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Abstract The purpose of this paper is to introduce the
work included in the special issue: Interpersonal Mistreat-
ment of Women in the Workplace. In doing so, the authors
develop a multilevel conceptual model, illustrating how the
research included in the special issue address causes and
consequences of interpersonal mistreatment at the micro,
meso, and macro-level of analysis. In addition, the integrat-
ed model demonstrates how factors at different levels both
influence and are influenced by those at other levels of
analysis. Based on this collective work, the authors encour-
age researchers interested in addressing the mistreatment
and marginalization of less powerful groups to consider
the multilevel causes and consequences of such behavior.
It is only through holistic examinations that researchers can
we fully understand this insidious problem and encourage
people—whether likely targets of mistreatment or not—to
take a stand to end this treatment in workplaces and other
society as a whole.

Keywords Mistreatment . Gender .Workplace .Multilevel
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Introduction

Research spanning various countries reliably shows interper-
sonal mistreatment of women in the workplace is common-
place and has destructive effects (Chan, Lam, Chow, and
Cheung 2008; Lim and Lee 2011; Pearson and Porath
2009). Since the 1980s, scholars and managers have devoted
considerable attention to explicit forms of mistreatment, such
as sexual harassment and interpersonal violence (e.g., Gutek
1985; for a review, see Berdahl and Raver 2011).Work in U.S.
settings shows that over half of women are subjected to
behavioral forms of mistreatment (Ilies, Hauserman,
Schwochau, and Stibal 2003), and most have observed some
form of harassment in the workplace (Hitlan, Schneider, and
Walsh 2006). More recently, theoretical and empirical atten-
tion has focused on subtle forms of interpersonal mistreat-
ment, including incivility, deviant behaviors, and
microaggressions, to name a few (for reviews, see Robinson,
Wang, and Kiewitz 2014; Sue 2010). Cortina (2008) argues
that because explicit forms of mistreatment are socially unac-
ceptable and potentially illegal, subtle forms of mistreatment
offer perpetrators a means to abuse others in ways that are
under the radar and can be easily brushed off as stemming
from oversight or ignorance. Women are especially likely to
experience these slights and cases of incivility, suggesting that
implicit forms of mistreatment may also represent a modern
form of gender discrimination (Cortina et al. 2013).

Irrespective of its particular form, interpersonal mistreat-
ment negatively affects targets, observers of the behavior, the
groups in which they work, and the overall organization
(Berdahl and Raver 2011). Researchers have observed these
effects among U.S. federal employees (Lim, Cortina, and
Magley 2008), in-home workers in Canada (Barling, Rogers,
and Kelloway 2001), employees in a U.S. municipality (Lim
et al. 2008), property management employees in the U.S.
(Miner, Settles, Pratt-Hyatt, and Brady 2012), restaurant
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employees in the U.S. (Miner and Eischeid 2012), and em-
ployees in Singapore (Lim and Lee 2011), among others. The
influence reaches beyond the workplace, too, as mistreatment
is associated with negative health and career outcomes, as
Chan et al. (2008) demonstrated in their meta-analysis of the
sexual harassment literature, and has spill-over effects into
women’s personal and home lives, as shown by Ferguson’s
(2012) study of employed women and men. The authors did
not offer the country where the studies were conducted in the
latter two examples.

Given the prevalence and damaging effects of this insidi-
ous workplace behavior, the purpose of this special issue was
to advance theory and research on interpersonal mistreatment
of women in the workplace. The work included here accom-
plished this objective. Specifically, in drawing from a variety
of research approaches, the authors have extended the theo-
retical understanding of how, when, and under what condi-
tions interpersonal mistreatment occurs; the manner in which
personal characteristics and identities are associated with be-
ing subjected to this behavior; factors affecting how and if
people respond to observing mistreatment; and how mistreat-
ment influences women’s lives, both at work and outside of
that context. In the following space, we deviate from the
traditional introduction to the special issue format whereby
we would introduce and briefly review each article, and in-
stead, present the work within a broader, multilevel concep-
tual framework. Doing so recognizes the multilevel nature of
organizational life (Kozlowski and Klein 2000) and also al-
lows for a discussion of how the papers included in the special
issue relate to one another.

Multilevel Nature of Interpersonal Mistreatment

Organizations are multilevel entities such that the activities
and practices operating at one level have the potential to
influence those at that and other levels (Kozlowski and
Klein 2000). For example, in their meta-analysis of 41 studies
(the country of origin of which were not specified), Willness,
Steel, and Lee (2007) observed that organizational climate and
job-gender context (both of which operate at the organization-
al level of analysis) were significantly associated with
experiencing workplace sexual harassment (an individual lev-
el factor), which was then associated with a variety work
outcomes, such as lower coworker satisfaction and organiza-
tional commitment (individual level outcomes). In the current
paper, we articulate antecedents and outcomes of the interper-
sonal mistreatment of women at work operating at the micro-
level (i.e., individual), meso-level (i.e., organizational, group,
and dyadic influences), and macro-level (i.e., societal) of
analysis by building a model based on the variables assessed
by the papers in this special issue. Figure 1 offers an illustra-
tive summary.

Macro-Level Factors

Macro-level factors operate at the societal or industry level of
analysis. They represent, for example, the norms within a
given profession that privilege men over women and cast
men and masculinity as the standard through which others
are compared (Acker 1990, 2006; Ely and Meyerson 2000;
Martin 2003, 2006). In a related way, employee mistreat-
ment—and particularly of women—might be so engrained
within a field that such practices have come to embody
taken-for-granted qualities, and as such, become institutional-
ized in nature (see also Cunningham 2008).

In this special issue, both Tingle, Warner, and Sartore-
Baldwin (2014) and Barratt, Bergman, and Thompson
(2014) highlight the power of industry norms of mistreatment
toward women. Tingle et al. conducted a qualitative analysis
of sports officials in the U.S. seeking to understand the expe-
riences of women who had worked in this field but chose to
leave. The former officials spoke of experiencing a lack of
respect, the inequity of policies, a lack of role models, and
gendered abuse. These collective experiences negatively af-
fected the sense of community—that is, their feelings of
belonging and attachment— they felt with other officials,
ultimately influencing their decision to leave the profession.
Barrett et al. argued that women working in law enforcement
experience a similar environment: “Law enforcement in the
United States is characterized by activities and skills that are
stereotypically masculine…demographically dominated in
the ranks and command by men, and stereotyped as a job for
which women are not qualified or successful” (this issue).
They found that women’s sexual orientation and gender role
orientations influenced the mentoring they received in this
hyper-masculine environment. Specifically, lesbian and
bisexual law enforcement officers who displayed little
gendered role orientations received less mentoring than their
peers. Heterosexual women who displayed both masculine
and feminine orientations were similarly penalized. Thus,
women were compelled to strategically negotiate the
gendered terrain in order to receive effective mentoring.

Van de Griend and Messias’ (2014) theoretical paper
also touched on the macro-level influences of the interper-
sonal mistreatment of women at work, and they did so in
two meaningful ways. First, the authors argued that work-
place violence is a gendered practice institutionalized into
cultures around the world. The potential for violence is
omnipresent, beginning during women’s time in school
and continuing through their work lives. In addition, Van
de Griend and Messias argued that current conceptualiza-
tions of work are overly narrow, and as a result, women’s
experiences of interpersonal mistreatment are not fully
captured by most investigations. Together, these theoretical
arguments suggest that violence is reified throughout soci-
ety and therefore accepted and even expected once people
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reach adulthood and the workplace, yet researchers prob-
ably underestimate its impact.

Finally, several authors noted the influence interpersonal
mistreatment of women could have on professions, both in
terms of women’s connection to the profession and the
proportion of women participating in that line of work.
Tingle et al. (2014), for example, observed that the mistreat-
ment women experienced as sports officials served to lessen
their sense of community within the officiating profession. In
addition, both Tingle et al. and Barratt et al. (2014) suggest
(whether implicitly or explicitly) that interpersonal mistreat-
ment, and even merely the expectation of higher levels of
mistreatment in a particular profession relative to others,
serves as a barrier to women entering certain professional
fields. After all, people are generally aware of the opportuni-
ties and barriers they might have in a given line of work, and
these outcome expectations serve to influence how desirable
that professional course of action is (Lent, Brown, and Hackett
1994). Thus, whether women leave the profession because of
the poor treatment they receive or choose not to enter that line
of work because of the anticipated barriers they will encoun-
ter, the interpersonal mistreatment of women pervading cer-
tain professions, such as officiating and law enforcement,
serves to limit the number of women in that field.

Meso-Level Factors

Meso-level factors are those elements operating at the organi-
zational, group, or dyadic level of analysis. Organizational
context plays a well-documented role in the perpetuation of
interpersonal mistreatment toward women, as evidenced by
Willness et al.’s (2007) meta-analysis. Sliter, Boyd, Sinclair,
Cheung, andMcFadden (2014) also observed as much in their
analysis of nurses working in the United States. Importantly,
the authors found that the more the organization valued and
promoted diversity—that is, the stronger its diversity cli-
mate—the less likely the nurses were to have interpersonal
conflicts with physicians, managers, and coworkers. Thus,
inclusive workplace practices can help curb the occurrences
of interpersonal mistreatment. Stockdale, Logan, Sliter, and
Berry (2014) also pointed to the importance of context in their
analysis of employed women living in the U.S. Unlike much
of the past work treating contextual variables as an antecedent,
Stockdale et al. considered the potential moderating effects of
both job-gender context and supervisor gender on the rela-
tionship between past interpersonal violence victimization and
sexual harassment. Consistent with their expectations, they
found that previous victimization was positively associated
with sexual harassment when the women worked in a male

Fig. 1 Multilevel model of
interpersonal mistreatment
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dominated work environment or one in which a man was the
supervisor. Finally, Settles and O’Connor (2014) conducted a
study in the U.S. to examine how incivility affected academic
conference attendees’ perceptions of the conference climate,
and ultimately, their evaluations of the conference. They ob-
served that, relative to men, women experienced more inci-
vility at the conferences, were more likely to consider the
climate as sexist, and more strongly believed the conference
was exclusionary. Settles and O’Connor’s work shows how
individual-level mistreatment experiences are perceived as
indicators of organizational-level characteristics. Thus, it is
not the case that higher level factors only influence lower-
level factors; the reverse also occurs.

Contextual factors are not necessarily limited to the orga-
nization. In their study of women working in the
U.S., Morganson and Major (2014) demonstrated the impor-
tance of considering sexual harassment from customers—
something particularly germane to women, as they are more
likely than men to work in service roles (see U.S. Census
Bureau data). Women in their study reported that sexual
harassment from customers increased when the customer’s
power increased (i.e., when the customer could affect her
evaluations or ability to work). Thus, Morganson and Major’s
study reinforces the need for scholars and managers to remain
cognizant of the varied sources of interpersonal mistreatment.

Others’ behaviors represent another meso-level factor af-
fecting interpersonal mistreatment of women in the work-
place. Observing mistreatment affects U.S. employees and
their attitudes toward the workplace (Glomb, Richman, Hulin,
Drasgow, Schneider, and Fitzgerald 1997; Miner-Rubino and
Cortina 2007). Experimental research among college students
in the U.S. suggests a variety of personal (e.g., gender, polit-
ical orientation) and contextual factors (e.g., diversity culture,
punishment for the offender) influence how people respond to
observing mistreatment (Benavides-Espinoza and Cunning-
ham 2010a, b; Cunningham, Miner, and Benavides-Espinoza
2012). Chui and Dietz (2014), in two experimental studies
with Swiss college students, extended this research by con-
sidering target reactions, actor motives, and the nature of the
relationship between the actor and the target. The authors
found that certain factors, such as the target crying due to
the mistreatment, positively affected the perceived severity the
mistreatment; however, they also observed that the effects
were not strong enough to necessarily spur observers to ac-
tion. Chui and Dietz concluded: “One of the contributions of
our research is that it implies, so to speak, a leaky pipeline
(i.e., weakening effects) for observer intervention from inci-
dent evaluation to necessity for action: just because observers
recognize the harm to a female target, it does not mean that
they see it necessary to take action” (this issue). Cunningham
et al. (2012) advanced similar arguments.

Finally, mistreatment of women in the workplace can re-
duce evaluations of organizational effectiveness. Settles and

O’Connor (2014) demonstrated as much in their study of how
women and men evaluated academic conferences. Incivility
negatively affected evaluations of the conference (i.e., satis-
faction, perceptions of exclusion), and these effects were
mediated perceptions of the climate.

Micro-Level Factors

Finally, micro-level factors operate at the individual level of
analysis. In drawing from the papers included in the special
issue, people’s demographics, identities, past experiences, and
psychological characteristics all have the capacity to influence
the likelihood they experience interpersonal mistreatment and
how they respond to such behaviors. Further, the impact of
interpersonal mistreatment is most obviously observed at the
individual level (e.g., reduced well-being with increased in-
terpersonal mistreatment), although our review here and Fig. 1
illustrate that interpersonal mistreatment has outcomes at the
macro and meso levels as well.

With respect to personal demographics, there is consider-
able evidence that women are more likely to experience
interpersonal mistreatment in the workplace than are men
(see, for example, Equal Employment Opportunity Commis-
sion statistics for data related to sexual harassment within the
United States). Settles and O’Connor (2014) observed as
much in their study of academic conference attendees, as
women experienced more incivility in these venues than did
men. Importantly, the authors also observed that gender mod-
erated the relationship between incivility and perceptions of a
sexist climate, such that the strength of association between
those variables was stronger for women than it was for men.
Thus, gender had both main and interactive effects.

In addition, the work included in this special issue points to
the important role of women’s various identities. For example,
Barratt et al. (2014), in their study of women in law enforce-
ment, found that sexual orientation influenced the mentoring
women received. Lesbians and bisexual women received less
career mentoring than did their heterosexual counterparts, and
sexual orientation also interacted with their gender role
orientations to influence career mentoring and role
modeling. Van de Griend and Messias (2014) extended this
position further, arguing that researchers need tomove beyond
the direct effects of gender to also consider the multiple
identities women possess. They note: “Filling the gaps in the
literature regarding the effects of discrimination based not
only on gender, but on the intersections of various dimensions
of difference and power differentials is critical to understand-
ing and effectively addressing workplace violence and
preventing future occurrences” (this issue).

The work included in this special issue also highlighted the
primacy of considering women’s psychological characteristics
and their past experiences. Stockdale et al.’s (2014) longitudinal
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study of women working in Kentucky (USA) offers one exam-
ple. They found that prior interpersonal victimization was pre-
dictive of being sexually harassed at work, and the effects are
largely mediated by posttraumatic stress syndrome (PTSS). In
other words, many of the women in this study experienced
revictimization, something likely due to coping behaviors asso-
ciatedwith PTSS and the contexts in which theyworked, as they
were more likely to be harassed when their supervisor was a
man or when they worked in male-dominated organizations.

Morganson and Major’s (2014) analysis of women work-
ing in the U.S. also demonstrated the importance of psycho-
logical characteristics. Across two studies, they examined the
way women used retaliation as a way of coping with sexual
harassment from customers. In Study 1, Morganson and Ma-
jor demonstrated that, in addition to coping strategies typically
considered (avoidance, advocacy seeking, negotiation, and
social coping), retaliation represents a meaningful method of
coping with mistreatment. In Study 2, the authors observed
that retaliation operated as a buffer between sexual harassment
from customers and posttraumatic stress. They concluded:
“viewing retaliation as a means of coping offers a different
perspective from previous sexual harassment coping litera-
ture; whereas one may tend to think of the target as a victim,
considering retaliation as a coping strategy implies that targets
are instrumental and engage in actions that are quite contrary
to a view of the (helpless) victim” (this issue).

Finally, there is considerable evidence that interpersonal
mistreatment has destructive effects for the women who ex-
perience it (Berdahl and Raver 2011; Chan et al. 2008;
Willness et al. 2007), and the papers included in this special
issue offer additional support for this linkage.Womenwho are
mistreated at work experience negative psychological and
physical health outcomes (Van de Griend and Messias
2014), have high levels of occupational turnover (Tingle
et al. 2014), experience burnout (Sliter et al. 2014), and
express decreased satisfaction with and engagement in those
settings (Settles and O’Connor 2014; Sliter et al. 2014).

Conclusions

The purpose of the special issue was to advance theory and
research on interpersonal mistreatment of women in the work-
place. As evidenced in our integrated multilevel model, this
task was accomplished. Not only do these papers address
causes and consequences of interpersonal mistreatment from
the lenses of macro, meso, and micro-level factors, but many
also demonstrate how these different levels speak to each
other. We believe that macro, meso, and micro-level factors
can inform other levels within the interpersonal mistreatment
literature. Additionally, we encourage researchers to continue
to engage in research that addresses multiples levels in the
mistreatment process. Undoubtedly, multilevel modeling

would be useful in advancing the mistreatment domain. But
even absent collecting data from multiple people in multiple
organizations in multiple cultures or professions, asking peo-
ple about their experiences at each of these levels and how
their perceptions and well-being change over time as their
mistreatment experiences accumulate would shed light on
the nonrecursive relationships across these levels.

We encourage researchers to use Fig. 1 as an inspiration
point for their research on interpersonal mistreatment. The
exemplars listed for antecedents and outcomes at each level
are meant to be illustrative, not exhaustive. For example, there
are likely to be culture-specific and industry-specific norms
that are particularistic and useful for understanding interper-
sonal mistreatment, especially as it is gendered. Further, as
technology continues to change, the ways that people interact
(meso-level) will also change and will impact interpersonal
mistreatment (e.g., the advent of “cyberbullying” in the last
10 years).

Finally, we also note that although Fig. 1 and this special
issue are framed around the interpersonal mistreatment of
women in the workplace and the gendered nature of mistreat-
ment, we encourage researchers who are interested in address-
ing the mistreatment and marginalization of any less powerful
group to consider the macro, meso, and micro causes and
consequences of such behavior. Only by examining the prob-
lem from all levels and by understanding the impact at all
levels can we fully understand this insidious problem and
encourage people—whether likely targets of mistreatment or
not—to take a stand to end this treatment in workplaces and
other society as a whole.
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