. I grabbed him and he ended up on the floor. And then. . 
he left embarassed because he's stronger than me." "But I just found 
that if you come back with a snappy remark that embarasses them in front 
of their friends, they usually stop doing.it."

The waitress and office worker may not have been very effective 

in talking to the harasser because they did it privately and not in front 

of others. The nurse had an even more difficult time since the harass

ment was part of the environment and was supported, at least passively,, 

by some of the other doctors and nurses.

Summary

The: six subjects had various experiences with, sexual harassment. 
Their experiences then influenced how they viewed sexual harassment, how 

they defined it, and how they coped, with it. While the effectiveness of 

the coping mechanisms was influenced by the specific situation, several 

coping mechanisms were seen to be more, effective than others for all the 

subjects. This study reported' on what coping mechanisms were observed 
by the six women subjects to be more effective in stopping sexual harass

ment.



CHAPTER 5

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This exploratory descriptive study of coping mechanisms of 
sexually harassed working women identified, several coping mechanisms 

sexually harassed women used and what coping mechanisms were reported by 

the women to be effective. The data was obtained by the investigator 

interviewing six working women who stated that they had been sexually 

harassed at work, as defined in the study. A semi-structured interview 

guide, developed by the investigator, was utilized for data collection. 

Three of the six subjects' were employed in traditionally female occupa

tions, and three of the. women were employed in traditionally male 
occupations. The hour-long interviews were taped and transcribed with - 

a descriptive analysis done on the transcribed data. The results sug-
' vgested that coping mechanisms of sexually harassed women employed in 

traditionally male occupations differed in many ways from the coping 

mechanisms utilized by sexually harassed women in traditionally female 
occupations. The study also indicated that talking to the harasser, 

immediately and directly, and talking to other women co-workers were effec

tive coping mechanisms. It is important to note that, a major limitation 

of this study is that the results of the study may not be generalized to 

larger populations due to the small sample size.
This chapter discusses various interpretations of the data and 

cites several conclusions based upon the results obtained in the study.

71
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Re commendations are made to sexually harassed working women and to nurses 

and other helping professionals who are involved in assisting sexually 
harassed,women. Recommendations for future, study are also included.

Discussion

The six womett used various coping mechanisms in an attempt to 

stop the harassment. The coping mechanisms used were individualized, 
depending upon the woman and the situation. Even though the coping 

mechanisms were individualized, several trends emerged.

Women in non-traditional jobs reported continual harassment and, 

therefore, had to develop more long-range effective ways to cope. This 
resulted in the women being more confrontive and assertive each time the 
harassment occurred. They were able to be very direct with the harasser. 

These women were also able to recognize the harassment when it first 
occurred. In general, their continual exposure to this stressor and 

practice at coping seemed to make them more effective in dealing with 

the problems than women in traditionally female occupations.

The women in non-traditional occupations were also more likely 

to be harassed by men with whom they had equal status. Because there 

was less of an imbalance of power, there were less barriers that pre

vented them from talking or reacting in some way to the harasser. Also, 

since there was less of an imbalance of power between the woman and the 

harasser, the sexual harassment served to create a career advantage for 

the harasser of the women in non-traditional occupations. If the police 

woman was isolated and not given all the information, she would do a 

poorer job and make him look better. If the harasser slept with the
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attorney, she would go easier on his client and he may win the case.
Sexual harassment was a very real hindrance to the careers of the women 

in. non-traditional occupations. It was, therefore, taken more seriously 

by the women, and more effective ways to cope with the harassment were 

foundZ

The newness of a situation and the lack of an available reper— . 
toire of coping skills seemed to precipitate more of a crisis situation 
in women employed in traditional occupations. These women did not exper

ience the continual harassment as; did the women in non-traditional jobs; 

and they were, therefore, less prepared to deal with it when it first 

occurred. Many times they did not even recognize what they were exper

iencing. This hindered the women in developing coping mechanisms, and 

it also influenced the effectiveness of the coping mechanisms they did 

employ.
The women in these occupations reported choosing more passive

i ' ■ .

coping mechanisms. They were less confrontive and assertive, and many 

times chose to escape the situation rather than to face it directly. This 

was seen in their attempts to ignore the harassment, to physically avoid 

it, and to transfer. This less aggressive approach may have been due to 

their feminine-oriented role at work. Appropriate behavior for that role 

is to be passive and giving, rather than confrontive and direct; and the 

women were probably reinforced indirectly to continue in that role. Also, 

the imbalance of power between the woman and the harasser may have pre

vented the woman from taking more assertive measures to cope with the 

harassment, for fear of loosing their job, or other retaliations.
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The different coping mechanisms of women in non-traditional occu

pations and in traditional occupations has not been reported in the 
literature; and, therefore, the results of this study cannot be compared 
with prior research findings«

Isolation, was a form of. sexual harassment identified by the police 

woman. While isolation cannot be recognized as a form of sexual harass

ment according to the operational definition of this study, the police 

woman perceived it as such. Isolation is extremely important in that it . 
hampers one's effectiveness, on the job by separating the person from 

informal communication networks and the important information and assist

ance gained from them. The question of whether isolation is a form of 

sexual harassment needs to be studied further.
There, were several coping mechanisms mentioned in the literature • 

that were not used by the six subjects. Most notably, these were utiliz

ing the grievance proceedings, legal actions, helping agencies, and
■ ■ ■ ■ ■■■ ,■ ■ c ■ ■■quitting.

Since most of the harassment mentioned in this study was the 

"conditions of work" type,, the women may have been reluctant to use griev

ance proceedings and legal action. They did not feel that the harassment 

was so serious that they should take such a serious action. The reasons 

they cited for not using the grievance procedures were similar to those 

reasons reported in the literature. The results of this study also con

firmed the fact that most women do not use the grievance procedures 

established by organizations and businesses. Perhaps as women and helping 

professionals, we should focus more extensively on how to assist women to
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cope with daily on-going indirect sexual harassment rather than how to 
take legal action.

The six women in this study did not use legal approaches because 
they did not feel that the harassment was that serious an issue. They 
felt that there were other options open to them that were more reasonable 
when weighed against the problems of utilizing a legal approach, problems 

such as being labeled a complainer or eventually loosing one’s job.

While women should know what legal approaches are open to them,, as the 

women in this study did not, it may prove more important and beneficial 

to focus on. day-to-day ways to cope with harassment.
If one uses the number of grievances filed or legal actions taken 

as an indication of the incidence of sexual harassment of women in the 

workforce,. then the incidence is apt to be greatly underestimated because, 

according to the results of this study, only a small percentage of sexu

ally harassed women ever file legal briefs on the problem. In fact, two 

of the subjects did not even discuss the occurrence of sexual harassment 

with others.
It does not appear that the women in this study knew of or util

ized the helping agencies available to them. The women did not know that 

the community agencies were places were women could go and clarify their 

feelings and free themselves from guilt and self-blame. Four of the women 

in this study sought out other women and friends to talk to about the 

harassment and obtained support from them, but they did not utilize the 

helping agencies. This may indicate the need for community educational 

or support programs to increase public awareness.
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Quitting was not used as a coping mechanism: by any of the Women 

in the. study, and only two of the women mentioned finances as a reason 
for not quitting. This is contrary to the literature, which, says that 

many women quit their jobs due to sexual harassment, and that the women 
who do not quit do not do so because of financial reasons. The women 

in this study stated they would not quit for reasons of sexual harassment 

alone. Perhaps this was again due to the type of harassment experienced. 
Again, this points out the need for further study surrounding coping
mechanisms of women experiencing "conditions of work" harassment.

. s> - . . ■
Ignoring was. found to be an ineffective coping mechanism by five 

of the women in this study, and three of these women stated that the 

harassment would become worse if ignored. This finding agrees with the 

reported literature. It is interesting that the women subjects in this 

study who were employed in traditional jobs continued to ignore the 

harassment even when ignoring it was not effective in stopping the harass

ment. This says something about the culture women grow up in and the 

roles society assigns to women. Perhaps the constraints of the coping 

mechanisms chosen and utilized are defined by the woman’s social role at 

work.
Transferring jobs was' effective, but. only if the woman wanted to 

transfer and it was a good move for her career. It is also a coping mecha

nism that only a few women can use since there may be few places a woman 
can transfer to, and the company may refuse the transfer even if the woman 

requests one. Unlike what was reported in the literature, none of the 

women in the study were transferred to other jobs in the company because
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they complained about sexual harassment. . In fact, the two women who 
asked to be transferred were told to stay where they were.

Religious beliefs were mentioned by two of the women, the police 
woman and the office worker, as helping them to cope with sexual harass

ment. and their feelings about it. This topic was totally ignored in the 

literature. Religion assisted them in dealing with the stressors of life, 

and it is something that may assist other women in coping with sexual 

harassment.
It was maturity, and not age, that, was found to have a great 

influence on how one copes with sexual harassment. This study found, in 

accordance with the literature, that all ages of women may be harassed.

It was the women who were more sure of themselves, who were more profes
sional, and who had greater self-esteem and confidence, who were better 

able to cope effectively with sexual harassment. This maturity was 

developed in many ways, most notably through self-development courses 

and readings and the women’s movement. Perhaps we need to focus our 

efforts on assisting women in developing this necessary maturity.

The most effective ways to cope with the harassment: were reported 

to be: talk.to the harasser immediately and directly, and to talk to

other women at work. These are effective if used appropriately. When 
talking to the harasser, one must be assertive, confrontive, and direct. 

This agrees with what the literature suggests. The literature does not 

mention the importance of timing. This study found that one should talk 

to the harasser as soon as the harassment occurs in order for this coping
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mechanism to be effective. Therefore, it is very important, that one is 
able to recognize sexual harassment early.

Many times confronting the harasser is accomplished by embarras- 

ing him. The subjects in this study who did this found it to be very 

effective. It seemed, that countering with a strategy similar to the 
harassment that is embarassing the other party, or returning to him some 

of his own medicine, discouraged further attacks. The literature only 

mentions embarassing the harasser as an "other measure." This coping 

mechanism should be given more importance than the literature suggests.

Talking with other women at work can be an effective coping mecha

nism provided there is someone there to talk to and that the women are 

able to join together and develop a plan of mutual assistance and/or 

support. If this is possible then, as discussed in the literature, on- 

the—job female solidarity will, be an effective coping mechanism. Unfor

tunately this study illustrates that there are many instances in which, 

women co-workers do not or cannot support each other. Again, greater 

awareness of the problem among working women may help alleviate the 

problem.
All the women in this study were able to grow and learn something 

due to the sexual harassment. They all developed new skills in learning 

how to deal with other people. They all learned more about themselves 

in the process. They were able to see the crisis of sexual harassment as 

an opportunity for growth and not as a danger, and some were able to 

develop a better understanding of the motivations and problems of the 

harassing men. The subjects were fortunate in this regard. They not



only helped themselves but were also able to help other women, by parti
cipating in this study and giving of themselves.

Limitations of the Study Observed After Data Analysis

When the study was designed, the small number, of subjects was 
noted to be a limitation of the study., It is still thought to be one. 

Since there were only six subjects in the study, the results of the 

study cannot be generalized. The results obtained and the. interpreta

tions must stand by themselves.
Another limitation of the study was discovered when the data was 

analyzed and not when the study was designed. This limitation concerns 
how certain types of sexual harassment are defined by the investigator 

and the individual subjects.. Because certain terms such, as "leering" or 

"subtle pressure for sexual favors" were not defined, the subjects had 
to define the terms for themselves. This could have resulted in some . 

confusion regarding the data that was collected. One needs to define 

the terms in future revisions of the interview guide so that more consis

tent data may be collected.
Another limitation of the interview guide and, therefore, of the 

study was that the subjects were not interviewed regarding speaking, to 

male co-workers regarding the harassment. Therefore, little is known 

regarding available support from male co-workers.

Conclusions

The following conclusions are based on the results of this study. 

One needs to keep in mind that due to the small uncontrolled sample size
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the results may not be generalized to a larger population. The conclu

sions of this study also serve as hypotheses for further research.

1. Women in non-tfaditional occupations develop more effective, 
more confrontive ways to cope with sexual harassment.

2. Women in traditional occupations develop less effective, less 

confrontive, more passive, ways to cope with, sexual harassment.
They do not recognize sexual harassment immediately..

3. Women who experience sexual harassment as a "condition of work" 
are less likely to use grievance procedures, legal approaches, 

utilize helping agencies, or to quit.
4. Isolation may be a form of sexual harassment.
5. Maturity is a critical factor in how one copes with sexual 

harassment.

6. Talking with the harasser is effective if it is done immediately 

and directly.
7. Talking to other women at work is effective if mutual assistance 

is planned.
8. Embarrassing the harasser is an effective coping mechanism.

9. Ignoring the harassment, transferring, and changing one's charac

ter are ineffective ways of coping, with sexual harassment. ,

Recommendations for Sexually Harassed Women 

The purpose of this study was to identify what coping mechanisms 

sexually harassed working women, use and what coping mechanisms are effec

tive in stopping the harassment. The coping mechanisms of three women in 

traditionally female occupations and those of three women in traditionally
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male occupations were examined and. compared. This information obtained 
in this study can be incorporated into a program of primary prevention.

As the helping professional, identifies effective and ineffective coping 
mechanisms she can then assist women in crisis to choose healthy coping 

mechanisms. Therefore, this study will make certain recommendations to 

sexually harassed working women in the hopes that they will find it help
ful when dealing with issues of sexual harassment. Again, One should keep 

in mind the small number of subjects in this study.

1. Become aware of sexual harassment in both its subtle and overt 

forms.
2. Do not accept sexual harassment as "normal" behavior.
3. Deal with sexual harassment immediately when it first occurs.

4.. Be assertive and direct with the harasser, keeping in mind your 
job situation and your role within the organization. Embarass- 

ment is a very effective coping: mechanism.

5.. Talk to other wometi at work. and develop mutual assistance plans.

6. Do not ignore sexual harassment.

7. Assist yourself in your own self-development; work on building 
self-esteem, self-worth, and self-confidence; become professional 

at. work; become assertive.
8. Become active in social change. Sexual harassment will not stop 

unless we address the social issues behind it.

Recommendations for Nurses and Other Helping Professionals

Nurses and other helping professionals have a responsibility to 
help reestablish the equilibrium of women in crisis so that these women
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may see the crisis as an opportunity for growth. Nurses may accomplish 
this through two approaches— the social action approach and the inter
personal approach.

The social action approach addresses itself to changing the atti

tudes and behaviors of the. community through various means. It empha
sizes that sexual harassment is a social issue and that community resour

ces are needed and available to assist the woman experiencing sexual 

harassment. Nurses can participate in the social action approach in the 

following ways.
1. Work with educational, systems and training programs to develop 

programs to help women learn to recognize and deal with sexual 

harassment:

2. Assist community agencies to develop programs, to deal with the 
issues of sexual harassment. The question of when, where, and 

if a sexually harassed woman should take legal action could also 

be included in such a program. Community agencies include com

munity mental health centers, women’s centers and commissions, 

and. child-care centers.
3. Utilize the public media so the public may become aware of the 

issues, and the programs available to them.

4. Speak out against sexual harassment, as it pertains to nurses and 

their work-environment and to the work environment of other 
women. Sexual harassment occurs in the nursing profession, and 

we must address the issues in our own profession before we can 

begin to assist others.



83
The interpersonal approach may be used in a client setting with 

individual clients. The. approach the health professional uses is based 
upon knowledge of. the crisis of sexual harassment and the various effec

tive and ineffective coping mechanisms women use. The following recom
mendations will assist the nurse and other helping professionals in 
counseling these women.

1. Assist the woman in being able to recognize sexual harassment.
2. Stress the need to deal with the sexual harassment immediately 

and. directly .

3. Focus on personal coping mechanisms the woman can use to help 

herself cope with the sexual harassment.

4. Assist the woman in her own personal development. This includes 

working on building Self-esteem and self-confidence, assertive

ness training, and getting to know oneself.
5. Assist the woman in strengthening her support network, either at

S -
work, or outside of work.

Recommendations for Further Study 

. This study of. coping mechanisms of sexually harassed working women 

is only a beginning. If we want to be more effective in helping the woman 
who come, to .us in crisis, we must have a strong knowledge-base upon which 

to base our actions. Increasing this knowledge is dependent upon further 

research.
The following are areas for further research. All will ultimately 

assist sexually harassed women.

I



To increase:the number of subjects in this study. One may be 
better able to generalize the results. The sample size in this 

study is the study’s greatest, limitation. More subjects may 
enable the investigator to develop,a hierarchy of coping mecha

nisms based upon relative effectiveness of the coping mechanisms. 

To refine the instrument, the interview guide used in this study. 

Further refinement is greatly needed to increase the reliability 

of the results.

To do an ethnographic study of sexual harassment and the coping 

mechanisms one uses. Such a study would obtain more data on an 

individual’s perceptions of sexual harassment and how one copes 

with it.
To do a controlled experiment regarding sexual harassment and then 

to study and. observe the responses of the subjects. The personal! 

ties of the subjects could also be studied at that time. Another 

study could involve the use of written scenarios and analysis of 

the subjects response.
To study the harassment of men. Are men harassed? Do they cope 

with harassment any differently? Are effective coping mechanisms 

for women effective coping mechanisms for men?

To study the harassers. Coping mechanisms may be. more effective 

if one knows more about the harassers. and their motives for 

harassing. Is sexual harassment occurring if the harasser does 

not feel he is harassing the woman?



7. To study how men perceive sexual harassment. Does the witness
ing of men to sexual harassment have any effect on the nature
and type of sexual harassment that occurs?

8. To place the study of how women cope with sexual harassment into
a larger perspective. How do women cope with other unpleasant 
undesirable stressors? Do coping mechanisms differ according to 

the specific stressor, or do they stay the same depending upon the 

individual?

9. To do an in-depth study of women in non-traditional occupations 
and women, in traditional occupations. Is there really a differ

ence between how women in non-traditional and traditional occupa
tions cope with sexual harassment?

10. To do an in-depth study of women in various occupational groups.

Do coping mechanisms vary in different occupations? Are certain 

coping mechanisms used more in Certain occupations? Are certain 

coping mechanisms more effective in certain occupations?

11. To Study how the degree of harassment affects the choice of coping 

mechanisms. Are certain coping mechanisms chosen if the harass

ment is more direct? If the harassment, is the "Quid Pro Quo" type

12. To study the personality types of the women harassed and their 

. learned behaviors in relating to men. Are certain women more

vulnerable to sexual harassment? Do women choose coping mecha

nisms based upon how they usually interact with men? Do women who 

enter non-traditional occupations have certain personality types
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and, therefore, choose different coping mechanisms from women 
in traditional occupations?

13, To study the coping mechanisms of minority womens AASC (1979) 

states that certain factors may make minority women more vulner

able to sexual harassment. Does this vulnerability affect, what 

coping mechanisms these women choose?

14. To study if women sexually harass other women. The literature 

does not address this concern.
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Subject #

Age Marital Status

Occupation Education (years in school)
Approximate Salary
Religion (optional) Race

How many men do you work with and/or for?
Provide services for?

How many women do you work with and/or for?
Provice services for?

Are you experiencing sexual harassment
now or in the past? _____________________________________
What type(s) of sexual harassment did you or are you now 
experiencing?

Verbal abuse (sexual remarks or teasing) ___________

Patting, touching, or pinching _____________________

Leering or ogling ______.

Subtle pressure for sexual favors __________________

Sexual propositions _________________________________

Physical assault ____________________________________

Rape  ______________________________________________

What is your definition of sexual harassment?
Could you tell me, in general terms, what your experience with sexual 
harassment is?
When, after the experience occurred, did you recognize it as sexual 
harassment?
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Are you still at the same job?

Have you thought of quitting?

Did you quit your job?

If so, how long after the incident of sexual harassment?

What did you think would happen if you quit?
How did you feel about quitting?
Would you do the same thing again?

Did you get a new job? When?

If not, what were your reasons for not quitting?

Do you now feel you should have quit?

Did you ask for a transfer?

If so, when (how long after the incident)?

Did you get the transfer?
If you did, what happened: then?

Did the sexual harassment stop?

Was the workplace more pleasant?

If not, what were the reasons given?

Did the harassment stop?
How is the workplace now?

Would you. do the same thing again?
If not, what were your reasons for. not asking for a transfer?

Did you try to ignore the harassment?

If so, how did you go about ignoring it?
( ■ - 

Was it effective in stopping the harassment?

Did it make your workplace more pleasant for you?



What happened as you ignored the harassment?

What did you think would happen if you ignored it?
If it happened again, would you ignore it?
How do you feel about it being effective?.

If not, what were your reasons for not ignoring it?
What did you think would happen?

What did you do instead of ignoring it?

Did you talk personally to the harasser?

If not , what did. you think would happen?

Would you do the same thing again?

If so, when did you talk to him?

What did you say?

How did you say it?

. Did you make your feelings clear to him?
What happened after you talked to him?

Did the harassment stop? r
Was the workplace a more pleasant place to work?
Would you do the same thing again in a similar instance? 

If not, for what reasons? .

What would: have to be different?
If so, for what reasons?

Did you talk to other women at work?
If you did not, for what reasons?

What did you think the women would say or do?



If so, for what reasons ?.
When did you say anything to them?

How did the women respond?
Did you feel you got support from them?

In what way?

What did they say and do?

Did the support of the other women get the harassing to stop 

Was the workplace a more pleasant environment then?

Did it change the way you relate to your female co-workers? 

Are there any grievance procedures where you work?

What are they?
How did you find Out about them?

Did you use them?

If not 9 for what reason?
What did you think would happen if you had used them?

If so, for what reason?

Who did you talk to first?
When did you talk to them (after the incident)?

Were they of any assistance?

Did the harassment stop?
Did the workplace become a more pleasant environment? 

Would you go to them again in a similar instance?

Who did you go to next? (Ask above questions)

And next?
Would you use the grievance procedures again?



Do yoa know of any legal approaches to take?

What are they?
Where did you get the information?
How did you come to a decision to take or not take legal action? 
When did you come to this decision?

If you took a legal action, what was it?

Did the company or harasser know you were doing it?

Did it stop the sexual harassment?

How did it affect your work environment?

How do you feel about the action you took?

Would you take this action again?

Were the people you spoke to helpful or not? In what way?

If you did not take a legal approach, would you do so some other
time in a similar instance?

Did you (or are you) keeping a diary of the sexual harassment instances

If so, how do you think keeping a diary helps or hinders you?

If not, have you thought of it?
Do you know of any agencies in Tucson that help women with problems of 
sexual harassment? Please name some.

Have you sought assistance from any of these agencies?

If so, what agency?
When did you seek this assistance?

How did you hear of their services?

Have they been helpful?

If so, in what way?

If hot, for what reason?



Have they helped you with legal options?
Have they helped you clarify your feelings?

How did you feel about yourself when the incident of sexual 
harassment occurred?

How do you feel about yourself now?

Do you feel like the same person you were before the 
incident?

If. not, how have you changed?

Did you or did you not feel that you had caused the incident 
of sexual harassment?

Have you felt angry? At whom?

If. so, what have you done to express or decrease that 
anger?

How do you feel about the work environment now?

Have the helping people and agencies mentioned ways to decrease 
the incidence of sexual harassment and helped you to deal with it?

If not, why not?
Have you told other people about your experiences with sexual harassment? 

Whom?

Was it a group or individual?

How did speaking out make you feel?

Do you feel you got support from the people you talked to?

Do you feel you could speak out?
If you did not feel you could speak out, what, did you think would 
happen if you did speak out?

Have you thought of or taken a self-improvement course?

If so, what course?
How do you think the course would, or did, help you?



Did it help you? In what way?
If not, for what reason?

How many times a month are you absent from work?

Has it increased since you have been sexually harassed?

Has being absent affected your work performance and work record?

In what way?

What do you do when you are absent from work during the day?

Do you feel you have any physical problems that are directly or indi
rectly caused by the incident of sexual harassment?

What are they?
To what degree do your religious beliefs, if you have any, help you to 
cope with the sexual harassment?
Have you changed the way you are in any way since the harassment? 

Changed what? In what way?
Do you dress any differently now? Mannerisms ?
Have you changed the way you talk to people?
Have you invented a male protector or tried to signal your 
unavailability in any way?

Do you think changing the way you behave will lessen the incidence 
of sexual harassment?

If you did change, how do you feel about this change in character?

Did it stop the sexual harassment?

Did it make your workplace a more pleasant place?

Have you tried any measures that I have not already mentioned to cope 
with the harassment?

If so, what?
■ ' ' : . ..... ' . - 

Did it stop the harassment?

Did it make your workplace a more pleasant place?
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What did you think would happen?
Have- you ever pinched or yelled back or harassed the harasser 
in any way?

, If not, can you think of any? What?
What do you think would happen?

Is there anything you do personally to help yourself cope with the stress 
of sexual harassment?

Smoking?

Drinking?

Eating?

Exercise?
Relaxation techniques?

Sleeping? ' .

Others?
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IV'V'VL T H E  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  A R I Z O N A
T U C S O N ,  A R I Z O N A  8 5 7 2 4
H U M A N  S U B J E C T S  C O M M I T T E E  
ARIZONA HEALTH SCIENCES CENTER 2305

TELEPHONE: 626-6721 OR 626-7575

28 July 1980

Lynn C. Davis, R.N.
3052 North Alvemon Way
Apartment 205
Tucson, Arizona 85712
Dear Ms. Davis:

We are in receipt of your project entitled, "Coping Mechanisms of 
Sexually Harassed Working Women", which was submitted to the Human Subjects 
Committee for review. We concur with the opinion of your Departmental 
Review Committee that this is a minimal risk project. Therefore, approval 
is granted effective 28 July 1980.

Approval is granted with the understanding that no changes will be 
made in either the procedures followed or in the consent form used (copies 
of which we have on file) without Che knowledge and approval of the Human 
Subjects Committee and the Departmental Review Committee. Any physical or 
psychological harm to any subject must also be reported to each committee.

A university policy requires that all signed subject consent forms 
be kept in a permanent file in an area designated for that purpose by the 
Department Head or comparable authority. This will assure their accessi
bility in the event that university officials require the information and 
the principal investigator is unavailable for some reason.

Sincerely yours,

Milan Novak, M.D., Ph.D. 
Chairman
Human Subjects Committee

MN/jm
cc: Ada Sue Hinshaw, R.N., Ph.D.

College Review Committee
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SUBJECTS CONSENT FORM

Coping Mechanisms of Sexually Harassed Working Women

You are invited, to participate in a study titled "Coping 

Mechanisms of Sexually Harassed Working Women." The purpose of the 

study is to collect data on what things a woman does' to attempt to 

stop the sexual harassment and make the workplace a more pleasant 
and healthful place for herself. You have been chosen to participate 

because you have been, at one. time in your life, sexually harassed at - 
work. You will be free to withdraw from this study at any time with 
no ill will. You are free to refuse to answer any questions you do not 

wish to answer. You are also free to ask questions about the project 

or interviewer at any time, and the questions will be answered by the interviewer .

You. are being asked to be interviewed by the investigator, Lynn. 

Davis, R.N., in her home. The interview will last approximately one 

hour and will focus on the coping mechanisms you used or are using to try 

to deal with the incident of sexual harassment. The interview will be 
tape-recorded and then transcribed by a typist who has no knowledge of 

who the subjects are in this study. At no tittte will your real name be 

used. The tape will then be erased and’the transcribed notes will Only be 
available to the investigator and her committee members. Only the sum

marized results will be published in the form of a thesis for the College 

of Nursing, University of Arizona., Summarized results and data may also 

be used in the future at professional conferences or in professional pub

lications. You name will be kept confidential and will never be used.



100
You will not be paid for your participation in this study, and 

the costs involved in the study will be transportation costs and in time 
involved. There will be no physical or mental risks involved to you, but 

what you say may help sexually harassed working women in the future as 

researchers and women learn new coping mechanisms. You may also learn 

some new coping mechanisms yourself and clarify your feelings about 
sexual harassment. If, after the interview you would like to discuss 
the matter further with someone, the investigator will refer you to pro

fessional counselors in Tucson.

I have read the above 'Subject's Consent.1 The nature, demands, 

risks, and benefits of the project have been explained to me. I under

stand that I may ask questions, and that I am free to withdraw from the 

project at any time-without incurring ill will. I also understand 

that this consent form will be filed in an area designated by the Human. 

Subjects Committee with access restricted, to the principal investigator 

or authorized representatives of the particular department. A copy of 

this consent form is available, to me upon request.

Subject's Signature '    Date ' ______ _

Witness' Signature Date
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