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Abstract The purpose of this investigation was to examine
bystanders’ reactions to observing sexual harassment.
Undergraduate students (n=107 and n=122, respectively)
in the Southwest U.S. participated in two experiments in
which they read about cases of sexual harassment and
responded with their preferred punishment for the offenses.
Findings from both studies demonstrate the importance of
(a) a proactive organizational culture, (b) handing down
punishments for sexual harassment that match both the
severity of the infraction and the culture of the workplace,
and (c) remaining cognizant of the potential differences in
the ways women and men respond to observing sexual
harassment in the workplace.
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Introduction

Sexual harassment has been a major societal and organiza-
tional issue since the inclusion of women to the workforce

(Fitzgerald et al. 1988) and is still pervasive today
(Cunningham and Benavides-Espinoza 2008). Research
suggests around half the women in the U.S. workforce
have experienced sexual harassment (Pierce et al. 1997),
negatively affecting their work, health, and well-being (for
meta-analytic evidence, see Chan et al. 2008; Willness et al.
2007). Despite the harmful outcomes, sexual harassment
victims are relatively unlikely to report the offense (Knapp
et al. 1997), possibly because of the negative consequences
associated with doing so (Bergman et al. 2002). Thus,
bystanders and their willingness to act might hold the key
in ending sexual harassment at work (Bowes-Sperry and
O’Leary-Kelly 2005). As such, the purpose of our research
project was to contribute to the sexual harassment and
punishment literature by focusing on bystanders’ reactions
to sexual harassment. In Study 1, we draw from both the
sexual harassment and organizational culture literature to
hypothesize that the type of punishment preferred will be
influenced by the type of harassment (i.e., quid pro quo
versus hostile workplace environment), the type of culture
(i.e., proactive versus compliance culture of diversity), and
the interaction between these two constructs. In Study 2, we
focus on how the sexual harassment punishment influences
the bystander’s subsequent reactions. Specifically, in
drawing from equity theory (Adams 1965), we predict that
the congruency between the actual and preferred punish-
ment will impact the bystanders’ emotional response,
perceptions of fairness, and perceptions of the organiza-
tional culture. In both studies, we also considered the
influence of bystander gender on subsequent reactions to
observing sexual harassment. We devised experiments to
test the study hypotheses, and undergraduate students from
the Southwest United States served as participants. The
conceptual framework for Study 1 and specific hypotheses
are presented in the following section.
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Study 1

Punishment

Though preventative measures are the preferred means to
reducing sexual harassment, sometimes such steps are
insufficient, at which time punishment becomes necessary.
Punishment is associated with weakening the recurrence of
unwanted behavior because it involves undesirable out-
comes as consequences of unacceptable actions (Greenberg
2005)—in this case, sexual harassment. The effects of
punishment might also extend beyond direct victims and
harassers to also impact bystanders and their perceptions of
fairness in the organization, as Miner-Rubino and Cortina
(2007) found in their study of university employees in the
U.S. Thus, it is important to understand how bystanders
react to different types of sexual harassment, as well as their
preferred punishment for the harassment.

Within the U.S. legal system, sexual harassment exists
along two dimensions. The first dimension, quid pro quo
harassment, occurs when job-related considerations, such as
pay or promotion, are contingent upon sexual behavior. The
second, hostile environment harassment, occurs “when an
employee is subjected to repeated unwelcome behaviors
that do not constitute sexual bribery but are sufficiently
severe and pervasive that they create a work environment
so hostile that it substantially interferes with the harassed
employee’s ability to perform his or her job” (Sharp et al.
2007, p. 240).

Generally, quid pro quo harassment is considered more
severe than behaviors that create a hostile work environ-
ment (Fitzgerald et al. 1995), and legal ramifications
correspond accordingly. As such, it is possible that
bystanders might also consider the different forms of sexual
harassment to vary in severity—perceptions that would
impact their preferred consequences for the behaviors.
More specifically, reactions to quid pro quo harassment
might engender harsher reactions than do harassment that
creates a hostile workplace environment. Preliminary
support for this relationship is offered by Hitlan et al.
(2006) in their study of working women in the U.S. These
authors found that people’s affective reactions to witnessing
harassment were positively associated with the severity of
the harassment. As such, we hypothesized:

Hypothesis 1 Bystanders will prefer a harsher punishment
for quid pro quo harassment than they will
for hostile work environment harassment.

Organizational Culture

In addition to the severity of the harassment, the organiza-
tional culture might also influence the preferred punishment.

Organizational culture is defined as assumptions developed
by organizational members, and it influences the way
employees behave, as well as the ways they perceive
organizational problems (Frank 1987). The culture is based
on the values shared by managerial employees as well as
other employees in the organization (Timmerman and
Bajema 2000). Investigations of employees in U.S. employ-
ment settings suggest that organizational culture sheds light
into what is considered important by the organization, such
as whether the organization is employee-oriented or
performance-oriented (Timmerman and Bajema 2000), how
valuable women’s contributions are to the organization
(Miner-Rubino and Cortina 2004), and the acceptability of
sexual harassment in the workplace (Fitzgerald et al. 1997).

Fink and Pastore’s (1999) diversity management frame-
work is particularly germane to this discussion, as they
specified three organizational cultures of diversity: compli-
ance, reactive, and proactive. A compliant organization’s
efforts to attract and maintain diverse employees are scarce.
The characteristics of compliant organizations include
disregard for pro-diversity federal legislation and central-
ized decision making (see also Doherty and Chelladurai
1999). Further along in the continuum are reactive
organizations. These type of organizations address diversity
problems because they consider differences an asset.
However, they generally focus on gender and race, and
wait for problems to arise before acting upon them. Finally,
at the top of the continuum are proactive organizations,
which are those most supportive of diversity. These
organizations obtain the most benefits of diversity as they
(a) are able to attract and maintain the best employees; (b)
proactively anticipate problems; (c) consider differences in
sex, race, age, marital status, values, and background as
benefits; and (d) show their commitment to diversity
through allocation of resources (Fink and Pastore 1999).

In this study, we drew from Fink and Pastore’s (1999)
model to examine the influence of the culture of diversity
on reactions to sexual harassment. Given that compliant
and proactive cultures are most different, we limit our focus
to these two diversity cultures. Research set in the U.S.
suggests organizations with proactive cultures feature
different practices than organizations with compliant
approaches to diversity management (Cunningham 2009;
Fink et al. 2001). For example, an organization with a
culture that values cultural and views demographic differ-
ences as assets provides an environment where women and
employees of color are accepted and respected, as are their
contributions to the workplace. Furthermore, in organiza-
tions that value diversity (proactive), as opposed to
organizations that value similarities (compliant), all
employees are considered deserving of equal opportunities,
regardless of gender or other different demographical
characteristics (see also Timmerman and Bajema 2000).
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These findings inform the current study, as it is likely that
in proactive organizations, sexual harassment is perceived
as contrary to the underlying norms and values of the
organizational culture. Such breeches of the organizational
culture are likely to be met with resistance from other
organizational members. These dynamics are likely to be
less pronounced in compliant organizations. Thus, we
expected less tolerance of sexual harassment in proactive
organizations (Fink and Pastore 1999; Timmerman and
Bajema 2000), and similarly, harsher punishment being
considered appropriate by bystanders in order to correct the
undesired behavior and prevent future occurrences. More
formally, we hypothesized:

Hypothesis 2 Organizational culture will influence the
punishment preference for sexual harass-
ment, such that bystanders will prefer a
harsher punishment when they are in a
proactive organization compared to when
they are in a compliant organization.

We also expected that organizational culture and the type
of harassment would interact to predict bystanders’ pre-
ferred punishments. As previously articulated, people are
likely to prefer harsher punishments when observing quid
pro quo harassment than they are when witnessing hostile
environment harassment. These effects might be augmented
in the context of proactive organizations. In such work-
places, there is a respect for individual differences, and
people value what diversity brings to the organization (Fink
and Pastore 1999). Any sexual harassment, but particularly
quid pro quo harassment, would likely be seen as an affront
to these organizational values. Thus, as a way of restoring the
norms and values of the workplace, people might seek a
harsher punishment for the offender. Such a perspective is
consistent with research showing that people seek to restore
inconsistencies when there is a violation of their belief systems
(Festinger and Carlsmith 1959; Sinha and Kumar 2001).
Based on this argument, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 3 The relationship between type of harassment
and preferred punishment will be moderated
by organizational culture such that quid pro
quo harassment taking place in an organi-
zation with a proactive culture will result in
the harshest preferred punishment.

Gender Differences

In addition to examining the effects of harassment type and
organizational culture, we were also interested in examining
the potential influence of bystander gender on the preferred
punishment. Interestingly, while there is considerable
research among U.S. employees pertaining to gender

differences in the occurrence of sexual harassment (e.g.,
Fitzgerald et al. 1988; Waldo et al. 1998), examination of
potential differences in the strengths of relationships among
sexual harassment and subsequent outcomes is scarce. In
fact, so few studies have been completed that Willness et al.
(2007) were unable to examine gender as a moderator in
their meta-analysis, leading them to conclude that “there is
a pressing need for further research on this topic” (p. 152).

The available research pertaining to gender differences
in reactions to sexual harassment is mixed. Miner-Rubino
and Cortina (2007), in their study of employees at a U.S.
university, found that the strength of association between
observing sexual harassment and subsequent outcomes did
not vary by gender. Street et al. (2007), in a study of U.S.
military personnel, found that men reacted more negatively
to being harassed. These findings might be unique,
however. Consider, for instance, that women are more
likely to be harassed than are men (Fitzgerald et al. 1988;
Waldo et al. 1998). These differences could lead one to
conclude that women might react more strongly to being
harassed, as Barling et al. (1996) found in their analysis of
Canadian hotel employees. These findings might also
influence how people react to observing harassment, as
women might react stronger and prefer harsher punish-
ments than men. This reasoning suggests that gender is
likely to influence reactions to sexual harassment. Thus,
we hypothesized:

Hypothesis 4 Women will prefer harsher punishment for
sexual harassment than will men.

To summarize, we expected that (a) people witnessing
quid pro quo harassment would prefer harsher punishments
than those witnessing hostile environment harassment
(Hypothesis 1); (b) persons in proactive organizations would
prefer harsher punishments than persons in compliant
organizations (Hypothesis 2); (c) the type of harassment
and organizational culture would interact to predict preferred
punishment (Hypothesis 3); and (d) women would prefer
harsher punishments than would men (Hypothesis 4). We
tested these hypotheses by way of an experimental study in
which participants read about sexual harassment that took
place in a university athletic department. Several factors
influenced the decision to design the study in this manner,
including (a) the evidence pointing to the efficacy of this
approach (see Pierce et al. 2004), (b) the enhanced construct
validity (through the minimization of confounding factors)
and statistical conclusion validity (by minimizing within
group differences) of experiments relative to cross-sectional
designs (Till and Busler 2000; for other examples, see
Cunningham et al. 2008), and (c) the highly gendered,
hypermasculinized nature of that setting (Knoppers 1992;
Sartore and Cunningham 2007). Finally, while most of the
literature related to sexual harassment has drawn from
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persons working in (predominantly US) organizations, there
are several reasons to believe that these findings will
generalize to our investigation. Specifically, most college
students are employed (Orszag et al. 2001) and can thus
draw from those experiences when participating in the
experiment; furthermore, researchers have consistently
shown that the responses of students and employees parallel
one another (Jawahar and Mattsson 2005).

Method

Participants

Undergraduate students (N=107) enrolled in physical
activity classes at a university in the Southwest United
States participated in the study. Participation was anony-
mous and voluntary. The sample consisted of an equal
number of males (n=53, 50%) and females (n=53, 50%)
and one missing value, and was largely White (n=79,
74.5%), with the next most frequent reported race being
Hispanic (n=16, 15.1%). The participants’ ages ranged
from 18 to 34, with a mean of 21.61 (SD=2.70).

Procedure and Materials

Each participant was randomly assigned to one of four
conditions. Specifically, the type of organization (either
compliant or proactive; Fink and Pastore 1999) and level of
sexual harassment (hostile environment or quid pro quo)
were manipulated, thereby creating four experimental
treatments: compliant, hostile environment; compliant, quid
pro quo; proactive, hostile environment; and proactive, quid
pro quo. Participants were first presented with the overview
of the organizational culture. They then read a description
of the sexual harassment that occurred, though the term
“sexual harassment” was never included in the study. They
were then asked to complete a questionnaire in which they
provided their demographics and responded to items
concerning their reactions to the harassment. Before the
questionnaires were distributed, three independent persons
reviewed the scenarios to ensure their face validity.

Organizational Culture

The compliant department was depicted as one with unclear
promotion standards and clear signs of discrimination (Fink
and Pastore 1999). The full description reads as follows: “You
are an employee in the athletic department at a State
University. During the time you have been working there,
you perceive the department’s standards for promotions are
not very clear, resulting in many minorities and women not
earning many promotions. Furthermore, they rely on word of

mouth recruiting initiatives to find job applicants. Also, the
department exhibits signs of racial-, gender-, sexual-, age-
discrimination, and homophobia. Finally, they fail to comply
with Title IX.”

The proactive department was described as one display-
ing great commitment to diversity and open communication
lines (Fink and Pastore 1999). In the questionnaire, the
proactive department illustration read: “You are an employ-
ee in the athletic department at a State University. During
the time you have been working there, you perceive the
department’s definition of diversity is not limited to race
and gender, but inclusive of characteristics such as religion,
culture, sexual orientation, marital status, and so on. Also,
the department shows their commitment to diversity by
allocating financial and personal resources to women-
sports, beyond those stipulated by Title IX. Furthermore,
the work environment promotes different approaches to
work, and makes everyone feel like a contributing member
of the department. Finally, the flexible lines of communi-
cation and decision-making offer all employees equally the
opportunity for input.”

Sexual Harassment

The hostile environment incident description, as consistent
with Fitzgerald and colleagues (Fitzgerald et al. 1988, 1999;
Stark et al. 2002) was explained as: “One of the male head
coaches was reported by his female assistant coach for
inappropriate conduct towards her. The complaints included
the head coach making sexist comments and jokes. Also, he
has attempted to engage the assistant coach in conversations
regarding her sex life.”

Finally, the quid pro quo description was consistent with
the EEOC’s definition of this type of harassment: “One of
the male head coaches was reported by his female assistant
coach for inappropriate conduct towards her. The com-
plaints included the coach has told her that she can get
special treatment if she enters in a romantic/sexual
relationship with him. Also, the coach has subtly threatened
her with job related consequences if she refuses his
requests.”

Punishment

After reading the scenario, participants suggested the
punishment for sexual harassment they considered more
appropriate. Consistent with previous literature on sexual
harassment punishment (Gilbert 2005), participants
expressed their preferred punishment on a 5-point scale
ranging from 1 (verbal warning) to 5 (termination).
Intermediate response options were also included: verbal
warning noted on record = 2, written reprimand = 3, and
suspension = 4.
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Results and Discussion

Manipulation Check

Two manipulation checks demonstrated that the experimen-
tal treatments had their intended effects. First, using a scale
from 1 (not supportive of diversity) to 7 (very supportive of
diversity), participants ranked proactive departments as
significantly more supportive of diversity (M=5.46, SD=
1.24) than are compliant departments (M=2.83, SD=1.66),
F (1,106)=84.80, p<.05. Second, using a scale from 1 (not
at all serious) to 7 (very serious), participants ranked quid
pro quo harassment (M=6.17, SD=.86) as more severe than
hostile work environment (M=5.04, SD=1.19), F (1,106)=
31.99, p<.05.

Hypothesis Testing

Preferred punishment scores for women, men, and the
entire sample are provided in Table 1. A 2 (harassment
type: quid pro quo, hostile environment) ×2 (culture:
compliant, proactive) ×2 (gender) analysis of variance was
used to test the four hypotheses. Hypothesis 1, which
predicted that preferred punishment would vary based on
harassment type, was supported, F (1, 98)=53.27, p<.001,
d=1.28. Consistent with legal interpretations of sexual
harassment, participants preferred a harsher punishment for
quid pro quo harassment (M=4.15, SD=.94) than they did
for hostile environment harassment (M=2.81, SD=1.15).

Hypothesis 2 predicted that persons in proactive organ-
izations would prefer harsher punishments for sexual
harassment than would persons in compliant organizations.
Contrary to our expectations, the preferred punishment did
not vary depending on the culture of the workplace:
compliant M=3.52, SD=1.18; proactive M=3.42, SD=
1.32; F (1, 98)=.61, p=.44. Thus, hypothesis 2 was not
supported.

Consistent with predictions from Hypothesis 3, the effects
of harassment type were qualified by organizational culture
interaction, F (1, 98)=5.98, p<.05. Specifically, the
responses to quid pro quo harassment were stronger in
proactive athletic departments (M=4.32, SD=.85) than they
were in compliant departments (M=4.00, SD=1.00), d=.35.
Thus, while organizational culture did not have direct effects,
these findings complement other studies (Cunningham 2009;
Fink et al. 2001) in showing the benefits of a proactive
culture of diversity.

Finally, with Hypothesis 4, we predicted that women
would prefer harsher punishments than would men. This
hypothesis was supported, F (1, 98)=11.19, p=.006
(women M=3.74, SD=1.10; men M=3.21, SD=1.34).
Miner-Rubino and Cortina (2007) offered an explanation
for this finding in suggesting that “when women see or hear

about a female coworker being targeted for uncivil or
sexually harassing behavior, they might empathize with the
victim or fear that they will be the next target of the
mistreatment because of their shared gender” (p. 1257).

Study 2

As evidenced in Study 1, the culture of the workplace
influences how people perceive sexual harassment. Par-
ticipants’ suggestions of punishment to more severe types
of harassment (i.e., quid pro quo) were harsher than they
were for less severe forms of harassment. More impor-
tantly, the results suggested that if the organization had a
proactive culture, the type of punishment for quid pro quo
harassment was significantly higher. We posited that this
was due to the value and norm violation that took place.
That is, quid pro quo harassment represents an action (or

Table 1 Preferred punishment scores for women, men, and the entire
sample (Study 1).

Harassment Culture Gender M SD N

Hostile Compliant Women 3.18 .75 11

Men 2.94 1.39 16

Total 3.04 1.16 27

Proactive Women 3.06 1.03 17

Men 1.80 .79 10

Total 2.59 1.12 27

Total Women 3.11 .92 28

Men 2.50 1.30 26

Total 2.81 1.15 54

Quid Pro Quo Compliant Women 4.23 .93 13

Men 3.79 1.05 14

Total 4.00 1.00 27

Proactive Women 4.67 .65 12

Men 4.00 .91 13

Total 4.32 .85 25

Total Women 4.44 .82 25

Men 3.89 .97 27

Total 4.15 .94 52

Total Compliant Women 3.75 .99 24

Men 3.33 1.30 30

Total 3.52 1.18 54

Proactive Women 3.72 1.19 29

Men 3.04 1.40 23

Total 3.42 1.32 52

Total Women 3.74 1.10 53

Men 3.21 1.34 53

Total 3.47 1.24 106

Punishment measured on scale from 1 (verbal warning) to 5
(termination)
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sets of actions) that are contrary to the proactive culture of
diversity; thus, such harassment is met with swift and
direct opposition, as evidenced by the harsher punishment
preferences. Given these effects, we focused solely on the
proactive organizations and quid pro quo harassment in
the current study.

Reactions to Punishments

Punishment’s purposes are two-fold: it reduces the inci-
dence of the inappropriate behavior and it creates an
impression on the observers (Miner-Rubino and Cortina
2007). When it comes to the harasser, theorists have argued
that inappropriately low punishment is ineffective in
deterring the undesired behavior (Ormord 1999). But, what
effect does this decision have on the observers? That is,
how does a punishment that is viewed as overly lenient
impact organizational members? In drawing from Adam’s
(1965) equity theory, we argue that it negatively influences
their perceptions of justice, emotions towards the organiza-
tion, and perceptions of the organizational culture.

Oftentimes examined in the context of work motivation
(Chelladurai 2006), Adams’ (1965) equity theory is based
on two primary elements: inputs, or what workers contrib-
ute to the organization, and outputs, or what the workers get
from the organization in return for their contributions, such
as pay or benefits. He argued that people perceive inequity
when there is a mismatch in the ratio of their inputs and
outputs compared to another person’s ratio of inputs and
outputs. For example, employees will perceive inequity if
they put in extra hours for a particular assignment, but
receives less acknowledgment or fewer rewards for that
effort than do their counterparts who exerted less effort
(Evan and Simmons 1969).

The underlying tenets of Adams’ (1965) theory have
particular relevance to the current study. Conceptually, one
can substitute inputs for the sexual harassment act and
outputs for the actual punishment the harasser received
from the organization. Bystanders are likely to develop
beliefs about what is a fair or appropriate punishment for
given cases of sexual harassment. Congruence between
the perceived appropriate punishment and the actual
punishment handed down should result in perceived
fairness or justice. On the other hand, a mismatch between
the perceived appropriate punishment and the actual
punishment can possibly result in perceptions of injustice
or bias—reactions than can potentially have a deleterious
effect on subsequent attitudes toward the organization as a
whole. In the current study, we examined three potential
outcomes: bystanders’ emotional responses to the deci-
sion, their perceptions that the organization is just, and
subsequent perceptions of the organizational culture. Not
only are these key outcomes in equity theory research, but

they have also been linked to subsequent behaviors, such
as motivation, performance, and turnover (Robbins and
Judge 2007).

Emotions

Emotions are defined as physical and psychological reactions
to cognitive processes of events or thoughts (Kim and Smith
2005). Lazarus (1991) described the interpretation of
stimulus influence on emotions, in this case the qualification
of sexual harassment punishment, as the appraisal process.
Specifically, people are likely to first evaluate the perceived
congruency between ongoing events and a person’s goals or
expectations. This initial evaluation is immediate and may
yield to positive or negative emotions towards the phenom-
enon being evaluated (Lazarus 1991). For example, goal
congruency would produce positive emotions and goal
incongruence would produce negative emotions. Such initial
appraisals and emotions are important because they are
thought to give rise to subsequent behaviors and behavioral
intentions (Lazarus 1991).

This literature, coupled with the tenets from equity
theory (Adams 1965), informs the predictions concerning
sexual harassment and punishment. Specifically, we expect
a mismatch between the bystander’s expectations of
punishment and actual punishment will elicit negative
emotions. On the other hand, when the expectations and
the punishment match, more positive emotions are
expected. Accordingly, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 5 Congruence, or lack thereof, between the
preferred punishment for sexual harassment
and the actual punishment handed down
will influence the bystander’s negative
emotional responses.

Organizational Justice

Justice represents another outcome that could be affected by
sexual harassment punishments. According to Robbins and
Judge (2007), organizational justice refers to “an overall
perception of what is fair in the organization” (p. 205).
Consistent with Adams’ (1965) theory, these perceptions are
based on what is received relative to what is contributed. For
example, if employees’ salaries inappropriately reflect their
job accomplishments, they will perceive the organization as
unjust (Greenberg 1993). Similarly, a supervisor’s treatment
that is disrespectful and wrong elicits perceptions of injustice
in the organization (Greenberg 2005).

These principles have direct bearing on the current
investigation. According to equity theory, perceptions of
fairness and justice are likely to be determined by the
equitable distribution of resources relative to contributions
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(Adams 1965). Thus, in the context of the current study,
bystanders might perceive injustice if their expectations of
punishment to sexual harassment do not match (i.e., are
greater or more harsh than) the actual punishment. Such
perceptions might be exacerbated by perceptions that (a)
the damage caused was greater than the punishment, (b) the
insufficiency of the punishment may be perceived as lack of
respect for the victim, and (c) there is a bias favoring the
person in a higher hierarchical position (see also Kim and
Smith 2005). Thus, incongruence is likely to negatively
influence perceptions by the bystander that the organization
is just and fair. On the other hand, if the punishment handed
down by the organization matches that preferred by the
bystander, then she or he might take that to signal fairness
and justness on the part of the organization. This reasoning
led to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 6 Congruence, or lack thereof, between the
preferred punishment for sexual harassment
and the actual punishment handed down
will influence the bystander’s belief that the
organization is fair.

Culture Violation

Finally, we expected that match, or lack thereof, between
the preferred punishment and that handed down could
influence perceptions of the organizational culture. As
previously noted, organizational culture refers to the
shared assumptions, values, and beliefs among organiza-
tional members (Timmerman and Bajema 2000). For
instance, in workplaces with a strong proactive culture of
diversity, organizational members have a common belief
that diversity benefits the organization and consider
differences in gender, race, age, marital status, values,
and background as benefits (Fink and Pastore 1999). As
employees collectively value these principles, people who
do not share them or actions that run contrary to them are
likely to be rejected (Schneider 1987). In this way, over
time, the organization is strengthened, and the collective
values, beliefs and assumptions are reinforced.

These tenets have a direct bearing on the current
investigation of observing sexual harassment. In organiza-
tions with a proactive culture of diversity, there is likely to
be the assumption of and preference for swift action against
persons who sexually harass their coworkers, particularly
when it is in the form of quid pro quo harassment (see
Study 1). When such actions do not take place, employees
are likely to view this as an affront to the basic values and
beliefs of that workplace. And, as a result, they will likely
perceive this incongruity as inconsistent with the organiza-
tional culture. On the other hand, when bystanders’
expectations are met, the actual punishment should be

perceived as consistent with the organizational culture.
Thus, the following hypothesis was advanced.

Hypothesis 7 Congruence, or lack thereof, between the
preferred punishment for sexual harassment
and the actual punishment handed down
will influence the bystander’s perceptions
of consistency between the organizational
culture and the punitive actions.

Influence of Gender

In Study 1, we found that, relative to men, women preferred
harsher punishment for the sexual harassment they witness,
a finding that could be due to the empathy shown toward
the victim. If this is the case, women might be especially
upset when organizational responses do not match their
preferred punishment. On the other hand, men might have
fewer vested interests in seeing a just outcome to the
harassment, and as a result, have a less strong response to
incongruities between their preferred punishment and that
handed down by the organization (but see also Miner-
Rubino and Cortina 2004, for an alternative perspective).
Collectively, this research suggests that women and men
might react differently to learning that their preferred
punishment did not match that handed down by the
organization. Thus, we hypothesized:

Hypothesis 8a–c Gender will moderate the relationship
between (in)congruity in the punish-
ments and subsequent negative emo-
tional responses (H8a), perceptions that
the organization is fair (H8b), and
perceptions of cultural consistency
(H8c), such that women will have
stronger reactions than will men.

By way of summary, the purpose of Study 2 was to
expand on our findings from Study 1 by investigating how
people respond to varying punishments. Specifically, we
expected that the preferred punishment for sexual harass-
ment and that handed down by the organization would
interact to predict negative emotions (Hypothesis 5),
perceptions of organizational justice (Hypothesis 6), and
perceptions of organizational culture consistency (Hypoth-
esis 7). These effects were further expected to be moderated
by the bystander’s gender (Hypotheses 8a–8c). As with
Study 1, we tested the hypotheses by way of an experiment
with students. We reiterate, however, that while our sample
and those of other studies may differ, the results likely
generalize given the work experiences of students (Orszag
et al. 2001) and the research evidence pointing to
congruence in student and employee responses (Jawahar
and Mattsson 2005).
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Method

Participants

The sample was comprised by undergraduate students (N=
122) enrolled in physical activity classes at a university in
the Southwest United States. Their participation was
anonymous and voluntary. The sample consisted of a
relatively equal number of males (n=68, 56.2%) and
females (n=53, 43.8%) and one missing value, and was
largely White (n=94, 77.7%), with the next most frequently
reported race being Hispanic (n=17, 14%). Participants’
mean age was 20.00 years (SD=2.00).

Procedure and Materials

As previously noted, the focus of the study was on persons
in organizations with a proactive culture who observed quid
pro quo sexual harassment. Thus, in following the methods
from Study 1, all participants read a description of an
athletic department with a proactive organization who
observed quid pro quo harassment. After reading the
organizational culture and sexual harassment sections of
the scenario, participants were asked which of the following
punishments was most appropriate for the harassment:
verbal warning, verbal warning noted on record, written
reprimand, suspension, and termination (Gilbert 2005).

Experimental Manipulation

After noting their preferred punishment, the participants were
then informed of the actual punishment handed down by the
athletic director. This served as the study’s primary experi-
mental manipulation, and participants received one of two
options: low and harsh punishment. The lenient punishment
condition read: “The athletic director investigated the matter
and qualified it as mildly inappropriate. The disciplinary
action deemed suitable by the athletic director was to verbally
warn the head coach concerning actions. The incident was not
recorded in writing”. The harsh punishment experimental
condition read: “The athletic director investigated the matter
and qualified it as severe sexual harassment. The disciplinary
action deemed appropriate by the athletic director was
termination of the head coach.”

Reactions to Punishment

After reading the type of punishment handed down, the
participants responded to measures assessing their emotional
response, perceptions of justice, and perceptions of the culture.
The mean was used as the final score for each measure.

Three items (α=.97) were used to measure perceptions
of justice (Molm et al. 1993). Participants indicated the

degree to which they believed the punishment handed down
to the head coach was fair (1= very unfair, 7 = very fair),
just (1 = very unjust, 7 = very just), and equitable (1 = very
inequitable, 7 = very equitable). In drawing from Kim and
Smith (2005), a six item scale was used to measure their
emotional reactions to the punishment (α=.95). The
students were instructed to rate from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 7 (strongly agree) their emotional reactions after learning
about the punishment: “angry”, “happy”, “frustrated”,
“pleased”, “irritated”, and “satisfied”. The positively-worded
items were reverse scored so the scale would be reflective of
the participants’ negative emotions. Finally, three items were
developed to measure participants’ perceptions that the
decision was consistent with the organizational culture. The
students were instructed to rate from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree) three statements measuring such consisten-
cy: “the punishment is consistent with the values of the
department”, “the athletics director’s decision is against the
culture of diversity” (reverse coded), and “the department’s
diversity-related norms and beliefs systems are congruent
with the punishment handed down”. The three-item scale
was reliable (α=.87).

Results and Discussion

Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics for women only, men only, and the
entire sample are provided in Table 2. The high correlations
among the outcome variables raise concerns of lack of
discriminant validity evidence. We computed a confirma-
tory factor analysis to examine this issue. Given the low
sample size, we formed three parcels from the six negative
emotion items (Little et al. 2002). Results indicate that the
model was a close fit to the data: χ2 (n=123, df=24)=
42.74, p<.05; χ2/df=1.78; comparative fit index=.99; root
mean square error of approximation (90% CI=.04, .12)=.08,
pclose=.10. This model fit the data significantly better than a
one-factor model in which all items loaded on a single latent
factor: Δχ2 (Δdf=3)=277.56, p<.001. Thus, the superior fit
of the hypothesized three-factor model provides evidence of
discriminant validity.

Hypothesis Testing

Three moderated linear regressions were used to test the
hypotheses advanced in this study, with negative emotions,
justice perceptions, and culture consistency serving as the
dependent variables, respectively. Following Cohen et al.
(2003) the standardized preferred punishment score, gender
(0 = woman, 1 = man), and the actual punishment (0 =
lenient, 1 = harsh) were both entered in the first step, the
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three two-way interactions were entered in the second step,
and the preferred punishment × actual punishment × gender
product term was entered in Step 3. Tests for multi-
collinearity indicated a condition index of 7.85 and
maximum variance inflation factor of less than 6.75. These
values are below the cutoff points of 30 (Belsley et al.
1980) and 10 (Hair et al. 2006), respectively. Thus,
multicollinearity was not a primary concern.

Hypothesis 5 predicted that a mismatch between the
preferred and actual punishments would result in stronger
negative emotions. As seen in Table 3, this prediction was
supported, as the actual punishment × preferred punishment
interaction term was significant, β=−.25, p=.004. Negative
emotions were highest when the participants preferred a
harsh punishment, but the organization handed down a
lenient one.

Our sixth hypothesis was also supported, as the actual
decision × preferred decision interaction significantly pre-
dicted organizational justice perceptions (β=.45, p<.001; see
Table 3). Perceptions of organizational justice were not
altered by the organization’s punishment decision when the
preferred punishment was lenient. However, when partic-
ipants preferred a harsh punishment, their evaluations of
organizational justice were high when the actual punishment
was also harsh and low when the actual punishment was
lenient.

Hypothesis 7 predicted that a match between the actual
and preferred punishment would predict perceptions of

cultural consistency. The block of two-way interactions
(Step 2 in Table 3) was not significant (p=.09); thus, we did
not interpret any of the interaction terms. Hypothesis 7,
then, was not supported.

In our final set of hypotheses, we predicted that bystander
gender would moderate the relationships among actual
punishment, preferred punishment, and negative emotions
(H8a), organizational justice perceptions (H8b), and organi-
zational consistency perceptions (H8c). In support of Hypoth-
esis 8a, the two-way interactions were qualified by a
significant preferred punishment × actual punishment ×
gender interaction (β=−.25, p=.049). The interaction is
depicted in Fig. 1. Women’s negative emotions were high
when there was a lenient punishment by the organization,
irrespective of their preferred punishment. For men, howev-
er, negative emotions depended on their preferred punish-
ment. When they preferred a weaker punishment, their
emotions were not affected by the organization’s punishment
decision; however, when they preferred a harsher punish-
ment, their negative emotions were high when the organiza-
tion handed down a lenient one.

Similarly, and in support of Hypothesis 8b, we found
evidence of a significant preferred punishment × actual
punishment × gender interaction (β=.33, p=.008). Results
are presented in Fig. 2. As with emotional responses,
women’s perceptions of organizational justice were not
affected by their preferred punishment: they considered the
organization as just when it handed down a harsh

Item M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

Women only (n=53)

1. Gender – – –

2. Actual punishment .53 .50 – –

3. Preferred punishment 4.18 1.05 – .05 –

4. Negative emotions 3.58 2.24 – −.89 .02 –

5. Organizational justice 4.43 2.11 – .82 .08 −.81 –

6. Culture consistency 4.41 2.06 – .81 .04 −.83 .72 –

Men only (n=69)

1. Gender – – –

2. Actual punishment .51 .51 – –

3. Preferred punishment 3.80 1.16 – .10 –

4. Negative emotions 3.38 1.64 – −.58 −.06 –

5. Organizational justice 4.51 1.83 – .63 .06 −.73 –

6. Culture consistency 4.57 1.73 – .77 .02 −.71 .77 –

Entire sample (n=122)

1. Gender .57 .50 –

2. Actual punishment .51 .50 −.02 –

3. Preferred punishment 4.49 1.95 −.17 .10 –

4. Negative emotions 3.44 1.93 −.05 −.71 .02 –

5. Organizational justice 4.52 1.86 .02 .70 .04 −.78 –

6. Culture consistency 4.41 2.06 .04 .77 −.01 −.78 .75 –

Table 2 Descriptive statistics
for women only, men only, and
the entire sample (Study 2).

Gender coded as 0 = women,
1 = men. Actual punishment
coded as 0 = lenient
punishment, 1 = harsh
punishment. |r|≥ .18, p<.05
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punishment and unjust when it did not. Men’s justice
perceptions were also similar to their emotional responses.
When they preferred a lenient punishment, their justice
perceptions were not affected by the organization’s
response. However, when men preferred a harsh punish-
ment, justice perceptions were higher when the organiza-
tion’s punishment matched their preferences.

Finally, the preferred punishment × actual punishment ×
gender interaction was not significant (β=.20, p=.11).
Thus, Hypothesis 7c was not supported.

General Discussion

Because sexual harassment has the potential to affect the
entire organization—both direct victims and other employees

in the organization—it is important to consider the bystander’s
reactions to harassment and their preferred punishments for
such behaviors. These studies fill this gap on the literature. In
Study 1, we focused on the punishment bystanders suggested
for various levels of harassment as a function of the
organizational culture. Findings suggest that (a) women prefer
harsher punishment than domen, (b) bystanders prefer harsher
punishments for quid pro quo harassment, as compared to
hostile environment type of harassment, and (c) this relation-
ship is qualified by the culture of the workplace, such that in a
proactive organization, quid pro quo harassment is associated
with the harshest preferred punishment.

The focus of Study 2 was on the reactions of sexual
harassment bystanders to different levels of punishment
enforced on harassers by the organization. Findings from
the experimental study largely supported the anticipated

Step B SE β R2 ΔR2

DV: Negative emotions

Step 1 .54 .54***

Gender (G) −.23 .25 −.06
Actual Punishment (AP) −2.81 .24 −.73
Preferred Punishment (PP) .08 .13 .04

Step 2 .64 .10***

G × AP 1.89 .44 .48***

G × PP −.24 .23 −.09
AP × PP −.67 .23 −.25**
Step 3 .65 .01*

G × AP × PP −.92 .46 −.25*
DV: Organizational justice

Step 1 .51 .51***

Gender (G) .15 .26 .04

Actual Punishment (AP) 2.77 .25 .72***

Preferred Punishment (PP) .02 .13 .01

Step 2 .63 .12***

G × AP −.72 .45 −.17
G × PP .06 .24 .02

AP × PP 1.24 .23 .45***

Step 3 .65 .02**

G × AP × PP 1.26 .47 .33**

DV: Culture consistency

Step 1 .63 .63***

Gender (G) .20 .21 .05

Actual Punishment (AP) 2.92 .21 .79***

Preferred Punishment (PP) −.06 .11 −03
Step 2 .65 .02

G × AP −.42 .42 −.10
G × PP −.06 .22 −.02
AP × PP .45 .22 .17*

Step 3 .66 .01

G × AP × PP .72 .44 .20

Table 3 Moderating effect of
actual punishment on the
preferred punishment–reactions
relationship.

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001
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hypothesis. Specifically, congruity, or lack thereof, between
the expected punishment and that delivered to the harasser
impacted participants’ negative emotions, their perceptions
of organizational justice, and their perceptions of cultural
consistency. These effects were oftentimes qualified by the
bystander’s gender such that women and men diverged in
their punishment expectations and reacted differently to the
organization’s response. In the space below, we discuss
limitations, future directions, and conclusions.

Limitations

Despite the strengths of this research, there are some
limitations. Primarily, some might perceive the use of an
experimental design with undergraduate students as a
limitation. The primary criticisms of this approach revolve
around a perceived limited sample and lack of ecological
validity (Sears 1986). Several counter-points to these claims
are worth considering, however. First, research suggests
that a strong majority of college students work while
pursuing their degree (Orszag et al. 2001); thus, the
participants were likely able to draw from their work
experiences to respond to the questions. Second, numerous
studies have demonstrated that students oftentimes arrive at
the same human resource decisions as working professio-
nals (e.g., Jawahar and Mattsson 2005). Third, as Till and
Busler (2000) note, while ecological validity might have

suffered, we “gained construct validity by minimizing
spurious confounds and statistical conclusion validity by
minimizing within-group variation with our manipulation”
(p. 5). Finally, the approach adopted here (i.e., manipulating
the organizational culture and diversity-related situations
among student samples in an experiment) is consistent with
that taken by other diversity researchers (Pierce et al. 2004).

Another potential limitation was our decision to examine
male-to-female harassment in both studies. Our decision was
based on the desire to have consistency between the two
studies. We recognize, however, that harassment can occur
both among and between women and men, and we caution
generalizations made to other potential harassment types.

Future Directions

Three clear future research endeavors are suggested by the
findings in these studies. First, we investigated bystanders’
preferred punishment and their reactions to the punishment
that is actually levied in proactive organizations. Reactions to
sexual harassment punishment in other types of organizations
were not included in the analysis. Second, the victims and
harassers’ demographic characteristics were held constant in
this study. Thus, another interesting research venue could be
the manipulation of demographics, such as the race and
gender of the harassers as well as the victims. Finally, given
the concerns with the student sample, replication of this study
in the field setting would be reasonable.
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Fig. 2 The interactive effects of preferred punishment, actual
punishment, and gender on organizational justice perceptions.
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punishment, and gender on negative emotions.
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Conclusions

Because sexual harassment has the potential to affect
multiple organizational members, understanding the influ-
ence on bystanders is important. Such was the purpose of
these research projects. Findings from both studies demon-
strate the importance of (a) a proactive organizational
culture, (b) handing down punishments for sexual harass-
ment that match both the severity of the infraction and the
culture of the workplace, and (c) remaining cognizant of the
potential differences in the ways women and men respond
to observing sexual harassment in the workplace. Failure to
do so potentially impacts bystanders’ emotional responses,
perceptions of justice or injustice, and perceptions of
consistency or violations of the norms. Thus, in seeking
to ensure a culture that values diversity and inclusion, it is
imperative for sport managers to swiftly provide suitable
punishments for sexual harassment offenses.
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