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Abstract
Historically, old southern codes were used to regulate the interactions between black males and white females. We draw 
parallels between these codes and current sexual harassment laws to examine the perceptions of sexual behavior that crosses 
racial lines. Specifically, we examine how white and black female targets perceived and reacted to the behavior of males of 
the same and different race than their own. Our results indicate that white women perceive the behavior committed by a man 
of another race as more sexually harassing than when a white male commits the behavior. Conversely, black women perceive 
the behavior committed by black men as more sexually harassing than when a man of a different race engages in the same 
behavior. Further, a similar pattern emerges for reporting sexual harassment. Implications for research and the management 
of sexual harassment are discussed.

Sexual harassment has received a considerable amount 
of research attention in the past three decades. While our 
understanding of the underlying causes and consequences 
of sexual harassment has improved, some issues have yet 
to receive significant attention. Sexual harassment that 
crosses racial lines has received limited attention in pre‑
vious research. This is a critical issue as organizations 
become more diverse. We examine how white and black 

female targets perceived and reacted to the behavior of white 
and black males. To understand how race might affect per‑
ceptions of and reactions to sexual harassment, we need to 
understand the historical context of race and sexual behavior. 
Historically, old southern codes were used to regulate the 
interactions between black males and white females. Fur‑
ther, black women were property of white slave owners, so 
legal restrictions did not bind their interactions. Thus, white 
men could do as they pleased with their property. We draw 
parallels between these codes and current sexual harassment 
policies to examine the perceptions of sexual behavior that 
crosses racial lines. Our results indicate that both white and 
black women perceive the behavior of black men as more 
sexually harassing and more threatening. Further, in general, 
black and white women are more likely to report black men’s 
behavior than white men’s. Implications for research and 
the management of sexual harassment are discussed. The 
purpose of this paper is to examine the intersection of race 
and gender on the perceptions of and reactions to sexual 
harassment within organizations. There is a vast literature 
that has developed theories of sexual harassment (MacKin‑
non, 1979; Tangri & Hayes, 1997), defined different catego‑
ries of sexual harassment (Fitzgerald et al., 1995a, 1995b; 
O'Donohue, 1997), appraised the importance of the power of 
men and harassment (MacKinnon, 1979), and examined the 
development of multidimensional aspects of sexual harass‑
ment (Fitzgerald, Gelfand, et al., 1995; Fitzgerald, Hulin, 
et al., 1995; Gelfand et al., 1995). Although this literature 
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has explored many aspects of the situation that affect the 
definition, antecedents, perceptions, and consequences of 
sexual harassment, the literature on the issue of racial effects 
is still in its infancy. Subsequently, there is a paucity of lit‑
erature that examines harassment that occurs between indi‑
viduals of different races. As work organizations are becom‑
ing increasingly racially diverse (Abramowitz & Teixeira, 
2009; Toossi, 2006, 2016; Toossi & Joyner, 2018), this is a 
critical limitation in the literature. It is important to note that 
studying this phenomenon is particularly challenging since 
more private organizations do not examine perceptions of 
harassment in their organization as it might create a legal 
liability as organizations are legally responsible for harass‑
ment if they know or should have known if the behavior 
was occurring. Much of the quantitative research of actual 
victims and targets comes from government organizations 
such as the United States Merit Systems Protection Board 
(USMSPB) and the Department of Defense (DOD, 1995). 
After 1995, these organizations no longer continued to col‑
lect data on the race of the harasser; thus, the data presented 
in the current paper are unique. We contribute to the sexual 
harassment literature by examining the issue of cross‑racial 
sexual harassment.

Central to most theories of sexual harassment is the issue 
of power (Berdahl, 2007; Farley, 1978; Franke, 1997; Gutek, 
1985; MacKinnon, 1979; Rospenda et al., 1998; Schein, 
1994; Schultz, 1998). One theory is that harassment occurs 
as an expression of male dominance to keep women out 
of economically advantageous positions in organizations 
(Maass et al., 2003; Schultz, 1998) or to protect or enhance 
sex‑based social status at work (Berdahl, 2007; Berdahl 
et al., 2018). An underlying assumption of this body of 
research is that males have hold power over women. While 
this is undoubtedly true for white men and white women, it 
is not valid for men and women of color and other protected 
minority categories. We draw on the concept of intersection‑
ality (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991) and multidimensional mascu‑
linities theory (Cooper, 2010; Cooper & McGinley, 2012). 
Intersectionality posits that “structures of power interact to 
produce disparate conditions of social inequality that affect 
groups and individuals differently” (Cho, 2013). Further, 
multidimensional masculinities theory posits that “catego‑
ries of identity are (1) always intertwined with one another 
and (2) experienced and interpreted differently in different 
contexts” (Cooper & McGinley, 2012, p. 2). In the case of 
sexual harassment, we cannot limit our consideration of the 
phenomena to a single categorical dimension (e.g., gender). 
Restricting analysis to a single‑axis category can marginal‑
ize those individuals who are not members of the privileged 
class (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991). Further, it can obscure our 
understanding of the motives behind particular behaviors, 
perceptions, reactions to, and consequences for engaging 
in such actions. For example, the reactions to a white male 

repeatedly asking a co‑worker for a date may differ from 
those of a black male engaging in the same exact behavior. 
In addition, the perceptions of and reactions to the harass‑
ment may not only depend on the harasser’s race but also 
the race of the target.

Both legal scholars (e.g., Benedet, 1995) and organi‑
zational researchers (e.g., Chamberlain et al., 2008) have 
argued that the organization’s context and the relationship 
between the individuals shape whether specific instances 
of behaviors are labeled sexual harassment. This occurs 
because central to the definition of sexual harassment is the 
designation that the behavior is “unwelcome.” Given that 
different racial groups have different histories and cultural 
norms, it seems likely that there is a higher probability of 
cross‑racial sexual behavior being defined as “unwelcomed” 
and subsequently perceived as harassment. For the purposes 
of this paper, we will focus on the relations between black/
white targets and harassers of the same and different races. 
Specifically, we use a lens of the historical regulation of sex‑
ualized behaviors between white and black men and women 
to understand how current cross‑racial sexualized behav‑
ior in the workplace might be perceived. We also examine 
the impact of race on the filing of sexual harassment com‑
plaints and targets’ satisfaction with the complaint process. 
Managing the shifting context for sexual harassment among 
the races is a particular problem for organizations as they 
become less male and less white (Abramowitz & Teixeira, 
2009; Toossi, 2006, 2016; Toossi & Joyner, 2018) and 
incidents of sexual harassment that span racial boundaries 
increase. Therefore, understanding the effect of race on per‑
ceptions of harassment becomes a critical issue. Policies and 
procedures directed at managing sexual harassment among 
individuals of the same race might need to be modified or 
assessed in the context of cross‑race sexual harassment.

The current paper examines these perceptions of and 
responses to sexual harassment that cut across racial lines 
focusing on incidents of cross‑racial harassment in the 
military. The first part of the paper presents our theoreti‑
cal framework that grounds the study of sexual harassment 
in the literature on intersectionality and multidimensional 
masculinity theory (MMT). The second part relates present 
issues of sexual harassment to old southern codes that regu‑
lated the relationship between white women and black men 
in society. We then present our analyses and policy recom‑
mendations for organizations.

Background

Sexual Harassment

Defining sexual harassment presents a formidable chal‑
lenge to researchers and practitioners because it is both 
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a behavioral phenomenon and a legal construct. Behav‑
iorally, harassment has been defined as “unwanted sex‑
related behavior at work that is appraised by the recipient[s] 
as offensive, exceeding her [their] resources, or threaten‑
ing her [their] resources or threatening her [their] well‑
being” (Fitzgerald et al., 1997, p. 15). Legally, harassment 
is defined by the context of the specific behavior, including 
whether it was unwelcome. That is, would a reasonable per‑
son find a particular situation (either a single incident or 
series of events) rising to a level of severe and/or pervasive 
sexual harassment? Thus, the same behaviors that would 
be considered sexual harassment in one situation when it is 
unwelcomed might not be regarded as sexual harassment in 
another situation. The changing sex roles further complicate 
this for women, men, and the changing demographics in the 
American workplace. Consequently, the definition of har‑
assment is somewhat fluid and subject to the shifting social 
mores.

Predominant theories of sexual harassment suggest that 
power is an integral component in understanding the causes 
of sexual harassment in organizations (Cleveland & Kerst, 
1993; MacKinnon, 1979; Tangri & Hayes, 1997; Terpstra & 
Baker, 1988; Wilson & Thompson, 2001). Researchers sug‑
gest that power can be conferred based upon individual char‑
acteristics, the organizational structure, or society at large 
(Cleveland & Kerst, 1993; Wilson & Thompson, 2001). 
Although they recognize that other factors can contribute 
to the causes of sexual harassment, power plays a central 
role. These sources of power map on to several theories of 
sexual harassment, such as the organizational model (Terp‑
stra & Baker, 1988) and the sociocultural model (Tangri 
et al., 1982).

These models posit that sexual harassment occurs 
because of the power (either formal or informal) that spe‑
cific individuals have over others in the particular context 
(Terpstra & Baker, 1988). The sociocultural model, which 
partly subsumes the organizational model, suggests that 
sexual harassment serves to “manage ongoing male–female 
interactions according to accepted sex status norms, and to 
maintain male dominance occupationally and therefore eco‑
nomically, by intimidating, discouraging, or precipitating the 
removal of women from work.” (Tangri et al., 1982, p. 40). 
This paper focuses on the sociocultural model as it reflects 
the reinforcement of the power structure that provides men 
with higher status than women in the broader social context 
(Mackinnon, 1979). This is particularly important because 
most sexual harassment in organizations is male to female 
harassment and occurs among peers at the same organiza‑
tional level (Bostock & Daley, 2007; Gettman & Gelfand, 
2007). This suggests that the power used is informal, based 
upon the social status of men and women. Research has sup‑
ported both models (see McDonald, 2012 for a review). It 
explains why there is a higher prevalence of male to female 

harassment than female to male harassment even when 
women possess more power (Lampman et al., 2009).

Race represents another form of social power that has 
deep roots in the broader society and the workplace (Lucas 
& Baxter, 2012). This power dynamic is one reason why 
the issue of race is a critical factor affecting perceptions of 
and reactions to sexual harassment. Indeed, sexual harass‑
ment scholars (O’Donohue, 1997) recognize that this form 
of social power affects how sexual harassment that crosses 
racial lines might affect perceptions of and reactions to inci‑
dents. When race is introduced as a factor, there may be a 
reversal of social power between white women and black 
men. Historically, in broader society, white women had the 
power to punish black men who treated them in ways that 
they perceived as inappropriate. Scholarship examining the 
relationship between black men and white women can be 
traced to the attempt by scholars to explain racial violence 
that had consequences for members of the black male popu‑
lation, such as lynching. As noted by Dora Apel in Imagery 
of Lynching: Black Men, White Women, and the Mob (2004), 
racial violence was rooted in race and gender anxieties that 
criminalized sexual relations between black men and white 
women. This work links the lynching of black men to the 
violation of social customs related to white females. It 
showed the power of white females when they charged a 
black man with what can be viewed as the original sexual 
misconduct in society.

Goff and Kahn (2013) highlight that one of the problems 
of social psychology in studying phenomena such as harass‑
ment is that it tends to focus on single constructs such as race 
or gender and tends to ignore that “race and gender mutually 
construct each other” (p. 365). Consequently, they suggest 
that “many definitions of gender discrimination are to some 
degree racist” (p. 365). Two theoretical lenses that might 
help us understand the phenomenon of cross‑racial sexual 
harassment are intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989) and mul‑
tidimensional masculinities theory (McGinley & Cooper, 
2012). The concept of intersectionality was introduced in the 
late 1980s (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991) to highlight the fact that 
social phenomenon such as harassment could not be reduced 
to a single axis, such as gender, because white women’s 
experiences of sexual harassment were qualitatively different 
from those of black women. Accordingly, Crenshaw (1989) 
argues that by focusing attention on the most privileged 
group (in the case of harassment, white women), the analy‑
ses of racism and sexism become distorted. More generally, 
intersectionality suggests that characteristics such as race, 
gender, class, sexuality, and so on need to be considered in 
tandem rather than focusing on individual attributes (Cho 
et al., 2013). Thus, to fully understand sexual harassment 
that crosses racial lines, we need to examine how the percep‑
tion of members who belong to the privileged class (white 
women) might differ from other racial groups.
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In addition, we also need to consider how the race of the 
harasser might affect these perceptions. While models of 
harassment often focus on the social power that men have 
over women, there is an assumption that all men have equal 
power. Multidimensional Masculinities Theory (MMT) pos‑
its that the effects of multiple identities and masculinity are 
intertwined such that the power granted to men based upon 
cultural norms and legal mechanisms may not be given to 
all men equally (McGinley & Cooper, 2012). Race is an 
essential factor for determining power that men may be able 
to exercise. According to Dowd et al. (2012), “Race is per‑
haps the most powerful determinant of place in the hierar‑
chy, in addition to sexual orientation and class. Race may 
nearly completely obliterate gender advantage, so some men, 
in reality, do not exercise dominance in many, if any, con‑
texts” (p. 28). Further, they posit that “masculine privilege 
is neither absolute nor universal” (p. 30). This suggests that 
black men’s behavior may be perceived as more offensive 
since they do not possess the same social power bestowed 
upon white men. Consequently, targets may perceive specific 
incidents as harassment simply because the perpetrator was 
black.

Within the context of work organizations, Thomas (1989, 
1993) examines how race affects the relationship develop‑
ment within organizations between white and black employ‑
ees. He suggests that the interaction between race and gen‑
der is essential in understanding how these relationships 
develop. In his qualitative study of mentoring relationships, 
he found that race even affected the degree to which indi‑
viduals were willing to spend time with members of the 
opposite sex of a different race (Thomas, 1989). One white 
female employee was told, “You’re hanging around with this 
black man too much, it will damage your career,” (Thomas, 
1989, p. 283). A black male employee expressed his avoid‑
ance of white women, “I don’t want to be seen too often talk‑
ing with white females, … there is a lot of history that says 
that black men being somewhat familiar with white women 
isn’t healthy” (Thomas, 1989, p. 283). He suggests that the 
social psychology of slavery and the post‑slavery expres‑
sions of racial animosity often shape how racial dynamics 
affect interpersonal relationships (Thomas, 1989). Combined 
with the findings of Guiffre and Williams (1994), who exam‑
ine the relations between white and Hispanic employees, 
race appears to affect how interpersonal interactions are 
perceived and labeled. Because of their qualitative nature, 
these studies have small sample sizes, and consequently, the 
findings may not generalize to other situations.

Research has begun to examine the issue of race for 
the phenomena of sexual harassment. A good deal of this 
research has compared the frequency of black women to 
white women experiencing sexual harassment (Berdahl & 
Moore, 2006; Bergman & Henning, 2008; Buchanan et al., 
2008; Firestone & Harris, 2003; Kalof et al., 2001; Kohlman, 

2010; Texeira, 2002; Welsh et  al., 2006). Although the 
research on the frequency of cross‑racial harassment is an 
important contribution to the literature, some of this research 
assumes that sexual harassment which crosses racial lines 
has the same meaning as instances that do not. It does not 
elucidate the perceptions of and responses to cross‑racial 
harassment. Given that the definition of sexual roles in soci‑
ety are based not only on gender but are also influenced by 
race, we believe that there is more work to be done in this 
area.

Several studies have examined the effects of race on per‑
ceptions of sexual harassment (Buchanan & Omerod, 2002; 
Shelton & Chavous, 1999; Wuensch et al., 2002). These 
studies have produced somewhat mixed results. Shelton 
and Chavous (1999) found that white women perceive the 
same situations as more harassing than black women, while 
Buchanan and Omerod (2002) found the opposite effect; 
Wuensch et al. (2002) find no differences. One reason cited 
by this research is that the concept of sexual harassment for 
black women is inextricably linked to race. Thus, the phe‑
nomenological experience is different for white and black 
women (Buchanan & Omerod, 2002; Wuensch et al., 2002). 
A second reason speculated for these inconsistent results 
is that the race of the harasser was not considered. Only a 
handful of studies have examined sexual harassment between 
people of different races (Shelton & Chavous, 1999; Sydell 
& Nelson, 1998; Wuensch et al., 2002). This research found 
that harassment of white women by black men is perceived 
as being worse than white women being harassed by white 
men. Wuensch et al. (2002) found that perceptions of har‑
assment for black women did not change depending on the 
harasser’s race. One limitation of these studies is that they 
are based upon participants’ reactions to vignettes describing 
harassers and targets of different races. Although vignettes 
are a valuable tool for studying phenomena, they are prob‑
lematic when the participants are unable to place themselves 
in the experiences described in the vignettes (Lind & Tyler, 
1988). Participants whose race is different from the target 
in the scenario might not truly understand the racial context 
of behavior steeped in a unique history of race and its influ‑
ence on sex roles, differential treatment, and experience. To 
fill this gap in the literature, we examine the perceptions 
and reactions of actual targets of cross‑racial harassment. To 
understand how race might influence perceptions of sexual 
harassment, we now turn to a brief discussion of race and 
sexual behavior in broader society.

Race, Sexuality, and Old Southern Codes

Although laws governing sexual harassment and guidelines 
for the workplace have existed for approximately 30 years, 
customs and laws regulating sexual behavior between races 
in broader society have existed for centuries. Though not 
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legally codified until the 1800s, customary practices regard‑
ing the treatment of black men and women developed after 
the first slave ship arrived in Virginia in 1619 (Stephenson, 
1906). These customs earned legal status in the South in the 
1800s, as behavior between black men and white women 
was regulated. These laws and customs were dependent on 
accusations of white females, which created consequences 
for black males and entire black communities. We juxtapose 
the complaints against black men by white females during 
this period against women’s complaints today and consider 
the consequences for these men. When dealing with cross‑
racial sexual harassment issues, can policies and practices 
become, simply put, old southern codes in new legal bottles?

In addition to minorities’ current lack of social status in 
the workplace, perceptions of and reactions to cross‑racial 
harassment might also be influenced by the historical context 
of black/white socio‑sexual relations. Specifically, starting 
in the eighteenth century, early colonial society developed 
codes and laws that regulated the behavior of slaves; these 
codes became increasingly more stringent over the follow‑
ing century and specified the relationship between black 
men and white women. These early laws bear an interest‑
ing resemblance to sexual harassment policies in the work‑
place today. Not only did these codes regulate behavior, but 
they also removed intent as a condition of determining a 
behavior’s deviance. Under these codes, a black man could 
be lynched for an “unwarranted” glance at a white woman 
(Newkirk, 2009).

Similarly, sexual harassment guidelines define the devi‑
ance of the behavior based upon the target’s reactions and 
not the intent of the harasser. Sexual harassment policies in 
organizations bear some similarities to laws that monitored 
the relationship between white women and black men. They 
have been transferred to the workplace and apply to all men. 
Although current sexual harassment guidelines should apply 
to all men equally, the behavior of black men and white men 
might not be perceived or responded to in the same way due 
to this historical context. This may serve to discriminate and 
punish black men such that it maintains the social hierarchy 
in which black men are kept in a lower position than white 
men.

In an in‑depth study of boundary lines and the labeling 
of sexual harassment in the workplace today, Giuffre and 
Williams (1994) presented one of the first indications of 
old southern codes in new legal bottles. They noted that 
white women identified the sexual advances of minority 
men as sexual harassment, but not the identical behaviors 
of their white male co‑workers. White women drew bounda‑
ries lines differently for white men, and consequently, were 
willing participants in heterosexual activities only in racially 
homogenous contexts. They concluded that white women 
could not conceive of having a legitimate relationship with 
the minority men because of cultural and racist attitudes. 

However, “the white men, on the other hand, can hug, kiss, 
and pinch rears of the white women because they have a 
mutual understanding—implying reciprocity and the pos‑
sibility of intimacy” (Giuffre & Williams, 1994, p. 390).

We believe that this historical context of regulating 
interracial relationships in society will likely affect the 
current perceptions of sexual harassment in the workplace 
that crosses racial boundaries. Even though the laws regu‑
lating behavior between black men and white women no 
longer exist, the societal beliefs that produced these codes 
still linger; these subtle effects lead white women to per‑
ceive the behavior of black men to be more harassing than 
when white men engage in the same behavior. Some sup‑
port for this historical effect might be seen in the perception 
of interracial marriage. Although attitudes toward interra‑
cial marriage, in general, have improved since the 1960s, 
black/white marriage is still perceived more negatively than 
other forms of interracial marriage (Golebiowska, 2007). 
Djamba and Kimuna (2014) highlighted racial differences 
in the perception of black/white marriages; while 53.7% of 
black respondents in the General Social Survey approved 
of a close relative marrying a white person, only 26.3% of 
white respondents approved of a close relative marrying a 
black person. Further, Torche and Rich (2017) found that the 
proportion of black/white relationships between black men 
and white women declined between 1980 and 2010. Taken 
together, these results suggest that there is still a stigma asso‑
ciated with the relationship between black men and white 
women.

Similarly, the perception of white men’s harassing behav‑
ior toward black women might also be affected by the his‑
tory of relationships between white men and black women. 
Although there were no laws regulating the sexual behavior 
between white men and black women until the emancipation 
of slaves, black women who were enslaved were property 
that could be used by white men in any manner they desired 
(Williams, 1991). Black women had little control over their 
own bodies and were subject to the whims of their white 
slave masters. This lack of explicit support for black women 
and the willingness to turn a blind eye to the violence com‑
mitted against them led many black women to believe that 
they had no control, even over their own bodies (Morton, 
1991).

Even after slavery was abolished, black women faced 
challenges to gain control over white men for control of 
their own bodies. After the Civil War, there was a move‑
ment to reform rape laws to offer more protections to 
females, in general. Legislators who were predominantly 
white and male sought to exclude legal protections for 
black females in cases of sexual assault and rape (Dunlap, 
1999). African American Activist Frances Joseph‑Gaudet 
criticized these legislators for criminalizing interracial 
marriage but not interracial sex (Dunlap, 1999). Further, 
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she suggested that the laws preventing interracial marriage 
and legislators’ insistence that black females be excluded 
from protection under rape reform were aimed at prevent‑
ing black men from having sex with white women but 
allowed white men to continue their sexual proclivities 
with black females (Dunlap, 1999). Under reforms, white 
men’s criminal sexual behavior toward white women 
was punished, but the same behavior committed with 
black women was not. Thus, white men’s deviant sexual 
behavior toward black women was not only an expres‑
sion of male dominance over women, but it was also a 
racist expression of white supremacy. Thus, as Omerod 
and Buchanan (2002) suggest, black women may perceive 
the harassment by white men as more of an expression of 
racist behavior rather than sexist behavior. Consequently, 
white men’s behavior may have been seen as an expression 
of racism, while black males' similar behaviors were more 
likely to be perceived as sexist. Thus, the perception of 
white men’s sexually harassing behavior of black women 
might be perceived as less as sexual harassment than that 
of black men’s behavior and more of an offense of racism 
because it resonates with a particular historic behavior 
toward black women. Black women may still consider the 
sexualized behavior of white men offensive, disturbing and 
threatening; it is just not labeled as sexual harassment.

Hypothesis 1 Black men’s sexualized behavior will more 
likely be perceived as sexual harassment than white men’s 
behavior.

Hypothesis 2 Behavior that occurs between individuals of 
different races will be perceived as more offensive, disturb‑
ing and threatening than behavior that occurs between indi‑
viduals of the same race.

Although an extensive analysis of the literature on the 
protection of white females through codes, laws and cus‑
toms, is beyond the scope of this paper, we are interested 
in how the punishment of such crimes historically might 
relate to penalties for the violation of sexual harassment 
policies and regulations. In the old south, black men accused 
of sexual impropriety were seen as having violated either 
a criminal statute or some norm of the racial caste code 
and were often punished with physical harm or violence. 
Tolnay and Beck (1995) found that the violation of some 
sexual norm, e.g., rape, incest, miscegenation, or improper 
conduct with a white woman, accounted for 33.6 percent of 
the reasons given for mob violence. This historical context 
of the violence advocated for the punishment of cross‑racial 
harassment might extend to the workplace today in that inci‑
dents of sexual harassment that cross‑racial lines, especially 
those that occur between black harassers and white targets, 
might be perceived as “worse” than harassment that occurs 

within one’s own race and consequently require more severe 
punishment.

One of the reasons the examination of actual cross‑racial 
sexual harassment has received little attention in the lit‑
erature is the traditional lack of diversity in organizations, 
especially in supervisory positions. Our military dataset 
allows us to explore race and sexual harassment. Indeed, 
the military is the only organization in America where black 
men supervise white females to a significant degree. It is 
also an organization that has produced high‑profile sexual 
harassment cases that involve different races and people of 
the same race.

Scholarly research on sexual harassment within the mili‑
tary, as well as official reports, demonstrate that the patterns 
of behavior in the armed forces are similar to those found 
in other organizations (Bastian et al., 1995; Chema, 1993; 
Firestone & Harris, 1994; Harris & Firestone, 1996; Miller, 
1997; Munson et al., 2001; Zimmerman, 1995). Large per‑
centages of military women (77%) reported that they had 
experienced sexual harassment of some form (Munson et al., 
2001). Most of the harassment occurring in the military is in 
the form of hostile work environment (Bastian et al., 1995; 
Lipari & Lancaster, 2002), while relatively few individuals 
experience sexual coercion.

The military has experienced several high‑profile sexual 
harassment cases. The event that brought race to the center 
of the discussion in 1996 took place at the Army’s Aberdeen 
Proving Grounds training facility. This training center was 
the site of massive charges of sexual harassment. Indeed, the 
National Organization of Women (NOW) asked all military 
branches to take immediate action. The Army responded 
by providing 800 numbers so that women could report 
sexual misconduct. The Department of Defense authorized 
investigations of all Army military training centers. NOW 
demanded that the Navy, Marines, and Coast Guard install 
800 numbers. Former President of NOW, Karen Johnson, 
noted that "Aberdeen is only the most blatant and severe 
example of the denigration and discrimination women face 
every day—both in the military and in workplaces across 
the country. The military can lead the way in changing the 
culture of misogyny that allows and encourages men to har‑
ass and assault women and girls on the job, in the streets 
and classrooms” (National Organization of Women, 1996).

As information emerged on sexual misconduct at Aber‑
deen, race entered the picture, notably as reported in the 
media (National Organization of Women, 1996):

“… all 13 men facing charges in the scandal at Aber‑
deen Proving Ground are black, while the great major‑
ity of their accusers are white women. And they con‑
tend that black men also have been disproportionately 
accused in the Army cases pending elsewhere around 
the United States…” (Richter, 1997)
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“…This raises the old images of black men and white 
women that we just don't need in this day and age,” 
said Janice E. Grant, of the Harford County, Md., 
NAACP, who has called for a civilian probe into the 
matter.
"The numbers here just don't add up." (Richter, 1997)
“Leroy Warren Jr., an NAACP national board mem‑
ber said the group "isn't in the business of protect‑
ing people who have committed crimes." But he said 
the authorities "aren't getting the white guys. There's 
a dual system of justice at the Pentagon and in this 
country." (Richter, 1997)

The quotes above illustrate how accusations and charges 
of sexual harassment are made along racial lines that mimic 
sexual relations of the old south. White women will be more 
likely to report the inappropriate behavior of black men 
compared to white men. Similarly, as discussed earlier black 
women may not perceive white men’s sexualized behavior 
as sexual harassment and therefore are less likely to report it 
as such. Black women may be more likely to perceive black 
men’s inappropriate behavior as sexual harassment because 
the racist element is not present, and consequently, are more 
likely to report it. Stated formally:

Hypothesis 3 Black men’s sexualized behavior is more 
likely to be reported as sexual harassment than white men’s 
behavior.

One of the challenges of reporting processes is that they 
are often not utilized. Research indicates that only 2 to 20% 
(depending on the study) of individuals who experience 
sexual harassment file a formal complaint (see Cortina & 
Berdahl, 2008 for a review). One reason why individuals do 
not report harassment is that they do not believe it will result 
in a good outcome. Indeed, several studies indicate that 33 to 
57% of targets who report sexual harassment were not satis‑
fied with the outcome of the process (Bingham & Scherer, 
1993, Gruber & Smith, 1995; Gutek & Koss, 1993; Mar‑
tindale, 1990; Morral et al., 2015; USMSPB, 1995). This 
may be particularly true for sexual harassment instances that 
cross‑racial lines. The target’s reaction to the outcome of 
the complaint process might be affected by the race of the 
harasser. As previously discussed, instances of cross‑racial 
harassment may be perceived as more offensive than when a 
member of one’s race commits the behavior. Consequently, 
targets may expect punishments to be more severe as the 
level of perceived offense is higher, and that punishment 
should reflect this. Given the limits on the penalties that 
can be given in organizations (violence and lynching are not 
viable options), individuals who experience harassment that 
crosses racial lines may be less satisfied with the outcome of 
such complaints because they believe that the punishment 

doled out by organizations is not severe enough to deal with 
a highly offensive situation.

Hypothesis 4 Individuals who report behavior committed by 
someone of a different race are less likely to be satisfied with 
the outcome of a complaint than when the behavior occurs 
between individuals of the same race.

Methods

Data

We used the Status of the Armed Forces Survey: 1995 Form 
B‑Gender Issues, which the United States Department of 
Defense administered in 1995 (Bastian et al., 1995). The sur‑
vey was used to examine sexual harassment and other related 
issues. The random sample of 50,394 military personnel 
who were sent the Form B survey was non‑proportionally 
stratified. 28,296 service members returned usable surveys, 
resulting in a response rate of approximately 56%.

We focused our analyses on female soldiers who were 
harassed by males. There were both statistical and theoreti‑
cal justifications for this decision. Although women are not 
the only targets, they face sexual harassment much more 
frequently than men (DiTomaso et al., 1989; Terpstra & 
Baker, 1988; US Merit Systems Protection Board, 1981). 
Researchers examining this particular dataset have found 
that men’s and women's experiences regarding sexual har‑
assment are different (Donovan & Drasgow, 1999; Magley 
et al., 1999) and that same‑sex harassment is different from 
that experienced between the sexes (DuBois et al., 1998). 
Further, women were sampled approximately four times 
more than men; combined with men’s low response rate, we 
did not have a large enough sample size to examine other 
forms of harassment that crossed racial lines. We further 
limit our analyses to black and white women. There are two 
reasons for this restriction. First, the survey provided limited 
information about race. For example, several racial groups, 
such as American Indian, Asian, and Pacific Islander, were 
grouped together. Consequently, we could not assess the 
effects for certain racial groups. Second, response rates of 
different racial groups left us with insufficient cases to per‑
form analyses. The racial composition of the usable returned 
surveys was white, non‑Hispanic (62.7%), black (24.0%), 
Hispanic (3.7%), and Asian/Pacific Islander/American 
Indian/Eskimo (5.1%) with 4.5% missing data.

This survey was created to assess perceptions and fre‑
quency of sexually harassing behavior in the military. In 
addition, the survey asked participants to recall a spe‑
cific (critical) incident: “Think about the situation(s) you 
have experienced during the past 12 months that involved 
unwanted sex/gender‑related attention. Now pick the 
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SITUATION THAT HAD THE GREATEST EFFECT ON 
YOU.” The survey then prompted respondents to answer 
specific questions about the incident. To assess the effects 
of race on perceptions of and responses to harassment, we 
focused on these critical incidents since the general ques‑
tions of perceptions and frequency did not contain race 
information. Thus, our working dataset was limited to those 
respondents who indicated a critical incident and answered 
the questions about the incident. Our working dataset con‑
tains 5313 women.

Variables

Race

To conduct our analyses, we needed to identify the race of 
the target and that of the harasser. For the target’s race, par‑
ticipants responded to the question, “What race do you con‑
sider yourself to be?” (white, black, or African American; 
Indian (Amer.), Eskimo, or Aleut; Asian or Pacific Islander; 
Other race (Please specify)). These data were matched to 
control data used when administering the surveys. To assess 
the race of the harasser, participants responded to the ques‑
tion, “Was the racial/ethnic background of the person(s)?” 
(The same as your own; Different from your own; Some 
were the same, and some were different; Don’t know). We 
selected individuals who responded, “the same as your own” 
or “different from your own.” Note that we cannot determine 
the exact race of harassers who differed from the targets 
because of the question's wording. Still, given the racial 
composition of respondents, it is likely that the majority of 
cross‑racial harassment occurred between black and white 
individuals. We will address this issue further in the discus‑
sion section.

Harassment Type

The sexual harassment literature has revealed three distinct 
subtypes of harassment behavior (Fitzgerald et al., 1999; 
Fitzgerald, Gelfand, et al., 1995; Fitzgerald, Hulin, et al., 
1995; Gelfand et al., 1995): unwanted sexual attention, 
coercive sexual behavior, and gender harassment (Fitzger‑
ald, Gelfand, et al., 1995; Fitzgerald, Hulin, et al., 1995). 
Unwanted sexual attention includes comments or behaviors 
of a sexual nature that the target considers inappropriate. 

Coercive sexual behavior is defined as one organiza‑
tion member’s promise, threat, or use of a punishment or 
reward to compel another organizational member to sub‑
mit to a request of a sexual nature. Finally, gender harass‑
ment includes comments or behaviors designed to belittle 
or intimidate women. Gender harassment is further broken 
down into two subcategories of crude/offensive behavior, 
typically directed toward a specific woman and sexist behav‑
ior, which is targeted at women in general. We constructed 
variables corresponding to these different types of sexual 
harassment from twenty‑two items asking respondents about 
unwanted, sex‑related workplace experiences. These scales 
are identified as follows: crude/offensive behaviors, sexist 
behavior, unwanted sexual attention, and sexual coercion. 
These four scales had Cronbach’s alpha reliabilities of 0.91, 
0.83, 0.86, and 0.95, respectively. We classified individu‑
als’ experiences as falling into one of these four categories. 
Note that the survey allowed individuals to select multiple 
behaviors that occurred as part of the situation that had the 
most significant effect on them. 97% of the individuals indi‑
cated three behaviors or less occurred as part of their critical 
incident, with 50% indicating only one event. We limited our 
working dataset to those individuals for which all behaviors 
fell within the same category. The number of incidents by 
race for each category appears in Table 1. Because there are 
so few instances of sexual coercion (n = 96) and statistical 
results might be skewed, we have chosen to focus on the first 
three categories of behaviors (crude/offensive behaviors, 
sexist behavior, and unwanted sexual attention).

Perception of Harassment

Participants responded to one question assessing whether 
they perceived the incident to be sexual harassment, “Do 
you consider this situation to have been sexual harassment?” 
using a five‑point Likert scale (0 = definitely was not sexual 
harassment; 4 = definitely was sexual harassment).

Reactions to Harassment

Participants responded to three questions assessing their 
reactions to the incident, “Was it offensive; Was it disturb‑
ing; Was it threatening.” All items were measured using a 
five‑point Likert Scale (0 = not at all; 4 = extremely).

Table 1  The number of 
incidents of the different types 
of behavior by race

Unwanted sexual 
attention

Gender harass‑
ment—sexist

Gender harass‑
ment—sexual

Sexual coer‑
cion

Total

White females 2238 868 861 52 4019
Black females 667 337 425 45 1474
Total 2905 1205 1286 97 5493
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Reporting of Sexual Harassment

Participants responded to one question assessing whether 
they reported the situation, “Did you REPORT this unwanted 
sex‑related attention to any of the following individuals or 
organizations; and if so, did it make things better or worse 
for you?” Respondents were then provided with a list of 
officials or organizations from the immediate supervisor to 
Congress to whom they could have reported the incident. 
If respondents selected any of the individuals on the list, 
we coded the reporting variable as 1, indicating that they 
had officially reported the situation; if they made no official 
complaint, we coded the reporting variable as 0.

Satisfaction with Complaint Outcome

Participants responded to one question assessing their sat‑
isfaction with outcomes, “How satisfied are you with the 
outcome of your complaint?” using a five‑point Likert scale 
(1 = very dissatisfied; 5 = very satisfied).

Results

Perceptions of Sexual Harassment

To test whether the race of the target and the race of the har‑
asser affected the perceptions of sexual harassment, we con‑
ducted a 2 (target race: black vs. white) × 2 (race of harasser: 
same vs. different from the target) × 3(big situation: sexist 
behavior vs. crude/offensive behavior vs. unwanted sexual 
attention) ANOVA on the perceptions of sexual harassment 
variable. Results indicated a significant main effect for the 
harassment type (F2,4999 = 10.15, p < 0.01). Sexist behavior 
(M = 2.13, SD = 0.04) was perceived as less harassing than 
crude/offensive behavior (M = 2.35, SD = 0.05) vs. unwanted 
sexual attention (M = 2.36, SD = 0.05). There were also sig‑
nificant interactions between the target race and the race of 
the harasser (F1,4999 = 58.52, p < 0.01) and the race of the 
harasser and the harassment type (F1,4999 = 3,72, p < 0.05). 
The means are displayed in Table 2. The results demonstrate 
that across all forms of behavior, black targets perceive the 
behavior as more harassing when the harasser is of the same 
race (black). In contrast, white targets perceive the behavior 
as more harassing when the harasser is of a different race 
(non‑white). Thus, hypothesis 1 was supported for white 
targets but not for black targets.

Reactions to Sexual Harassment

To test whether the race of the target and the race of the 
harasser had an effect on the three reactions to sexual har‑
assment, we conducted a 2 (target race: black vs. white) × 

2 (race of harasser: same vs. different from the target) × 
3(big situation: sexist behavior vs. crude/offensive behavior 
vs. unwanted sexual attention) MANOVA on the three reac‑
tions to sexual harassment items. We chose not to scale these 
items even though the reliability of the items was strong 
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.81) because we believe that they are 
conceptually distinct responses. To control for intercorrela‑
tions, we conducted a MANOVA rather than three sepa‑
rate ANOVAs. Results indicated a significant main effect 
for the harassment type (F3,4854 = 16.54, p < 0.01), target 
race (F3,4854 = 4.91, p < 0.01), and race of the harasser 
(F3,4854 = 3.84, p < 0.01). These main effects are qualified by 
a significant interaction between the target race and the race 
of the harasser (F3,4854 = 4.01, p < 0.01). Univariate results 
indicated that the interaction was significant for the “was it 
threatening” item (F1,4856 = 11.94,  p <  0.01), and was mar‑
ginally significant for the “was it offensive” (F1,4856 = 3.16, 
p < 0.10) and “was it disturbing” (F1,4856 = 3.53, p < 0.10) 
items. Means for these items are shown in Table 3. In gen‑
eral, black targets’ reactions did not differ depending on the 
race of the harasser. In contrast, white targets reacted more 
negatively when the harasser was of a different race (non‑
white). Hypothesis 2 was supported for white targets but not 
for black targets.

We now turn to the relationship between race and the fil‑
ing of a sexual harassment complaint. We conducted a step‑
wise logistic regression on the “I filed a formal complaint” 
response. In the first step, we entered the main effects, in the 
second step, we entered the two‑way interaction effects, and 
in the third step, we entered the three‑way interactions. We 
created two dummy variables for the harassment type vari‑
able. The first step in the equation was significant.

Χ2 (4, N = 5020) = 33.98, p  < 0.01. In this equation, 
both harassment type dummy variables were significant, 

Table 2  Perceptions of sexual harassment by harassment type, target 
race and race of harasser

Scale 0‑definitely not harassment to 4‑definitely was harassment

Unwanted 
sexual atten‑
tion

Gender 
harassment—
sexist

Gender 
harassment—
sexual

M
(SD)

M
(SD)

M
(SD)

Black targets
Harasser same race 2.37

(1.36)
2.54
(1.30)

2.48
(1.34)

Harasser different race 1.90
(1.34)

2.02
(1.36)

2.39
(1.48)

White targets
Harasser same race 1.96

(1.41)
2.24
(1.36)

2.01
(1.41)

Harasser different race 2.30
(1.46)

2.61
(1.37)

2.55
(1.34)
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β = 0.61 (p  < 0.05) and β = 0.45 (p  < 0.01) as was the race 
of the harasser β = 0.46 (p < 0.01). Sexist behavior was 
less likely to be reported than crude/offensive behavior or 
unwanted sexual attention. In addition, harassers whose 
race was different from their targets were more likely to 
be reported. The second step in the equation was also sig‑
nificant Χ2 (5, N = 5020) = 16.45, p < 0.01. In this equation, 
the only significant interaction was the target race × race 
of the harasser, β = − 0.99 (p < 0.01). White targets were 
more likely to report targets whose race differed from their 

own (non‑white), while black targets were less likely to 
report targets whose race differed from their own (non‑
black). The third step in the equation was not significant. 
These results are presented in Table 4. Thus, hypothesis 3 
was fully supported.

Finally, we are interested in how satisfied women who 
filed a complaint were with the complaint process. To test 
whether the race of the target and the race of the har‑
asser had an effect on satisfaction with the complaint out‑
come, we conducted a 2 (target race: black vs. white) × 2 
(race of harasser: same vs. different from the target) × 3 
(big situation: sexist behavior vs. crude/offensive behav‑
ior vs. unwanted sexual attention) ANOVA on the item 
“how satisfied are you with the complaint process over‑
all” item. Results indicated a significant main effect for 
the harassment type (F2,1519 = 5.69, p < 0.01). Individuals 
who reported sexist behavior (M = 2.85, SE = 0.05) were 
less satisfied with the complaint process than those who 
reported crude/offensive behavior (M = 3.17, SE = 0.09) 
or unwanted sexual attention (M = 3.07, SE = 0.09). There 
was also a significant interaction between the target race 
and the race of the harasser (F1,1519 = 5.04, p < 0.05). The 
means are displayed in Table 5. White women were more 
satisfied with the complaint process when the harasser was 
the same race (white). There is no difference in satisfac‑
tion in the complaint process for black women regardless 
of the harasser’s race. Thus, hypothesis 4 was supported 
for white targets but not for black targets.

Table 3  Perceptions of how offensive, threatening, and disturbing the 
incident was

Scale 0‑not at all to 4‑extremely

Offensive Disturbing Threatening
M
(SD)

M
(SD)

M
(SD)

Black targets
Harasser same race 2.58

(0.05)
2.50
(0.05)

1.15
(0.05)

Harasser different race 2.64
(0.06)

2.55
(0.07)

1.08
(0.07)

White targets
Harasser same race 2.32

(0.03)
2.28
(0.03)

0.85
(0.03)

Harasser different race 2.55
(0.04)

2.52
(0.05)

1.12
(0.05)

Table 4  The effects of 
harassment type, target race and 
race of harasser on the filing of 
a complaint

*p ≤ .05; ***p ≤ .001

Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient

Main effects
Big situation category 1 0.61***
Big situation category 2 0.45***
Target race 0.01
Race of harasser (same/different) 0.46***
Two-way interaction effects
Big situation category 1 × target race  − 0.12
Big situation category 2 × target race  − 0.44
Big situation category 1 × race of harasser 0.07
Big situation category 2 × race of harasser  − 0.16
Target race × race of harasser  − 0.99***
Three-way interaction effect
Big situation category 1 × target race × race of harasser  − 0.21
Big situation category 2 × target race × race of harasser 0.78*
Constant  − 3.60***  − 5.79***  − 1.28***
Change in Chi‑Square 33.98*** 16.45 6.55***
Change in R2 0.04 0 0.01
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Discussion

The results of our analyses suggest that there is a robust 
interaction effect between the race of the harasser and the 
race of the target. The perceptions of harassment, reactions 
to harassment, and responses to harassment are different for 
white females and black females depending on the race of 
the harasser. White females perceive the behavior of men 
of a different race compared to the behavior of white men 
as being more harassing, are more likely to have adverse 
psychological reactions, and are more likely to report them. 
Conversely, black females perceive the behavior of black 
men compared to men of a different race as being more 
harassing, are more likely to have adverse psychological 
reactions, and are more likely to report them. In addition, 
white women are more satisfied with the complaint process 
when the harassers are white versus black; the race of the 
harasser does not affect black women’s satisfaction with the 
complaint process.

For white women, this dovetails with Giuffre and Wil‑
liams’ qualitative work (1994), which demonstrated that race 
of the harasser was important in terms of how white females 
perceive behavior. They argued that it is more difficult for 
white women to perceive a future with a person of another 
race. In terms of sexual harassment, this might influence 
the degree of unwelcomeness. In addition, there might be 
some fear of black men as savages (Hodes, 1999) that is a 
residual from old southern lore designed to discourage white 
women from having contact with black men. These results 
might, in part, demonstrate the idea that racism in America 
has changed from the overt fear of and hostility toward black 
men to a more subtle reaction to their behavior.

Black women were less likely to view the behavior of 
harassers of a different race as problematic than black men's 
actions. Although this conflicts with some prior research 
(Shelton & Chavous, 1999; Wuensch et al., 2002), this could 
be due to methodological differences. Previous studies have 
used scenarios that ask the participant how the character 
in a scenario would feel. Responses might reflect, to some 
degree, the social desirability of aligning with one’s own 

race. However, actual targets of harassment might act differ‑
ently, especially when it comes to the emotionally charged 
issue of race. As suggested earlier in the paper, black women 
might be less likely to perceive the inappropriate behav‑
ior as sexual harassment when a white man engages in the 
behavior because they perceive the situation to be more of 
an issue of racism than sexist behavior. Our results indicated 
that black women perceived the behavior of men who were 
of a different race as less sexually harassing than when the 
harasser was black. However, black women saw the behavior 
as equally offensive, disturbing and threatening regardless of 
the race of the harasser. In addition, there may be additional 
potential reasons that black women perceive the inappropri‑
ate behavior of black men more as sexual harassment than 
when the behavior involves men of another race. First, black 
women might see the harassment of white men as nothing 
unusual; that is, they have come to expect it. This follows 
from the pre‑civil rights South, where black women were 
sexually abused and raped by their white masters/employ‑
ers and came to see this behavior as part of their lot in life 
(Morton, 1991). The second reason is that to combat the 
image of black women as temptresses; they adopted strict 
moral codes that removed any hint of sexual impropriety 
(Hine, 1997). Black men were more likely than white men 
to understand this (as they were trying to overcome their 
own negative image), and thus sexual harassment by black 
men might be viewed as more of an affront to this code and 
black women’s struggles. Finally, and similarly, harassment 
by black men toward black women might be seen as more of 
an insult because of their shared struggle to combat racism 
both in America, in general, and specifically in the military: 
the harassment might be seen as a betrayal of their common 
struggle. Future research is needed to determine the underly‑
ing mechanism.

Conclusions and Implications for Research 
and Practice

The purpose of this paper has been to examine the effects 
of race on the perceptions of and reactions to sexual harass‑
ment. We agree with the work of Zuberi (2001), who sug‑
gests that interpreting racial statistics requires caution and 
advises that “…our identities arise from our membership in 
a distinctive historical, linguistic, religious, and political 
culture. This group membership leads to our interest in how 
people are represented and how they represent themselves 
within a historically specific social context.” (Zuberi, 2001, 
pp. ix–xx). In the case of our study, it is not that white and 
non‑white men behave differently since we examined the 
perceptions of the same type of behavior. Instead, it is how 
the race of the alleged harasser affects how targets make 
sense of these interactions. Specifically, we contend that the 

Table 5  Overall satisfaction with the outcome of the complaint pro‑
cess

Scale 1‑very dissatisfied to 5‑very satisfied

Harasser
Same race

Harasser
Different race

M
(SD)

M
(SD)

Black targets 2.96
(1.31)

3.02
(1.27)

White targets 3.13
(1.15)

2.76
(1.32)
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race effects on the perceptions of sexual harassment may 
very well have their foundation in the old southern codes 
that regulated the relationship between white females and 
black males. Further, this racist historical lens manifests and 
shapes the context of the workplace today. Specifically, this 
lens may lead individuals to see non‑white men’s behav‑
ior as more sexually predatory. Consequently, it is still less 
acceptable for black men to engage in sexualized behavior 
than white men. Black males often experience the loss of 
opportunities within the workplace when accused of sexual 
harassment. Although white males accused of harassment 
will also experience negative consequences, our results sug‑
gest that their behavior is less likely to be perceived as har‑
assment and less likely to be reported. Thus, black males still 
face subtle discrimination within an organization that they 
have been integrated into for over 60 years. In the context 
of the military as an opportunity for black men, it is a bitter 
irony that they have been able to achieve higher positions of 
leadership than in most private organizations, yet they are 
also more likely to have their behavior scrutinized compared 
to white men.

Another critical issue raised by this study is that research 
on sexual harassment needs to consider the effect of race on 
how sexual harassment is defined and how targets respond. 
As stated earlier, our results deviate from previous research 
on racial effects on sexual harassment (Shelton & Chavous, 
1999; Wuensch et al., 2002). Beyond the possible social 
desirability biases, another issue is the subtle racism that 
still exists in the United States. The legacy stereotype of the 
black male as a sexual aggressor might unconsciously affect 
the targets’ (even black females) perception and responses 
to harassment. Accordingly, future research needs to tease 
out the effect of racism on cross‑race harassment. Addi‑
tional research needs to examine cross‑racial harassment 
between members of other races. Our results suggest that 
stereotypes and historical contexts of a specific race might 
influence how the sexual behavior of that race is perceived. 
In particular, we call on organizations that conduct research 
on sexual harassment, such as the DOD and USMSPB, to 
reinstate questions regarding the race of the harasser to help 
further the understanding of this phenomenon. Further, a 
more qualitative study of sexual harassment in the military 
that focuses on cross‑race harassment may help us identify 
factors beyond the historical context that influence targets’ 
reactions to these events.

The implications of this research must concentrate on how 
organizations think about sexual harassment policies. The 
first recommendation is that organizations should include 
race effects in the training. This training needs to address 
the issue of how race might affect perceptions of behav‑
ior as being harassment and how such situations should 
be resolved. As diversity within organizations increases, 
interactions and relationships are likely to occur between 

individuals of different races. Training needs to inform 
individuals that in the workplace, women are more likely to 
perceive socio‑sexual behavior as sexual harassment if the 
person is not a white male. Building this into training could 
have the effect of saving the opportunity structure for minor‑
ity males. Harassment complaints should be taken seriously, 
regardless of the race of the alleged harasser. However, when 
determining whether harassment occurred, targets should at 
least consider whether race has played a role in their reaction 
to the situation.

Along these lines, research on empathy and perspective‑
taking training has demonstrated some success in reducing 
racial and gender biases (Lillis & Hayes, 2007; Lueke & 
Gibson, 2016; Matsuda et al., 2020; Mendoza et al., 2019; 
Pashak et al., 2018; Todd et al., 2011; Zimmerman & Myers, 
2013). Todd et al. (2011) found that non‑white participants 
who were asked to take the perspective of a black target 
demonstrated less bias. In the area of sexual harassment, 
Zimmerman and Myers (2013) found that when participants 
were asked to take the perspective of the female target, sex‑
based differences in judgments of the harassment were 
reduced. Some research on perspective‑taking suggests that 
this approach does not always mitigate bias (Epley et al., 
2004; Tarrant et al., 2012). The effectiveness of perspective‑
taking training will depend on the similarity between the 
individual and the target of the perspective training, how 
much the individual identifies with the ingroup majority, and 
the level of bias/prejudice the individual has (Epley et al., 
2004; Tarrant et al., 2012; Vorauer et al., 2009). In addition, 
perspective‑taking could increase the cognitive demands 
and stress on the individual when they take on another indi‑
vidual’s perspective, particularly when that individual is suf‑
fering negative consequences (Buffone et al., 2017). A more 
recent intervention that has shown some success in reducing 
racial bias combines perspective‑taking with mindfulness 
(Berry et al., 2021; Edwards et al., 2017; Lueke & Gibson, 
2015, 2016). This method might help reduce the racial bias 
that occurs when individuals evaluate situations that might 
be considered harassment.

Also, the organization should understand that females 
might not view specific sexually harassing behaviors in the 
same way when men of different races engage in them. Spe‑
cifically, women might tolerate a particular behavior when a 
white male commits the act but not when a non‑white male 
engages in the behavior. A second recommendation is that 
organizations must encourage reporting of similar behav‑
iors and take similar disciplinary actions for those behaviors 
regardless of the harasser’s race. By only investigating and 
punishing the behavior of non‑white males, organizations 
might open themselves up to claims of adverse treatment dis‑
crimination. That is, they will be treating non‑white males 
differently than white males and thus be engaged in illegal 
discrimination. Besides complaint procedures, training can 
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also provide information to potential targets of harassment 
that the harasser’s race should not be a factor when deter‑
mining whether the behavior should be reported.

On a related point, organizations also need to recognize 
that race might affect how women use policies and proce‑
dures. Race might affect targets' satisfaction with the com‑
plaint process. Accordingly, organizations need to consider 
racial issues when creating avenues for reporting complaints. 
In addition, organizations need to give special care when 
conducting harassment complaint investigations that cross‑
racial lines. Since black women are less likely to report har‑
assment, organizations might need to do more to encourage 
these women to come forward. In addition, they might need 
to create other avenues for women of color to report harass‑
ment. Finally, organizations need to realize that differences 
in race between harassers and targets might lead to varying 
degrees of satisfaction with the complaint process. Although 
our results do not explain why black women are less likely to 
be satisfied with the complaint process, the results suggest 
that organizations need to pay close attention to the com‑
plaint process when minority women use it. Women who 
are not satisfied with the complaint process might be more 
likely to file sexual harassment lawsuits creating legal and 
operational costs for organizations.

As with any study, there are several limitations that need 
to be discussed. First, because of using archival data, we 
could not directly assess black/white harassment. We were 
able to select black and white female targets, but the survey 
only asked whether the harasser was of the same or differ‑
ent race. Given the demographic breakdown of the armed 
services, it is likely that the majority of the cases were black/
white harassment, but we cannot say this with absolute cer‑
tainty. A second limitation is that data were collected in only 
one type of organization (military). As discussed earlier, the 
military can serve as an excellent laboratory for studying 
social phenomena; however, as with any laboratory study, 
findings might not generalize outside the laboratory. Spe‑
cifically, because of the unique culture and structure of the 
military, our results might not generalize to non‑military 
work organizations. A third limitation is that all data were 
collected at one point in time with one survey instrument, so 
some of our results might reflect common method variance.

The final and potentially most serious limitation is that 
our dataset is from 1995; thus, attitudes toward cross‑race 
harassment may have shifted. However, as noted in the 
introduction, attitudes toward black/white relationships 
have not shifted dramatically in the past 15 years. The 
frequency of black/white relationships as a percentage of 
interracial couples has decreased between 1980 and 2010. 
Black–white marriages account for less than 1% of all mar‑
riages in the United States (Djamba & Kimuna, 2014). Fur‑
ther, Saucier et al. (2010) found that interracial crime was 
perceived as more severe and warranted harsher sentences 

than intra‑racial crimes. Taken together, it seems likely that 
the attitudes toward black/white sexual harassment have 
changed little since these data were collected. It is also inter‑
esting to note that although both the military and merits 
systems protection board has collected more recent data on 
perceptions of sexual harassment in the military and among 
federal workers, they no longer ask respondents to identify 
the race of the harasser. It is unclear what motivated this 
change. But we suggest that our study is a call to reinstate 
the question of race in future surveys so the effects of race 
on the perceptions of and reactions to harassment can be 
investigated.

Although these limitations exist, we believe that this 
study provides an essential step toward understanding the 
effects of race on perceptions of and reactions to sexual 
harassment. This is especially important as organizations 
become more demographically diverse, the occurrence of 
sexual harassment between individuals of different races 
is likely to increase. We believe that tracing the roots of 
cross‑racial harassment to the historical context of regulat‑
ing sexual relations between blacks and whites might help 
both researchers understand and organizations manage the 
problem of cross‑racial sexual harassment.
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