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To my children, Kaia and Christian, and to the thousands of women whose voices have never been heard.















AUTHOR’S NOTE



This book contains information obtained from many women—some very well known, others just private citizens trying to live their lives and do their jobs. Many women contacted me to share their stories, and I interviewed countless women concerning their experiences in the workplace. I have included information obtained from many of these conversations. To preserve the privacy and anonymity of the persons involved, I have often changed the names and certain other information (such as occupations, job titles, or the locations where the alleged harassment occurred) that could be used to identify specific individuals.


As is often the case when relating events of the past, the information recounted herein is based largely on the recollections of the interviewees. The recounting of these stories, often in the women’s own words, serves to show just how pervasive sexual harassment has been (and continues to be), and to underscore the enormous toll it is taking on American businesses and workers.


This book is intended to provide general information and inspiration to its readers. Neither the author nor the publisher is rendering legal or other professional advice. If you believe that your rights have been or are being violated, you should consult with an employment attorney, because laws vary depending on where you live or work.















INTRODUCTION



Are You Done Taking Sh*t?




Go back to Minnesota & Shut the Hell Up!!


Gretchen needs to let it go. She brought it on herself!


So what if someone said a couple things to you? Grow up, move on and stop whining.


Gretchen, your show sucked! You are a dumb old never-has-been!


Hope nobody hires you, Skank!


Gold digger MILF!


I wouldn’t stand with you or next to a disgraceful person like you!! I hope people will walk away & let you suffer, Bitch!!





Welcome to my daily Twitter feed. Imagine having to swallow this kind of hate with your morning coffee! After many years on TV, I wasn’t a stranger to mean tweets. I used to laugh at them, even read them out loud on the air. But now the meanness was like being stabbed with a dagger, and it seemed to have no purpose except to hurt me. It didn’t surprise me that one of these peoples’ favorite weapons was to attack my age or looks: “Minimally talented, over the hill,” crowed one critic. “Old and washed up,” another. Many tweets were typical of what other women who’ve experienced harassment say they hear all the time: “You’re too ugly to be sexually harassed… you wish you looked that good!” “Desperate old cow.”


Hmm… so only hot young babes get sexually harassed? Only fame-seeking, money-grubbing old hags complain? In the convoluted logic of the Twitterverse, my experience couldn’t be valid because I wasn’t young enough or pretty enough. And even if I were, my experience couldn’t be valid because I opened my mouth and spoke up for myself, making me a bitch. I resisted the impulse to reply to the male tweeters: “Does your mother, wife, or sister know you’re talking trash to a woman on social media?” I didn’t know what I would say to the female tweeters—there were plenty of those too.


One morning, as I was hunched over my iPad scrolling through a fresh batch of vitriol, I glanced up and saw my thirteen-year-old daughter, Kaia, watching me.


“Mom, you have a funny look on your face,” she said. “What are you reading?”


“It’s nothing, honey.” I smiled, but Kaia’s radar was finely attuned to my moods. She was, unfortunately, very aware of what was going on in her mom’s life. She knew that it wasn’t nothing.


Our children really see us. They hear us. And when I took on this fight, I had my children and their future foremost in my mind.


Many people have heard about the sexual harassment case I filed against my former boss. That lawsuit was settled, and there are things I can’t discuss about it. That’s the nature of a settlement. But when it was all over, I decided I wasn’t ready to shut up and sit down.


Labor Day 2016 became a marker in my life—not just the first day of school for my kids, but a change in the way I’d done things for the last twenty-five years.


Every year on the day after Labor Day, my husband, Casey, and I have made sure that one or both of us drives the kids to school and drops them off. (They’re now at ages where they don’t want us to come in!) This tradition has also involved Casey and me then driving into the city together to go to work. But 2016 was, of course, different for me. As we made our way into the city, I was actually going in to get a haircut. For the first time in a long time, I wasn’t going to work to report the news.


Instead—on this day—I was the news.


We got into the city an hour before my appointment, so Casey dropped me off and went on his way. With an hour to kill, I walked into a nearby nail salon to get a pedicure. There I was, all by myself in the salon.


During that hour, the news about me started trickling out; first one report, and then dozens and dozens more. I began to read about myself on Twitter and Facebook and Instagram as if I were having an out-of-body experience. I sat there with tears streaming down my face. The nice lady helping me out was probably wondering what the heck was wrong with me. But she didn’t ask, and I didn’t tell.


My life had become surreal. But then—as if nothing was happening—I still needed to get my hair cut. Once in the salon, the young woman sitting next to me at the hair washing basin—a total stranger—looked at me and simply said two words, “Thank you.” I felt more tears welling up again. My eyes burned. It wasn’t like I was sad. I’m not sure I can even describe the emotion. I just knew my life would never be the same. At that moment I knew the issue of sexual harassment was bigger than just my story. So I decided I would write a new, powerful, real story, for me and for so many others.


My decision to take on the issue of harassment didn’t happen instantly. It took me a while to get my head straight. At first, encounters with friends and colleagues were painful and awkward. People didn’t know what to say to me. I didn’t hear from some people I’d expected to hear from. On the other hand, I received supportive letters and emails from people I hadn’t heard from in decades.


Those were difficult days as I tried to regain a sense of equilibrium and purpose. I have always been a forward-looking person. When I was a child, participating in violin competitions, my beloved grandfather always told me that I needed failure in order to really appreciate success. He wanted me to see that the best of life wasn’t found only in winning, but also in picking yourself back up and thriving after times of disappointment. So, when my job at Fox ended, I immediately began thinking about what I could do next.


I didn’t have to wait long for an answer. Something amazing started to happen: the floodgates opened. Thousands of emails, texts, calls, and social media comments poured in, as women shared their stories, their pain, and their hopes. The messages were intimate, the stories heartbreaking. Time and again, women wrote about how they had been holding it all in, but now felt they could talk to me.


Late into the night, I sat at my computer and immersed myself in the lives of women I had never met, but now felt I knew more intimately than my neighbors. Some of my own misconceptions were shattered. It’s easy to assume that sexual harassment flourishes in certain industries. There is the “Mad Men” culture of advertising. There is the sometimes female-unfriendly culture of sports. There are industries, such as fashion, modeling, and beauty pageants, where some degree of objectification is commonplace.


But my mailbox showed a more pervasive reality. These women belonged to virtually every profession and walk of life: police officers, teachers, oil rig operators, musicians, Wall Street bankers, saleswomen, sports executives, army officers, journalists, accountants, engineers, waitresses, TV broadcasters, soldiers, tech workers, lawyers, secretaries, and corporate executives.


The truth is much more startling and complex than I had realized. You can be sexually harassed if you’re pretty or not pretty, if you’re strong or not strong, if you’re in advertising or trucking, or are a college student. This book isn’t just about women in the workplace being harassed and standing up to power. It’s about our teenagers too, who go off to college full of hopes and dreams and far too often have them stripped away in one unexpected act of harassment or violence. It’s so important to set the right mind-set early on in our young girls (and boys), to prepare them and let them know they have a voice, and, most important, to teach them how to use it. From young to middle age, girls to boys, women to men—we all need to learn how to be fierce.


Remember this: Harassment isn’t something you ask for. You don’t have to smile or “bring it on.” You don’t have to say a word. You can be dressed in a short skirt or army fatigues or hospital scrubs. And in spite of the lingering doubt and guilt that most women feel, it’s not about something you did. It’s about what somebody else did to you.


Years and even decades after the fact, many of the women who reached out to me were still shell-shocked and disbelieving. Such as Carmen, a flight attendant supervisor whose boss often sat in meetings detailing the porn he’d watched the night before while drawing penises on his notepad. When Carmen finally got up the nerve to complain to human resources, she was called “crazy” and fired. In spite of her sterling record, she was never able to find work in the industry again. No one stood up for her. “It was like whiplash,” she said. “One minute I was happily employed in a career I loved. The next minute, I was out.”


Silence is the most powerful weapon of the harasser. When women are not allowed or enabled to give voice to their experiences, they disappear. “When I was fired, I stopped existing,” one woman told me. “Life went on at my company as if I’d never been there.”


I heard variations of this story many times, and I’ve seen how haunted these women are, how often they play back the events in their minds and wonder if they did something wrong or could have acted differently. Even a young enlisted woman soldier who was raped in her trailer by two men who broke in at night remembers her only thought being, “Am I going to get in trouble?”


Their experiences are shocking—they’re worse than anything you can imagine. But the words also resonate. Like the mean tweets on my phone every day, they have the power to wound, destroy, and silence women. Whoever said, “words can never hurt you” didn’t hear these words: the broker whose coworkers called her such vulgar names I can’t print them here; the popular executive who became an “agitator” when she reported a colleague to Human Resources; the woman whose harasser defended himself by saying, “You think I’d hit that?”; the young girl whose nickname was “Bat Shit”—for “bat shit crazy.”


Ugly stuff.


Repeatedly in my conversations with women, they used the term “old boys’ club” to describe their work environments. It’s a notion I thought was retired long ago. But no: There’s the old boys’ club in banking, the old boys’ club in movie production, the old boys’ club in retail, the old boys’ club in hospital administration. It exists in Congress, in the military, in scientific research, in the restaurant industry, and in law enforcement—the references are across the board. I started to wait for it when I conducted interviews—the moment when the term “old boys’ club” would show up. It happened almost every time.


We all know that it’s a “man’s world” in certain work environments, but the culture exists even in industries that are traditionally geared to women and families, such as retail, nursing, and food services. A 2016 study published in the Harvard Business Review noted the insidious nature of a male-dominated work culture, saying, “Some men use the subjugation of women as a way to relate to other men and prove their masculinity, while reinforcing women’s lower status. At the same time, women who want to be part of the high-status group may play along with sexual harassment because they do not want to be further alienated from the high-status group (men). Women may even start to adopt the same behaviors as men to fit in and be ‘one of the guys.’ This creates an irony that women may be ignoring or downplaying sexual harassment to gain access to the ‘boys’ club’ while men are using sexual harassment to keep women out.”


This analysis reveals the circular trap in which women often find themselves when they try to thrive in male-dominated environments. Changing the culture of harassment is not a simple choice between being strong and being weak, or getting along versus standing up for yourself. Time and again, I have been blown away by the courage many women express in demanding to be heard and fighting for respect in their workplaces. Against unbelievable odds—shame, retaliation, even lost jobs and careers—women are refusing to take it anymore. They are on the front lines of a long war, and there’s no way to sugarcoat it.


As any lawyer or adviser who deals with these issues will tell you, the personal and professional cost is often very high. I’ve heard stories about women being fired for complaining, being pushed out when they rejected their boss’s advances, and being sidelined for not playing along with coarse and inappropriate behaviors. And most of them have had to walk away from their careers. The attorney Lisa Bloom, who has represented women for over thirty years, put it to me bluntly: “Of all the women I know who have publicly complained, not one is working in her chosen career today.” Think about it: that is a terrifying reality. “Unfortunately, there’s a stigma to complaining,” Bloom said. “These women are labeled as troublemakers. It sticks.”


After my experience with harassment, as the weeks went on, I learned that every woman has a story. At least, I never met one who didn’t. My own story, which was widely covered in the media, opened up a conversation in homes and workplaces across America. People came up to me in restaurants and airport lounges, plopped right down and started talking. My own friends and colleagues told me things they’d never revealed before. Some opened up to their husbands for the first time about past experiences.


A friend who had been married for twenty years described walking the dogs with her husband one evening, and blurting out the story of how she’d been grabbed and almost raped by a boss early in her career. Her husband was stunned. “Why did you never tell me about this before?” he asked. “I had no idea.” She told him that she’d considered it a blot on her character, and didn’t want him to know about it.


Another friend confessed that she had “forgotten” or blocked out an experience that had happened decades earlier, when she was just starting her career in sales. Her manager had backed her up against a wall in a conference room one day and kissed her. She’d pushed him off and walked away. She never even considered reporting it. “I thought it went with the territory,” she said. In fact, she was proud of herself for handling the incident so coolly and unemotionally.


After I left Fox, I was interviewed by ABC’s Amy Robach for a one-hour 20/20 special. Accustomed to being the one asking the questions, I turned the tables and asked Amy if she had ever experienced sexual harassment. She was visibly jarred; the emotion of a memory flashed across her face. “Yes, I have,” she admitted. The look she gave me suggested that she had never talked about it before. Hers and other women’s stories are now demanding to be told.


Statistics support anecdotal evidence about the low rate of reporting, even today. According to the US Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), 70 percent of women who experience sexual harassment at their jobs don’t report it for fear it will cause negative repercussions, both personally and professionally. The most recent data from the Bureau of Justice Statistics estimated that there are more than 43,000 workplace rapes and sexual assaults a year. But women’s advocates say that this number vastly underreports such crimes, because many victims are afraid to speak up or are discouraged from coming forward.


You cannot experience sexual harassment without suffering psychological wounds. This isn’t just my opinion. I know, because I too have experienced and suffered from it. Multiple research studies have shown serious effects that include depression, PTSD, sleep disorders, and in the worst cases, suicide attempts. The hardest hit are young women, whose confidence and self-esteem are especially fragile. One study showed that for a teenage girl, a single incident of sexual harassment could have repercussions well into her thirties.


It’s not just the harassment itself that has psychological consequences. The stress of keeping such a bitter secret is tremendous. Like the friend I described earlier, many women I’ve spoken with never even told their husbands. After I appeared on 20/20, a woman wrote me, saying, “I was in the US Air Force from 1977 to 1984. I was drugged and raped by three military police officers. This has plagued my life. I am now a 100 percent disabled veteran with PTSD. It has been so hard. I can’t forget what happened.” So, nearly forty years after the incident, this woman was still suffering from an assault that ruined her life.


A daytime TV star was fired after persistent harassment halted her career at the age of thirty-five. She still feels the shock twenty years later. “I became reclusive. I never got my speed back,” she told me. “I was no longer the smart, bubbly person people saw on TV. I was damaged.”


Still another woman spoke of grieving for her lost youth—the seven years she spent during her twenties taking a sexual harassment case to court. “All my friends were getting married, planning lives,” she told me. “I was in court. Normal life was taken from me.”


Sexual harassment is traumatic. This is confirmed by studies measuring the psychological effects of harassment, whether it is verbal or physical. A 2014 study from the University of Mary Washington found what it called “insidious trauma”—small traumas happening every day—summarizing, “Women become caught in a Catch-22; if they speak out about how they are treated, they are likely to be labeled ‘overly sensitive,’ and if they say nothing, they have to live with these experiences without the chance of social support or vindication. The ambiguous and subtle nature of sexual objectification, particularly the experience of body evaluation, can make this experience of discrimination difficult to acknowledge, discuss, and cope with.”


In my home office, I began to print out the stories of women who contacted me. Soon they formed piles on my desk. I didn’t know what I would do with them, or what I could do for them, but the voices filled my mind and my dreams. They took me out of my own problems, and set me squarely at the center of a cultural battle. One day, surrounded by the evidence of a crisis that cried out to be addressed, I decided to do something. It was a familiar feeling. My life has always worked in mysterious ways, and it has gone in different directions from what I thought I was going to do. Now, it seemed, I was about to dive into something new once again. I decided to start a movement—a preposterously bold idea. But if not me, who would pick up this cause? Who would speak up for these women and give them a voice?


I began to reach out to the women who wrote to me. They were pretty surprised to hear from me directly, never having expected their emails or Facebook posts to be read or responded to. That had always been their experience—a complete absence of response, and the overwhelming sense that no one cared. When they wrote to me, they were dropping their stories into a deep wishing well, with no expectation that they would ever be received.


On the phone and in person, their testimony was long, painful, and often tearful. It was very emotional for me too, because I was still going through my own struggles. I forced myself to take breaks, walk my dog, close my eyes, and breathe. I needed to be sharp and focused—to really listen. I’ve been interviewing wounded, traumatized people for twenty-five years, but I’ve never felt the way I did when speaking with these women. Theirs were preventable tragedies, deliberately perpetrated in our culture. I couldn’t stand the thought that a new generation of girls, including my daughter, might have to face similar indignities.


But I also heard evidence of plenty of grit, and I was proud of their courage and determination. I began to see that together, we could do something about it and create a meaningful fight for women’s rights in our time. I had made a personal choice that I wasn’t going to take it anymore—but that wasn’t the end of the story.


Being bold exacts a price of its own, as evidenced by those nasty tweets. After I left Fox and launched my public movement, I learned that shame is a powerful force. There’s no logic to it, no fairness, and no explanation. The standard notions of right and wrong don’t apply. Here’s the way it works: You are shamed… therefore you are ashamed.


The shame extends beyond harassment to assault and rape, and is experienced even by women who are powerful. It wasn’t until 2017 that Jane Fonda finally summoned the courage to talk about her experience. In an interview with The Edit magazine, she said, “To show you the extent to which a patriarchy takes a toll on females; I’ve been raped, I’ve been sexually abused as a child, and I’ve been fired because I wouldn’t sleep with my boss, and I always thought it was my fault; that I didn’t do or say the right thing.” That’s Jane Fonda! The last person you’d think would be full of shame. I’m sure it cost her a lot emotionally to finally speak out at the age of seventy-nine.


Beth, who was an executive in a large health services company, admitted to me that she could never bring herself to lodge a complaint over sexual harassment, although she experienced it from both bosses and coworkers. It felt shameful to her. Only when she learned that she was being paid $25,000 less a year than her male peers did she speak up. It felt safer to her to complain about money. “I was too scared to be labeled when the discrimination was sexual in nature,” she confessed. “I am now sorry for that. If I (and others) had the courage back in the 1990s, maybe it wouldn’t be happening to other women today.”


But now there’s a loud rumbling in the culture—a sense that it’s time to stand up and turn the floodlights on the injustice women often suffer by being objectified, made to feel like victims, forced to settle for less, and expected to tolerate being ignored, unheard, and marginalized. Together, we can end the harassment, if we decide we’re not going to take it anymore.


This book is a rallying cry for all women who want to take control of their lives and own their personal power. It’s a warning that we will not be underestimated, intimidated, or held back. We will not be silenced by the ways of the establishment or power. We will tell the truth. We will be fierce.















ONE



Speaking the Unspeakable


I was living moment by moment in the days immediately after my story broke, not knowing exactly what might happen next. I was all by myself those first few days, as my husband and children were in California. I had planned to go with them, but now I couldn’t. It was good that my kids were away. I didn’t want them to see the reporters parking their cars outside our house, or hear the phone ringing at all hours of the night. I sat there alone, enduring it. I cried and prayed and thought. I did a lot of thinking. I wondered what would happen to me next. This was the hardest thing I had ever done. And it was still Wednesday. I was sleepless for the first forty-eight hours.


I’d promised Casey I would somehow get to San Francisco that Friday to accompany him to a wedding. So, exhausted, I packed a bag and made my way to Newark Airport. For the record, I’m an incredibly organized person, but on this day, I was out of sorts. When I got to the airport, my confirmation number didn’t work, which was odd. I started to panic when the United Airlines representative told me that I’d somehow purchased a ticket for the wrong day, and I wasn’t booked on the flight. And, oh, by the way, every flight to San Francisco was sold out that day. But I had to get there.


I was desperate. I quickly looked on my phone for a flight on any other airline going to California. I bought a new ticket on my phone and raced to another terminal, which meant getting a cab. Once in the cab, I realized I had inadvertently purchased a ticket for a flight that was leaving much later in the day. Ugh. Now I needed to get on the phone with a real person to try to get on an earlier flight, but the representative told me it was completely sold out. I asked—begged—if there was any way to get a seat. She put me on hold for what seemed like an eternity, and by the time she came back, I was actually at the front desk, gasping for breath. Just as I approached, she came back on and said, “I got you on the flight.” Relief!


As I made my way through the security line, the TSA agent, seeing me in a sweat, asked how my day had been going. “I’ve had better days,” I said. He looked down at my license and then at my face, and then back down again, and kindly replied, “Oh, Ms. Carlson, I totally understand. Have a better week ahead!”


But the most emotional moment came when I got to the gate. When the flight attendant called for my row to board, I handed her my ticket and waited for her to scan it. She paused and looked up at me with tears in her eyes, took my hand, and said, “For all of us women—thank you.” My eyes burned as I felt my own tears welling up. They still do today when I think of her. I said, “Thank you so much for saying that,” to which she responded, “No, thank you!”


I have had similar encounters on other flights since that day. Complete strangers have felt a connection and have had the compassion and decency to say kind words to me. To all of you out there, I want you to know that your words changed my world, lifted my spirits, and contributed to this book.


I thought I was alone, but I was not. During my darkest days, an army of people—everyday people—was marching with me, giving me the power and courage to wake up each morning and approach my new life with optimism and hope.


It was the same way when I started my career in television. It was the early 1990s, when women were storming the workplace. I felt empowered and eager to rise on my merits. I had been raised in an era in which I was told nothing could hold me back. I had read plenty of stories from earlier decades, when women had to fight every day to achieve even a modicum of respect. My idols were women like Barbara Walters, who had paved the way for me. It didn’t enter my mind that my gender was an obstacle. I was determined to be bold and make my mark.


Early in my career, working for the CBS affiliate in Cleveland, I was part of a grand experiment—two female coanchors sharing the news desk. We thought this was a tremendously important step, a great idea. When the ratings eventually proved otherwise and I was fired, it was devastating. But I eventually found another job, and then another. I always believed that I would be able to grow in my career and make it to the national scene because I worked harder than anyone else and never quit. I often gave talks to young women who aspired to do what I was doing. “Nothing can hold you back,” I told them confidently. “The key is working twice as hard and twice as smart as everyone else.” I believed I was living proof of the dictate, which I had heard since I was a child, thanks to my mom telling me so; that I could do anything if I was willing to put in the effort. I wasn’t naive. I knew discrimination and sexual harassment went on, but I thought I was tough enough not to let it get in the way of my career.


I was a product of my times, a little sister of the women who made names for themselves in broadcast journalism—women like Diane Sawyer, Jane Pauley, Katie Couric, Connie Chung, Oprah Winfrey, and Christiane Amanpour. I was part of the next generation of female broadcasters, continuing to carry the torch. In my first job in broadcast journalism, I covered the Virginia general assembly, and it was common for the men there to call me “honey” or “sweetie.” Every single time, I replied, “My name is Gretchen.” Eventually, they got it—mostly. I made opportunities for myself, with the help of good bosses and coworkers. And in spite of my later experiences, I have never lost faith in this basic promise of opportunity. But now I understand not just how far we have come, but also how far we still have to go.


Researching the history of the fight against discrimination and harassment in the workplace, I was surprised to find that until the 1970s, the term “sexual harassment” didn’t even exist, or was a trivial concern. The general thinking was twofold: first, that if sexual harassment existed, it was a personal matter, not the responsibility of a company, but a dispute between two (or more) individuals. Second, many people believed that a complaint of harassment was evidence that a woman couldn’t cut it in a tough man’s world—and that maybe they weren’t meant to cut it. There was an inclination to blame women for bringing on unwelcome attention by the way they acted or how they dressed. It was expected that women who had problems with their coworkers or bosses, including sexual harassment and other discriminatory behaviors, should just quit.


At the time, women didn’t think they had the right or the recourse to complain, so the silence grew. The first real case of sexual harassment in the United States was brought in 1974. Paulette Barnes was an African American payroll clerk at the US Environmental Protection Agency. Soon after she began working at the agency, Barnes’s boss started hassling her to have sex with him. He told her it would be good for her career if she did. Even after she firmly told him she preferred to keep their relationship professional, he kept after her. He retaliated by making her work life miserable, and eventually fired her.


Barnes brought her case to court, asserting that her boss’s actions were a form of workplace discrimination based on her sex that was forbidden under Title VII. But the court disagreed, ruling that what happened to her did not qualify as discrimination, but was merely the actions of an individual who felt rejected by her.


Three years later, an appeals court overturned the ruling, stating:




But for her womanhood… her participation in sexual activity would never have been solicited. To say, then, that she was victimized in her employment simply because she declined the invitation is to ignore the asserted fact that she was invited only because she was a woman subordinate to the inviter in the hierarchy of agency personnel.





The court established that Barnes’s claim fell under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which offered protection for women. Section 703(a) of Title VII states that it is “an unlawful employment practice” for an employer to discriminate in hiring, firing, or in applying the conditions of employment because of “race, color, religion, sex, or national origin.”


Barnes ultimately won her case, and was paid $18,000 in back pay. But the idea that sexual harassment was a form of discrimination against women was still a matter of debate.


“Sexual harassment” first made it into the language in 1975, when activists at Cornell University formed a group to support another woman who had finally quit her job following her boss’s severe sexual violations, which went unaddressed by her employer, the university. The group hosted events that garnered so much public attention that Time magazine wrote a piece using the new term “sexual harassment.”


In truth, most companies just wished the whole issue would remain under wraps. As Catharine MacKinnon wrote in her groundbreaking 1979 book, Sexual Harassment of Working Women, sexual harassment of women “is sufficiently pervasive in American society as to be nearly invisible.” She also noted that sexual harassment was “literally unspeakable” in society, and thus difficult to identify and address.


In January and April 1981, the US Senate Committee on Labor and Human Resources, chaired by Orrin Hatch, convened to wrestle with the problems of gender discrimination, including sexual harassment. In his opening statement, Hatch said, “It is anathema to everything we stand for as a nation that some women are subjected to various forms of sexual harassment in order to obtain, keep, or advance in their jobs. Surely this is a practice which is abhorrent to all but the offenders, but this committee will not be afraid to address it.” (Having made this statement, it is ironic that Hatch would go on to attack Anita Hill at the Clarence Thomas hearings a decade later.)


One loud voice of dissent belonged to Phyllis Schlafly, a crusader for keeping women in the home. “Non-criminal sexual harassment on the job is not a problem for the virtuous woman except in the rarest of cases. When a woman walks across the room, she speaks with a universal body language that most men intuitively understand. Men hardly ever ask sexual favors of women from whom the certain answer is ‘no.’” In Schlafly’s opinion, “the most cruel and damaging sexual harassment taking place today is the harassment by feminists and their federal government allies against the role of motherhood and the role of the dependent wife.” These were old-fashioned views in 1981—in fact, there was a loud outcry at the hearing when she spoke—yet Schlafly would continue to promote them until her death in 2016, at the age of ninety-two.


As the legal landscape shifted to make room for protections against sexual harassment, the criteria itself had to change to more accurately reflect women’s experiences. For example, the usual measure for evaluating sexual harassment was the “reasonable person” standard. That is, would a reasonable person view the behavior as offensive or harassing? But in 1991, the US Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit ruled in Ellison v. Brady that the “reasonable person” standard had a male bias in these cases. Men might not consider certain behaviors—jokes, compliments, and so forth—to be harassing, whereas women might feel uncomfortable and threatened. So, the court adopted a “reasonable woman” standard, and this was adopted by the EEOC.


Some of those early pioneers experienced a level of overt harassment that at first glance seems impossible to imagine today. Madeline, a TV broadcaster who started her career in the 1980s, recalled for me the first time she asked her boss, a man in his forties, for a raise. She says he blatantly asked her for a sexual favor. Wow, I thought. How awful. I shuddered to think how she felt as a twenty-five-year-old being in such an incredibly stressful and impossible situation. “I was embarrassed,” she replied. “But I thought that kind of thing was normal.”


And it was normal for her. For a time, she says she worked with a man who was unbelievably crude and abusive. “The experience was hell on earth,” she recalled. The end, Madeline says, finally came when he got angry with her one day, and slapped her across the face.


“What did you just do to me?” she cried in shock.


“It’s no big deal,” he said dismissively.


She recalls that she complained to her boss but the result wasn’t a good one for her: she was removed from the broadcast. “He prospered, but I struggled to get my groove back after that,” she said. When I heard Madeline’s story, I was so angry that she was the one who had to leave. Why do women have to leave, while men accused of harassment often get to stay? I was about to find out this was more often the norm than not.


“It was a lonely time for me,” Madeline said. But somehow she never gave up and is still working in her profession today. Let me say that again: Madeline is working in her profession today! It’s so important for me to share her victorious story with you because her win is one we can all celebrate and learn from. She was beaten down and treated like dirt, but Madeline kept going. Her win is a testament to never giving up, even in the darkest hours, and from that, we too can dig deep to find the same inner strength.


Sexual harassment is one piece of a much larger issue related to all efforts to disempower women, especially in the workplace. In my conversations with dozens of women, I’ve seen instances of direct sexual harassment that are often part of a larger scenario of discrimination and disempowerment. Thus, the woman who is sexually harassed might also be blocked from promotion or sidelined in other ways.


The imperatives are not just personal and moral, but are pocketbook issues as well. A recent study from the consulting firm McKinsey found that advancing women’s equality could add $12 trillion to global growth, meaning $500 billion in economic growth in America alone. That should get the attention of companies focusing on the bottom line!


In January 2015, the EEOC created its Select Commission on the Study of Harassment in the Workplace in an effort to find ways of preventing harassment. The sixteen-member commission included people with backgrounds in employment law, employer and employee advocacy, and organized labor. The commission’s report, published a year later, found that workplace harassment is unfortunately not on the decline but on the rise, with little chance of improving under the current efforts to address it, which are overly focused on avoiding legal liability and less geared toward eradicating harassment. The idea that sexual harassment in the workplace is getting worse is a shocking and outrageous reality—and certainly a wakeup call about our workplace culture. It also underscores the necessity for this book and for a more open discussion about why sexual harassment occurs and what we’re going to do to fix it.


Repeatedly while talking to women, I had the eerie sensation that I was riding a time machine back to another era. But it also occurred to me that the issue of empowerment is not just about grievances. It’s also about being fulfilled, happy, and confident. It’s about doing work you love, and not being afraid or chastened. It’s about standing up for yourself and not second-guessing or being obsessed with other people’s opinions. It’s about going to work every day without the fear that being a woman is going to get in the way of doing your job.


I have found that sexual harassment is an equal-opportunity plight. Women can experience it even when they are in executive or high-profile positions. But there’s no question that women who are most vulnerable suffer the greater number of incidents. For example, a 2016 survey conducted by Hart Research Associates found that 40 percent of women working in nonmanagerial positions in the fast-food industry have experienced sexual harassment at work, including sexual jokes or teasing, touching, or kissing, or comments about sexual orientation. The women surveyed reported increased stress, anxiety, depression, loss of appetite, and difficulty sleeping as a result of this harassment. Sadly, 42 percent of them said they felt they had to accept the harassment if they wanted to keep their jobs. I think it’s fair to say that women working nonmanagerial jobs in fast food establishments probably can’t afford to lose their jobs, and accepting harassment is a matter of protecting their livelihoods. Few have the resources or clout to fight their circumstances, so I believe it is incumbent on all of us to fight on their behalf.



“CAN’T YOU JUST GET ALONG?”


Many women have told me about “that guy”—the jerk in the office who hassles women—and it’s much worse if he’s in a position of power. He would no doubt claim that he means no harm, that he’s just being friendly, that his actions are actually a form of flattery and appreciation of the women he targets. This, he would argue, is the opposite of a hostile workplace; it’s a friendly workplace.


Women have an especially hard time fending off these kinds of advances. Consider this scenario: A man comes up to you while you’re at your desk and rubs your shoulders while mentioning he likes the dress you’re wearing. What do you do? You might fear that “Don’t touch me” sounds hostile. Or that jumping out of your chair seems like an overreaction. It might feel as if saying politely, “I’d prefer if you didn’t…” sounds squeamish.


In this way, many women get trapped in a kind of compliance with sexual harassment. Not wanting to seem rude or unnecessarily “touchy,” they cringe and say nothing. And the woman who does eventually complain gets a predictable response: “I thought you liked it.”


One woman told me about a poll that was conducted in her department, rating women from one to ten based on how “hot” they were. “It was humiliating, but none of the women dared say anything. They didn’t want to seem humorless.”


A lot of men are confused when what they regard as flattering words or friendly goofing around are not appreciated as such. We have to be clear about what constitutes crossing the line. At the same time, women want to be equal partners in our work environments. We want the freedom to make friends and develop collegial relationships with both men and women. We want to be able to laugh and tell stories, express our personalities and be human. A “strictly by the book” mentality is a poor solution—kind of like locking yourself in your house so you won’t get hit by a car. Women are forced to grapple with the complexity of social dynamics and fit in comfortably while maintaining their rights and dignity.


This can get especially tricky in environments where there is a macho culture. One woman described to me how stressful it was to work in her small tech company, where she was the only woman on her team. The men around her blew off steam with a constant barrage of vulgarities, sometimes directed at her, but mostly just as the background to her days. “It was distracting and disgusting,” she told me. “I couldn’t concentrate. It was like having a jackhammer pounding in the room for twelve hours a day. It would drive anyone nuts.” She mostly let it go because it was the way she got along in the culture.


No woman wants to be known as the office nag—the one who’s always calling out people in conversations for being inappropriate. So how do you know when to speak up and what to say? There are a thousand stitches in the tapestry of doubt. How do you know you’re being sexually harassed? That might seem like a silly question; of course you’d know. But one of the reasons many women struggle so much with reporting it is that they aren’t always sure if it’s going on.


Is it sexual harassment if a coworker has a pornographic photo displayed in plain view?


Is it sexual harassment if people tell off-color jokes?


Is it sexual harassment if people talk about their sexual conquests at meetings?


Is it sexual harassment if people compliment you on your physical attributes: “Great rack,” and so forth?


Is it sexual harassment if you get wolf whistles when you walk into a room?


Is it sexual harassment if someone pats you on the butt?


Is it sexual harassment if a coworker or boss pesters you to date him?


Is it sexual harassment if people make lewd suggestions about your sex life?


Is it sexual harassment if a coworker stares at you throughout the day in a suggestive manner?


Is it sexual harassment if people make sexual innuendos in meetings?


Is it sexual harassment if an executive has a sexual affair with a woman and promotes her over the other women in the company?


All of these can be classified as sexual harassment if they create a climate of discomfort. The law recognizes two kinds of sexual harassment: (1) quid pro quo behavior—performing sexual favors in exchange for keeping or doing well in your job, and (2) a hostile work environment: the creation of an abusive environment that affects the ability of an employee to do his or her work because of gender.


The EEOC defines sexual harassment in this way:




Unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature when:


• Submission to such conduct is made either explicitly or implicitly a term or condition of an individual’s employment, or


• Submission to or rejection of such conduct by an individual is used as a basis for employment decisions affecting such individual, or


• Such conduct has the purpose or effect of unreasonably interfering with an individual’s work performance or creating an intimidating, hostile, or offensive working environment.




This definition is only one kind of harassment, though. Remember, abuse based on gender, whether it is intended to harm the victim or not, is sexual harassment, and it does not have to be sexual. It just has to be gender based.


The bottom line: you have the right to not be subject to unwelcome sexual behaviors in the workplace—whether they seem minor or severe. But I must caution you that even though the law is clear, the legal process is far from it. You might have the law on your side, but getting there is complicated, difficult, and often expensive. Before you even file an EEOC claim, you must pursue a complaint within your company and be able to show that the company was unresponsive. Only then can you go to the EEOC. There, the result can be frustrating and ultimately disappointing. Except in very rare circumstances, the EEOC will not take on your case. It may conduct a minor investigation and instead declare that you have a “right to sue.” After that, it’s up to you to decide whether to initiate a civil suit or, if your company requires it, enter into arbitration. This process can take years.


ABUSE OF POWER


Powerful harassers can seem to hold all the cards, even when women themselves have power within a company. A former executive in a large architectural firm who resigned after being harassed for a long time told me, “A man in a position of power can make or break a career.” She told me her boss threatened her that if she spoke out, he would be forced to make a move—and it wouldn’t be pleasant. When she complained, her boss made good on his promise and subjected her to a nightmare of retaliation, including hacking her computer. When she complained to HR, she says her boss countered with an accusation that she was stealing from the company—effectively diverting the discussion from his own misdeeds. “How could I fight that?” she asked.


The typical harasser has advantages at his disposal, as opposed to the typical victim. It starts with the HR department. No matter how solid the harassment policies, HR is a function of the company, staffed by executives who have the company’s interests at heart.


For fifteen years, Paula looked forward to going to work every day because her workplace was the great outdoors. As a park ranger in a beautiful southern state, Paula loved her job, and she got used to people saying, “Wow, I’ve never met a female park ranger before.” Comments like that made her so happy. She felt she was really doing something to help people experience and appreciate the environment. “It wasn’t just a career,” she said. “It was my life.” She was one of few women at her level, but that didn’t bother her. She was tough, and she thought she could handle anything that came her way. She ignored what she deemed to be casual harassment, such as the time she says one of her coworkers put a sex toy in an envelope with work papers, or the supervisor who suggested she couldn’t handle things the male officers handled. She even ignored the fact that in meetings she felt as if her suggestions were downplayed, while men who made the same suggestions were praised for them. How many of us have felt that? I know I have!


At a conference out of town, Paula claims that one of her fellow rangers, a married man, got drunk and followed her down the hall as she was going to her room. She says he pushed her against a wall and started kissing her and telling her he loved her. Paula was scared. “I worried I wouldn’t be able to get back to my room,” she said. She says she finally pulled herself away from him and fled down the hall, slamming the door.


Paula’s first reaction was to say nothing. She didn’t want to be that woman everyone was talking about. But a week later at her annual evaluation, she broke down and told her supervisor. She begged him not to tell people about it, and the situation was quietly disposed of. She realized how grave the consequences would be for her only a year later, when she applied for a supervisory position. She told me that her boss denied her the promotion because she’d “had an affair” with a married man. She was horrified. She hadn’t had an affair—she’d been assaulted.


It was the breaking point for Paula, who had tolerated various forms of harassment and discrimination for years. She hired a lawyer and sued. Then she says things really deteriorated. “Launching a lawsuit has been like being stuck in a trap that I can’t get out of,” she said. “My boss told my coworkers, ‘I have a special place in hell for anyone who testifies against me.’”


Paula continues to work, and in spite of her agony, she sees a positive side. “This is the way things change,” she said. “I can tell my children I was a part of that change.”


When I heard this story, I thought, We need more Paulas! We need more women who will choose to stay and fight for themselves, and not think their only option is to quit and leave behind the work they love. Even though I can certainly sympathize with those who decide to leave, or who have no other choice because they are fired or forced out, the truth is that when you leave, it perpetuates the idea that harassers are untouchable—they can get away with it.


It’s not that the choice isn’t agonizing. Sometimes it seems to be a matter of your job or your dignity: pick one. I dare any man faced with this choice not to come out swinging. “I’ve made a deal with the devil,” a young female paramedic wrote me. “I get to keep the job I’ve dreamed of since I was a little girl, and in exchange I ignore the constant taunts and tricks—used condoms in my locker, lewd graffiti—about me!—in the bathroom. I’ve accepted this is just the way it’s going to be for me.”


How many women have made this deal? It’s easy to sit on the outside and claim that they should have exposed their harassers. But those righteous critics don’t have a clue what that decision really means. They have no idea what it feels like to try and summon up the courage to make the biggest decision in your life for something you’ve worked so hard for. In so many of these cases, the women have been in their careers for decades. And they face a terrible choice where they feel incredibly alone. You may start pulling away from your colleagues. You may wonder if anyone really supports you. You will probably hear people accusing you of being aloof and unsocial, when in reality you’re just coming to work, putting your head down, and trying to do your best job. You ask yourself every day, How can I behave normally when I don’t trust anybody? It’s like walking down the hallway with a knife in your back, blood dripping down, scared to look behind you, wondering what might be next, knowing it probably won’t be good. And yet people find it so easy to casually judge who you are without knowing any of the facts.


What also makes the issue so tough to handle is that harassers rarely act alone. They need people to cover for them, and because they often control compensation, careers, and so forth, enlisting enablers is not hard for them to do. In my mind, enablers are as blameworthy as the harassers themselves.


Susan, who spent twenty-five years in law enforcement with a sheriff’s office in the Midwest, had always dreamed of being a police officer. She admitted, “I became a cop because I wanted to prove to my family that I wasn’t weak.” Like Paula, she says she encountered plenty of bad behavior—guys spouting vulgarities, patting her behind, trying to kiss her. She figured things would get better as she proved herself and advanced up the ranks, but she says it didn’t happen. To her surprise, when she tried to lobby for improvements on behalf of the women at her station, she claims it was her female colleagues who didn’t always appreciate her efforts. Rather than being grateful and supportive, she says they became angry at her for making waves and calling attention to them. Talk about a no-win situation.


After that, Susan says, she began to experience a shift in the way she was treated by the administration. There was an effort to demoralize her. “You ‘grieve’ something, you have a black mark against you,” she said. “You’re not a member of the team anymore.”


If Susan suspected the department didn’t have her back, that suspicion was confirmed for her by the danger she says she was put in every day. One of her jobs was to transport inmates to court in a van. Typically, this was a two-person job, handling ten to twelve prisoners. But Susan says her supervisor reassigned her partner and she was forced to do it alone. “There I was, 120 pounds, sitting in a vehicle with all these prisoners, wondering what I’d do if something went wrong, if one of them tried to make a run for it,” she said. “Every day I woke up with a terrible feeling—What was going to happen today? Everyone was looking for me to make a mistake.” She kept telling herself just to hold on for another five years until she turned fifty and could retire. She says she didn’t even consider staying on until age fifty-five, even though it meant an extra $1,000 a month. “By the time I retired, I was poison,” she said. “There was no party. There wasn’t even a card.”


Today I’d like to give Susan a party and a card. She kept fighting as long as she could, and has paved the way for other female police officers to thrive. They may not know Susan, but they should thank her.


“WHAT TOOK YOU SO LONG?”


When a woman comes forward after months or years of harassment, the chorus of criticism is loud: “What took you so long?” people ask suspiciously. These armchair critics have a very simplistic view of what any self-respecting woman should do if she is harassed: March right into HR. File a complaint with the EEOC. Hire a lawyer. Immediately seek justice. And if she doesn’t, she isn’t deemed credible. But these reactions fail to consider the very real and valid reasons many women fail to report harassment the moment it happens. Here are just a few:




She is traumatized.


The power differential is great.


The company culture is intimidating.


She has observed the abuser getting away with it before.


She doesn’t have hard proof.


She doesn’t have the resources for a legal fight.


She wants to keep her job.




Thinking about why women don’t come forward, I was reminded of a thirty-part series on domestic violence that I did earlier in my career when I was at a local television station in Dallas. To my knowledge, a series of this magnitude had never been done before on local news, and boy, did I learn a lot. I started the project struggling with the same question so many others do: Why don’t women just leave their abusive spouses? I figured, I’m a strong woman; I certainly would if I found myself in that kind of situation. But I found out that there are many reasons why women don’t leave. First and most important, they fear for their lives. But they also fear that they won’t be believed, that they will end up being ostracized and maybe even lose custody of their kids. Domestic violence is a different issue from sexual harassment, but can you see a theme here? Whether or not women decide to come forward, they’re the ones who suffer the blowback.


Even high-profile women, who might seem to have their own power base in a company, can be reluctant to complain. It took Karla Amezola years to come forward. By any measure, Karla was a star in Spanish-language television. Born in San Diego and raised in Tijuana by her mother and grandmother, Karla fell in love with journalism when she served an internship at Telemundo. Her talent and ambition led to a job anchoring the five o’clock and eleven o’clock evening news broadcasts on Estrella TV, the Spanish-language network. But she says that soon after she started, she began to receive inappropriate notices from the vice president of news, Andrés Angulo. According to news reports and Karla’s legal complaint, Angulo often made sexually provocative comments around the newsroom and in meetings. This was so commonplace, she told me, that “our ears got used to his language, which included obscene references to body parts.”


One day, Karla recalls, Angulo called her into his office. “I was looking at your picture on Facebook,” he said. “You are so sexy. The picture makes me feel like you are looking at me with that sexy look. Where did you take it?”


He was referring to a photo she’d posted of just her face.


“In Hawaii, with my boyfriend,” she replied, trying to deflect his attention.


But Angulo would not be deflected. Karla recounted that he later sent a Facebook message that stated, “Your profile picture that is looking at me with that smile almost diabolically. I like it. And I like you. You have to be more obedient and tame. But I like you.”


Early on, Karla says, he told her that he was untouchable in the company, and his behavior indicated that he really believed it. He often spoke of having sex with her coworkers, and said to her, “None of them I like as much as you, and I would f——k you as I f——d one of them last week.” Or he would say, “I want you to go to my house today, I want to do to you what I do to others.” Or he would say, “I’m dying to f——k you.”


Karla was young, only in her late twenties, and told me she thought she could handle Angulo by keeping her head down, and by proving her worth to the network. But by late 2015, Karla told Angulo that he had to stop or she was prepared to report him to HR. Soon after, another employee actually did report Angulo for sexual harassment, and Karla was interviewed as a witness. She told me it was then she decided to tell HR everything that had been going on.


But telling her truth came with consequences. Karla says Angulo began a campaign of retaliation against her; telling coworkers that she was a bad reporter and irresponsible, even though she had earned Emmy nominations and had won the Golden Mike Award for her reporting. Only when Karla hired an attorney and filed a lawsuit in June 2016 did she finally see an investigation being opened. But to what end? Soon after, Angulo informed her that she would no longer be anchoring the five o’clock broadcast and eight months after filing the lawsuit, Karla was fired.


Angulo was asked to resign the same day and has made no statements about the case. In the meantime, the network has not directly addressed Karla’s claims, or acknowledged or denied them, except to state, “Univision Communications, Inc. (UCI) has long maintained a strict policy prohibiting sexual harassment in any form. We encourage all UCI employees to immediately report such incidents without fear of reprisal. UCI is committed to fostering a workplace culture that is free of unlawful harassment.”


As of this writing, the case is still in court to determine if Karla will be forced to arbitrate (as her contract states) or will be able to have her day in front of a jury. The court will also decide whether or not Karla’s secret weapon—tape recordings of her encounters with Angulo—will be admissible. Note to anyone living in California: one-party consent recordings are illegal, but Karla’s lawyer is trying to make a claim of extenuating circumstances.


When her story hit the media, Karla said, “I wanted to disappear. I didn’t want people to know.” But then she started receiving messages from women at other stations and in other occupations, who wrote, “This happened to me.” Like me, she has become an unexpected standard-bearer for women who demand to be heard.


Karla is confident that she will return to journalism and the work she loves, but in the meantime she is supporting herself by driving for car services. She says she’s doing what she has to do, holding her head up high with no shame. Often her female passengers tell her their own stories, and this award-winning reporter is writing them down, preparing for a time when she can tell them to the world.



LET’S TALK ABOUT HR


If the worst happens to you, you might find yourself heading to HR, but the department may not be as benevolent as it seems. One manager, whose job was in jeopardy the moment after reporting harassment, told me frankly, “Its role within the company is to be the guardian of the culture. But in my case, HR failed its leadership mandate. How can I tell people to trust HR?”


“HR is the KGB. They’re not your friend,” noted Nancy Erika Smith, a prominent civil rights lawyer who has been representing women in sexual harassment cases since the 1980s, and is one of my lawyers. “The first mistake many women make is to think of HR as their friend. A lot of people go to HR thinking, ‘They’ll help me when they hear what’s happening.’ It’s like going to police internal affairs to say, ‘This cop abused me.’ They’re going to take care of their own. If you want to keep your job in HR, you’d better protect the people with the power, the people who make money.”


Smith’s words are a wake-up call for those who have learned to think of HR as a benevolent and nurturing face of their company, kind of like the mom and dad of the workplace. Indeed, the concept of “human resources,” as a modern reimagining of the old personnel department, was first developed in the early 1980s. The new title was intended to present the image of companies as caring and people focused. That is, HR is the home not just of paychecks and time sheets, but also the beating heart of a company, where people and their well-being are valued.


Employees are regularly told that if they have any grievances, HR is there to listen. But workers are perhaps lulled into an unrealistic view about exactly what HR can or will do for them.
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