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When the #MeToo hashtag was introduced through social media in October 
2017, it was impossible to realize the viral impact it would have.  Suddenly, 
victims of sexual harassment and assault had a platform from which to drive 
awareness of the situation’s widespread prevalence.  Now, two years later, 
what have been the consequences of the Me Too Movement – intended and 
unintended – especially as they relate to women in the workplace?

According to the EEOC, Workplace Harassment, which is not limited to 
legally-actionable behavior,  
is defined as:

“Unwelcome or offensive conduct in the workplace that: (a) is 
based on sex (including sexual orientation, pregnancy, and gender 
identity), race, color, national origin, religion, age, disability, and/or 
genetic information; and (b) is detrimental to an employee’s work 
performance, professional advancement, and/or mental health. 
This includes, but is not limited to, offensive jokes, slurs, epithets 
or name-calling, undue attention, physical assaults or threats, 
unwelcome touching or contact, intimidation, ridicule or mockery, 
insults or put-downs, constant or unwelcome questions about an 
individual’s identity, and offensive objects or pictures.”(1)

While the Me Too Movement was actually created in 2006 by anti-rape 
activist, Tarana Burke (2) the Twitter storm began with the introduction of 
the #MeToo hashtag by Alyssa Milano in October 2017, generating over 
19MM tweets in the first 12 months alone.  The Me Too Movement ignited 
the work of activists and advocates who had been working on behalf of 
survivors of sexual abuse and harassment for many decades. Through 
this Movement, women – and men – found a way to break through the 
legal, social, and political barriers that have kept sexual harassment in the 
background for decades despite it coming to the front in periodic peaks.  
From Hollywood to Wall Street, and everywhere in between, the public now 
has a clearer picture of the “sheer universality” of a problem affecting all 
races, nationalities and socio-economic classes. Because sexual harassment 
is considered less “egregious” than sexual assault or rape, it has not been 
well monitored (3).

Findings vary depending on sample size and scope. Four major studies 
found that 50%-70% of women reported experiencing sexual 
harassment. These studies also found 17%-34% of men experienced 
some form of sexual harassment (4). Employees of all genders may 

have experienced other forms of sexual violence as children, teens or 
adults. In the U.S., one in three women, one in six men, and one in two 
transgender individuals have experienced sexual abuse or assault.

Victims are reluctant to report sexual harassment for fear of being accused 
of false allegations, disbelief, retaliation, ostracism, and loss of job or career 
(5).  The underreporting of sexual harassment is a problem. An EEOC study 
shows 70% of employees never report harassment they experience in  
the workplace (1).

Men are also engaging in public and private conversations about sexual 
harassment and violence. One survey found that many men are “unsettled 
and confused about how to approach a woman, handle a conversation,  
or give a compliment.” Forty-one percent had never heard of the  
Me Too Movement (9). 

Privately, many men have acknowledged they are uneasy with “being alone 
with female colleagues, particularly youthful or attractive ones, fearful ... 
of potential liability” (10).  A 2018 survey found that “nearly half of male 
managers are uncomfortable participating in common work activities 
with a woman, and senior-level men are 3½ times more hesitant to 
have a work dinner with a junior-level woman – and five times more 
hesitant to travel with one for work – than with a junior-level man (11).  
One employment attorney warns that reaction may generate a worse and 
opposite counter-reaction. He says, “If men avoid working or traveling with 
women alone or stop mentoring women ...those men are going to back 
out of a sexual harassment complaint and right into a sex discrimination 
complaint” (12).

A Pew Research Center poll revealed that “66 percent of adults 65 
and older believe it’s now harder for men to navigate workplace 
interactions.” The study found that men in positions of authority are 
increasingly reluctant to “work closely with women,” in some cases 
declining to hold one-on-one meetings with female employees.” This is not 
a male-only response. The study went to indicate that nearly half of both 
men and women report that increased attention make interactions at 
work more difficult.  (13).

One thing is clear – we need more trust and understanding across genders 
if we are to create safe, respectful and productive workplaces that are also 
gender diverse.
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