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WOMEN'S LEGAL DEFENSE FUND

THE IMPACT OF SEXUAL HARASSMENT

Studies indicate that only between one and seven percent of women who report sexual
harassment in surveys actually file a formal compiaint of seek legal help. The act of
speaking out is itseif extremely stressful and inhibits reporting.!

Psvciologist Sandra Shullman reports that tranumaric experiences like sexual harassment are
frequently repressed. Often victims remember an incident in bits and pieces. [n initally -
describing an experience of sexuai harassment. victims are likely to revort in a non-

chronoiogicai order. Vienms' descripdons of harassment may be ciearer over time as the
mind rewrieves more memories.

Clinical work with women who have been sexuaily harassed reveals that considerable time

often elapses before they realize the wrongmess of the perpetrator's behavior and
acknowledge their status as legitimate vicrims.?

Victims of sexual harassment are often surprised by their harasser's conduct. Victims
surveyed in one study usuaily tried to ignore the behavior or politely refuse the advances.’
Sexual harassment is much more likely to be a cumuiative series of escalating episodes

rather than on gamcular event.! After each incident, victims imagine the harassment will
evenrually stop.

Dr. Shuilman reports that a contunuing cordial relationship berween a perpetrator of
harassment and a vicum may be typical. Because of the usuai power differendal, victims
fear retaliation. They may attempt to normalize the reiationship to prevent the harassment

from escalating. These attempts at normalizing the relationship may continue even after the
empioyment reiationship is over.

The psychological symptoms and effects of sexual harassment may inciude anger, fear,
depression, anxiety, irritability, loss of seif-esteem, feelings of humiiiation, embarrassment,
shame and alienation, and a sense of helplessness and vulnerability. Physical symptoms may
inciude headaches, loss of appetite, gastrointestinal disorders, inability to sieep, weight loss,
and crying speils.”

Studics illustrate many reasons why sexuai harassment vicuims cannot.or wiil not reveal their
experiences. Among these are h~lding victims responsible for their own victimizatdon,’ the
traditional view of a vicum as a loser. fear of retaliation, and the belief that the behavior
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was not serious or wouid not be taken seriously.® Accoraing 1o one study, To the extent

that women have a decision abour {speaking out about| discriminauon. it is fundamentaily

a cooice between muserabie alternanves: To speak out. and become a pariah; or to sutfer
. ‘. .‘9
1 suence.

Psycnologists report taat a woman wino does speak out about sexuai harassment is often a
person with a sirong sense Of integnity wio can no longer 1gnore tfie injustice,
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