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Workplace harassment is being considered by academics and
policymakers, as its prevalence is a concern. Less is known about how
witnesses could support victims and contribute to healthier workplaces.
The present study ran an online questionnaire (N = 1147) for witnesses
of workplace harassment. It revealed that harassment was seldom
Abstract: | reported, most commonly because witnesses feared consequences;
many discussed incidents with colleagues without the victim’s
permission; and that ‘everybody knows’, which was both an incentive
and barrier to formal reporting. By redirecting people’s need to discuss
workplace harassment, witnesses may be mobilized to act more
appropriately when they encounter it.
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Workplace harassment has been described as interpersonal behavior aimed at intentionally
harming an employee (Bowling & Beehr, 2006). Research on workplace harassment includes
bullying, interpersonal conflict, social undermining, and abuse (Keashly & Jagatic, 2000),
which refer to the same overall construct, the abusive treatment of an employee (Lapierre et
al., 2005). Sexual harassment is now recognized as a serious social and organisational
problem (e.g. Fitzgerald & Shullman, 1993; Ilies et al., 2003; Neall & Tuckey, 2014;
Willness et al., 2007). Figures suggest that anywhere between 38 to 60% of women (Ross,
2016) and 17% of men (EEOC, 2016) have experienced sexual harassment at work. The
situation is even worse in the service industry (e.g., restaurants), with estimates of more than
90% of women experience sexual harassment (MSNBC, 2014). However, it is only one form

of inappropriate workplace behavior.

Until recently, non-sexual harassment (including name-calling, scapegoating, physical
abuse, and work pressure) was seldom studied within an organisational context, despite being
as frequent and as severe as sexual harassment (Brodsky, 1976). Harrison et al. (2012)
reported that over 97% of LGBT workers had experienced workplace harassment. One reason
for this lack of focus could be that in some workplaces, non-sexual workplace harassment has

been reported as sexual harassment, as the only option available (Neall & Tuckey, 2014).

Workplace harassment is now being considered more extensively by academics and
policymakers (Nielsen et al., 2017), as its prevalence has become a concern. Workplace
harassment is detrimental to health and well-being (Burgess et al., 2007; Deitch et al., 2003;
Taylor et al., 2013; Triana et al., 2015). It is associated with symptoms of PTSD (Willness et
al., 2007), poor physical health (Bergman & Henning, 2008), high blood pressure (Krieger et
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al., 2008), substance abuse (Silverschanz et al., 2008), cigarette smoking (Krieger et al.,
2005), work-to-life conflict (Minnotte, 2012), and insomnia (Ragins et al., 2017). There is
also an accumulative effect (Lim & Cortina, 2005) and women who experience both sexual
harassment and workplace abuse are more likely to suffer from depression than those who

have not experienced both (Marsh et al., 2009).

Public awareness about workplace harassment has grown rapidly due to recent social media
campaigns such as MeToo (n.d.). Such social media campaigns highlighted the issue of
underreporting, focusing exclusively on victims!. However, research investigating the
reporting of workplace harassment is less common. One comprehensive study before
#MeToo, by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC, 2016), found that
roughly 70% of those who experience harassment in their workplace do not report it, even
though staying silent has been found to cause health, mental well-being, and career
consequences (Cortina & Magley, 2003) and isolation (Herbenick et al., 2019). The most
common reason that victims do not report harassment incidents is fear of consequences. For
example, fear of not being believed, fear of being blamed for the incident, and fear of adverse
career consequences are common reasons for not reporting incidents of harassment (AHRC,
2008; Charlesworth et al., 2011; Near et al., 2004). Other common reasons are because: (i)

they do not know how to report; (i) embarrassment (Banyard et al., 2007; TUC, 2019); (iii)

! Note: henceforth, someone who has been the target of workplace harassment will be referred to as a

victim as this was the term we used in the survey (see the Materials and Procedure section below).
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they choose to handle it alone (AHRC, 2008; Charlesworth et al., 2011; Finn, 2004); (iv) they
felt that nothing can be done (Near et al., 2004); and (v) they do not know to whom to report

(Finn, 2004). This is justified as victims often experience retaliation for reporting (Lee et al.,

2004; TUC, 2019).

The fear of not being believed (Dougherty, 2000) and the focus on victim reporting
can give the impression that workplace harassment occurs in secret. The EHRC (2018) found
that 32% of BAME employees in the UK had witnessed or experienced workplace
harassment. Rai and Agarwal (2017) found that 56% of participants in India had witnessed
bullying, and MacCurtain et al. (2018) found that 71% of participants had witnessed bullying
in the previous six months. It appears that victims are under pressure to act alone even if
incidents are witnessed, although witnesses can play a supporting role by reporting on the

behalf of the victim, or by providing supporting evidence.

Bowes-Sperry and O’Leary-Kelly (2005) found that those who witness sexual
harassment can be powerful forces in confronting and reducing it. This is supported by
Rayner and Bowes-Sperry (2008) and Paull et al. (2010), who proposed that workplace
harassment training should include witness roles. Additionally, previous studies indicate that
the stigmatisation of groups (such as LGBT[QI+]) (Potter et al., 2012), victim isolation
(Herbenick et al., 2019, McDonald et al., 2016), and feelings of betrayal, can be amplified if
witnesses do not intervene (McDonald et al., 2016) but reduced if witnesses support the
victim. For instance, D' Cruz and Noronha (2011) found that friendships between victims and
witnesses developed after an incident, supporting the idea that work-related issues draw

colleagues together. Witness reporting could also benefit witnesses themselves, as merely
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being aware of workplace harassment can increase stress (Holm et al., 2019; Ragins et al.,
2017), negative emotions (Miner & Eischeid, 2012) and absenteeism, and lower commitment
to the organisation (Ragins et al., 2017). However, like victims, witnesses also rarely report
(Good et al., 2012) and, until recently, there has been little in the way of including witnesses

in research and public policy (Baez-Ledn et al., 2016).

There are several possible reasons for the witness’s reluctance to report. one is known
as the ‘Bystander Effect’. The Bystander Effect expresses the idea that people do not
intervene (when they witness an incident or violation in the presence of others), as they
believe others will (Latané & Darley, 1970). One explanation for non-intervention is that
witnesses treat intervention as a cost-benefit choice (e.g., MacCurtain et al., 2018; Miceli &
Near, 1988). They balance considerations such as not wanting to be retaliated against (Hulin
et al., 1991) and the potential commitment involved with considerations about potential long-
term disadvantages of not speaking up (Bandura, 1999) (e.g., shame, or regret) compared
with the benefits of doing so (e.g., pride, gratitude, or praise). As such, there can be tension
between intention and behavior (Bdez-Leon et al., 2016). Additionally, institutional
normalisation can affect decisions about intervening. This makes it difficult for bystanders to
recognize behavior as inappropriate, that intervention is required, and that they are qualified

to intervene (MacCurtain et al., 2018).

However, Levine and Manning (2013) found that shared social identity increases the
likelihood that bystanders will intervene, which has also been found in research on workplace
bullying (Béez-Leon et al., 2016). This is echoed by Reicher and Hopkins (2000), who

concluded that social solidarity is increased when identities are shared. Other bystander

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/wox



Page 5 of 31

oNOYTULT D WN =

Work and Occupations

EVERYBODY KNOWS: WITNESSING WORKPLACE HARASSMENT

research (e.g., Ashburn-Nardo et al., 2014) proposed that perceived responsibility, costs, and
being able to choose a suitable action also influence witnesses’ reporting decisions. Thus, by
creating workplaces with a positive shared identity of responsibility, social solidarity, and
agency, witnesses of harassment might be encouraged to support the victim. If so, this could
help to improve the well-being and organisational commitment of both victims and witnesses
and improve workplace climates. However, if incidents are discussed among colleagues
without the victim’s knowledge or consent, their isolation can be amplified. Discussion of
incidents among colleagues has been found to cause a social contagion effect (Christakis &
Fowler, 2013) on individual attitudes and groups (Barsade, 2002). The present research thus
aims to examine how commonly witnesses report incidences and what factors encourage
witnesses to report incidents. The present research also aims to identify the barriers and
issues with witness reporting decisions. It is hoped that by understanding witnesses’
experiences, organisations can improve communication between employees and HR, and

build healthier workplaces.

Method

Participants and Design

After receiving ethical approval from the first author’s home university, participants
were recruited for an online survey via Positly (n.d.), Survey Circle (n.d.) and social media
(i.e., Twitter and Facebook). Most participants were from the US, the UK, Canada, and
Australia. In total, we collected data in three phases, including a phase where questions were

flipped to check for bias. In the first phase, 717 people participated. Simultaneously, we ran
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the second phase where the questions were flipped, to check for bias (n = 61). Finally, after
examining the results for themes that had been mentioned in free text sections of the
questionnaire, we ran a third phase of data collection. In this final phase, 369 individuals
participated. This amounted to 1147 participants who took part in three phases. However, 41

participants were excluded who did not complete the questionnaire.

As such results were replicated from all three phases, therefore, in the present study we
mainly present data from Phase 3 to simplify the results. Each analysis is clearly labelled

with the Phase and sample size.

Materials and Procedure

The data was collected between February 2019 and May 2019 utilising an online
questionnaire [It is available on at the first author’s university repository — details can be
included here if the paper is accepted]. After clicking a link, participants were given
information and asked to provide informed consent. The survey began with definitions and
examples of harassment and discrimination. Participants were also given the following

definitions of ‘witness’ and ‘victim’ to help them answer the questions:

Witness: This study is looking at witnesses of harassment or discrimination.
When we use the term witness, we mean someone who has seen, heard, or knows

of another person being harassed or discriminated against.

Victim: When we use the term victim, we mean someone who has been the

target of harassment or discrimination themselves.
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The questionnaires were built using Qualtrics (n.d.). The questions were informed by
reviewing literature investigating workplace harassment. There were 54 questions in the
questionnaires which were distributed during Phase 1 and Phase 2 and 141 questions in the
Phase 3 questionnaire. In all three Phases, we used branch logic — to branch respondents to
different questionnaire flow elements based on their question responses. Participants could

take as long as they needed to respond (mean completion time = 8 minutes).

Results

Witnesses to workplace harassment.

In the following analyses, ‘victim’ refers to participant responses after reading the
definition above, and ‘witness’ refers to individuals who responded that they had either seen
or heard about an incident, after being asked, “Have you ever witnessed any incident(s) of
harassment or discrimination in the workplace?”. The options were: Yes, I was there when it
happened (direct witness), I wasn 't there, but I heard about it (indirect witness); No. The
final option was I was the victim, and I would like to describe what happened to me. These
participants were given the option to leave the survey and describe what had happened to
them to a chatbot on a separate website (Talk to Spot, n.d.), or to continue with the survey by
describing witnessed incidents. After answering this question, 295 (82%) participants
responded that they had witnessed workplace harassment either directly (227, 77%) or
indirectly (68, 23%). These 295 participants made the final sample. All participants who

completed the survey were given a link to the chatbot in the debrief.

Reporting workplace harassment to HR.
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The EEOC (2016) estimated that 70% of victims fail to report workplace harassment.
To explore witnesses’ reporting decisions, we compared them to this EEOC figure. All
participants in the final sample (N = 295) were asked, “Did you make a formal report to the
HR department?”. Of these, 227 did not report (77.21%). A Binomial test revealed that the
proportion of participants that did not report was significantly greater than the proportion of
victims that the EEOC estimated do not report (p =.01). This indicated that witnesses of

harassment were even less likely than victims to report it.

We then compared the reporting decisions of direct and indirect witnesses against the
EEOC figure of 70% (2016). Binomial tests revealed that the proportion of direct witnesses
that did not report (73.57%) was not significantly different from the proportion of victims
that the EEOC estimated do not report (p = .14). Put simply, about 26% of our ‘direct
witness’ participants reported, which was comparable to the EEOC’s estimate that about 30%
of victims report. However, the proportion of indirect witnesses that did not report (89.55%)
was significantly greater than the proportion of victims that the EEOC estimated do not
report (p <.001). In other words, only about 10% of our ‘indirect witness’ participants had
reported. Thus, people who have only indirect knowledge about harassment are particularly
unwilling to report it, but even those who have directly witnessed their colleagues being

harassed are as unlikely to report it as those being harassed.

Reporting different forms of harassment.

We explored whether the type of incident (sexual or non-sexual) was associated with
reporting. Participants were given the option of describing the incident(s) in their own words.

A total of 108 participants described the incident. We then analysed whether the type of

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/wox
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incident was correlated with reporting. Seventeen responses were either expressed unclearly
along these terms or described both sexual and non-sexual harassment, so these responses
were removed from the analysis. A Chi-Square revealed that reporting was significantly
associated with the type of incident(s), x3 (1) = 5.08, p = .02: 69.2% reported sexual
harassment while only 30.8% reported non-sexual harassment. In short, witnesses were

significantly more likely to report sexual harassment than other workplace harassment.

Discussing workplace harassment with colleagues.

We also examined whether witnesses that had not reported to HR talked to other
people in the workplace, or whether incidents were not discussed with anybody. Participants
were asked, “Did you tell anyone at work other than HR (e.g., your line manager or a
colleague)?”, and 285 responded. Of these, 175 (61.4%) responded that they did not discuss
the incident(s). A Binomial test revealed that the proportion of participants that did not report
(77.21%) was significantly greater than the proportion of those that did not discuss the
incident with a colleague (p >.001). In other words, about 23% reported to HR and 39%

spoke to a colleague.

Again, we compared reporting decisions between participants who witnessed
harassment directly or indirectly. As described above, 73.57% of direct witnesses responded
that they had not reported. Binomial tests revealed that the proportion of direct witnesses that
did not tell colleagues (57.5%) was significantly smaller than the proportion of those who did
not report (p <.001). In other words, while about 26% of ‘direct witness’ participants
reported, 42.5% told a colleague. When it came to indirect witnesses, 89.55% responded that

they had not reported. Again, the proportion of indirect witnesses who did not tell colleagues
9
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(75%) was significantly smaller than those who did not report (p > .001). In short, about 10%
of ‘indirect witness’ participants reported while 25% told a colleague. Thus, witnesses were

more likely to discuss witnessed incidents with colleagues than report them.

Discussing different forms of harassment with colleagues.

We then explored whether the type of incident(s) witnessed (sexual; or non-sexual)
was associated with discussing it with colleagues. A Chi-Square revealed that discussion with
colleagues was not significantly associated with the type of incident, ¥3 (1) = 0.01, p = 91. In
other words, employees are just as likely to discuss non-sexual harassment incidences with

colleagues as sexual harassment incidences.

Why witnesses chose to not report to HR.

Participants who responded that they did not report to HR (n = 167) were asked:

“We would be interested to know why you did not tell HR.”,

Most participants selected / was worried about the consequences (63.64%). Over half
selected either: (i) I did not want to interfere (53.63%), (ii) I thought it was the victim’s

responsibility to report (52.17%); and (iii) Everybody already knew (51.69%).

Direct witnesses.

When examining the responses of direct witnesses only, 68.49% said that 7 was
worried about the consequences while 33.58% described that / was worried they would not
be believed. This was followed by five items that related to the reporting culture in the

workplace. For instance, 60% said there was no point, as nothing would be done; 53% stated
10
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that everybody already knew and I did not want to interfere; and 42% said that they did not
report the incident because they did not want to be seen as a ‘snitch’. Interestingly 50% felt
that it was the victim’s responsibility to report (48.51%).
Participants described various reasons for their decision not to report the incidents.

For instance, 34% decided not to report because they felt powerful people were involved and
they they were afraid of the consequences if they reported the incident; 28% stated that they
did not know how to report it; and 12% identified that there was no reporting mechanism for
witnesses or witness reporting is not allowed. Thus, as with victims, underreporting seems to
be driven by fear of the consequences, although workplace cultures and reporting processes

are also barriers.

Indirect witnesses.

When examining the responses of indirect witnesses only, the most common reason
for not reporting was witnesses felt that it was the victim’s responsibility to report (62%).
Compared with direct witnesses, significantly fewer indirect witnesses stated; (i) they were
worried about the consequences (50%) 2 (1) = 5.67, p = .02; (ii) there was no point, as
nothing would be done (33.33%), x2 (1) = 8.84, p = .01, (iii) they decided to ignore it
(9.52%), x2 (1) = 13.41, p <.001; (iv) they did not want to be seen as a ‘snitch’ (51.47%), x2
(1) =3.74, p =.05; (v) they thought powerful people were involved (18.87%), 2 (1) =4.22, p
=.04; (vi) they perceived that the incident was not serious enough (8.7%), x2 (1) =10.12, p =
.01; and (vi) they decided to do something else (8%), x2 (1) =4.53, p = .03. Significantly
more participants selected they did not have enough information (53.49%), y2 (1) =19.22, p
<.001; or the incident had already been reported (53.49%) ¥2 (1) = 14.79, p <.001. Thus, the

11
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main reasons that indirect witnesses do not report workplace harassment (lack of information

and not wanting to get involved) differ from those of direct witnesses.

Why witnesses report to HR.

The 67 participants who responded that they had reported to HR were asked why they

made this decision.

Only participants who responded either “I reported to HR for this reason” or “I did not report

to HR for this reason” are included in figure 2.

Seven participants who witnessed harassment indirectly reported it, so we combined

the direct and indirect witness data in Figure 2.

[Insert fig 2]

Figure 2 revealed that every participant who reported that they dislike unfair
treatment also stated that the perpetrator needed to stop (96.92%) and: they wanted to offer
support to the victim (87.1%). Therefore, altruism seems to drive witnesses to report. Over
70% of the participants indicated that the workplace culture needs to change (75.86%) and/or
they wanted to reduce the burden on the victim to report alone (72.21%), and many indicated
that workplace harassment was a shared issue (62.96%). Half of the participants stated they
wanted evidence/protection (50%); they perceived that everyone knew except HR (50%) and
they felt everyone else was afraid to report (49.02%). Finally, 19% reported that they had
been asked to do so by the victim. This indicates that victims may not feel that they can ask
for support. This is also of concern if the victim is not aware that the witness has reported.

12
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Seeking permission from victims.

Discussing incidents without the victim’s knowledge or permission can compromise

oNOYTULT D WN =

9 their anonymity, potentially leading to retaliation that they had been trying to avoid by not
discussing or reporting it themselves. So, we also asked whether witnesses sought permission

14 from the victim before reporting or discussing incidents.

17 Of those who reported, 63% indicated that they had not sought a permission from the
victim. For instance, one participant stated, “/ felt the victim would have told me not to report
22 it so 1 felt it was my duty to report it without their knowledge.” This effectively compromised
24 the victim’s anonymity without their consent and/or knowledge. However, a binomial test
revealed that the proportion that did not seek permission to report to HR was significantly

29 smaller than those who did not seek permission to discuss the incident(s) colleagues (88%, p
31 <.001). Thus, most witnesses discussed or reported incidents without seeking permission

33 from the victim, particularly when it came to discussing them with colleagues. This mirrors
the ‘everybody knows’ data (in figures 1 and 2), indicating that harassment is known in

38 workplaces, albeit without the knowledge of HR.

Retrospective feelings about reporting decisions.

45 As witnesses experience negative consequences of workplace harassment (Ragins et
47 al., 2017), we examined further whether witnesses’ reporting decisions were related to

subsequent positive or negative feelings.

56 13
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The y2 statistic (x2 (3) =23.84, p <.001) showed a significant association between
reporting decisions and regret. Participants were significantly more likely to feel regret if

they did not report to HR (51.5%) than if they did report (16.6%).

Discussion

The MeToo movement (n.d.) has highlighted the prevalence of sexual harassment in
the workplace, which is echoed by other forms of workplace harassment (EEOC, 2016;
Shannon et al., 2009). The goals of the present research were therefore to see whether; (i) like
victims (EEOC, 2016), witnesses to harassment fail to report; (ii) whether reporting barriers
are similar or different between victims and witnesses; (ii1) whether reporting might benefit
witnesses themselves; and (iv) to consider how workplaces can enable witnesses to support

victims by reporting on their behalf or by submitting evidence.

We explored how common it was for witnesses to report incidents. The results
indicated that 74% of direct witnesses chose not to report witnessed incidents of harassment
and discrimination to HR. This is similar to the EEOC (2016) report that about 70% of
victims fail to report to someone of authority in the workplace. Research conducted since
#MeToo indicates that the EEOC figure is probably conservative. For instance, McCann et al.
(2018) found that almost all (99.8%) sexual harassment incidents are never reported.
However, using the EEOC figure as a starting point, results indicate that for every victim that

does not report a witnessed incident, there is one witness who has also failed to report.

It is a common assumption that it is the victim’s responsibility to report incidences

(e.g., #whyididntreport) It was suggested in the House of Commons (2018) that workplace
14
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reporting processes often place an unreasonable burden on victims to tackle harassment
alone. This assumption is supported by the present research, where over half of those who
had not reported to HR stated that they thought it was the victim’s responsibility to report or
they did not want to interfere. Several responded also that witness reporting was either not an
option in their workplace or was actively discouraged (MacCurtain et al., 2018). These
‘victim-driven’ processes overlook the supportive roles that witnesses could play.
Workplaces could address these issues by providing reporting mechanisms or processes that
allow for both victim and witness reporting, including ways of reporting together (e.g., Vault,

n.d.).

We then examined whether witnesses also face challenges and barriers to reporting.
Participants who took part in the present study reported several barriers and the most
common was concern about the consequences. Indeed, two-thirds of the participants said they
chose not to report the witnessed incidents of harassment and discrimination because they
feared the negative consequences. It is promising to note that intentions to help victims can
increase when witnesses do not fear the consequences, suggesting that personal cost is critical
to their decision (Baez-Leon et al., 2016). MacCurtain et al. (2018) note that witnesses only
take formal action when organisations are perceived to provide safety and support afterwards.
Thus, it is important for workplaces to reassure witnesses that they will not suffer adverse
consequences if they report workplace harassment. Just over a third of our participants did
not report due to powerful people being involved, supporting MacCurtain et al. (2018)
findings. One way to tackle power imbalances when it comes to encouraging witnesses to
report would be to create multiple reporting pathways that can bypass powerful individuals

who were either involved or have conflicts of interest with the parties involved.
15
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Next, we examined whether there were incentives for witnesses to report. All the
participants stated that they dislike unfair treatment and they felt that the perpetrator needed
to stop. Thus, incentives centred around the harassment culture and the victim, rather than
something related to themselves. This indicates that bystander altruism (Campos-Mercade,
2021) and workplace fairness were important reasons for reporting. Two-thirds of the
participants (63%) perceived that witnessing harassment and discrimination incidents had
affected everyone in their teams. This finding is in line with Ragins et al.’s (2017) research,
which found that even being aware of harassment negatively affects witnesses (see also

Holm, et al. 2019; Miner & Eischeid, 2012).

It was also important to understand whether witness underreporting is related to
witnesses not wishing to tell HR, specifically, about witnessed incidents of harassment and
discrimination or whether they do not wish to discuss it with anyone. The present results
revealed that 39% of direct witnesses told other colleagues (predominantly team members)
while about a quarter of the participants stated that they reported to HR. This supports
MacCurtain et al. (2018), where 42% of participants reported discussing incidents with
colleagues and 22% discussed them informally with a manager. This suggests that incidents
of workplace harassment are important enough for witnesses to discuss with someone

(Cortina & Berdahl, 2008), but employees would rather do so with a colleague than with HR.

The participants in the present research were significantly more likely to report sexual
harassment than other forms of harassment. #MeToo has shed light on the urgency of
reporting sexual harassment, but this data (collected before #MeToo) suggests either that

even before #MeToo, witnesses considered sexual harassment to be more serious than other

16

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/wox



Page 17 of 31

oNOYTULT D WN =

Work and Occupations

EVERYBODY KNOWS: WITNESSING WORKPLACE HARASSMENT

forms of harassment (and thus more worthy of reporting), or that sexual harassment was the
only type of harassment that would be addressed formally (Neall & Tuckey, 2014). In
contrast, the participants were just as likely to discuss non-sexual harassment with colleagues
as sexual harassment, indicating that employees are discussing all forms of workplace
harassment among themselves. These results are reflected in recent revelations about the
witnessed racial harassment of Azeem Rafiq (Martin, 2021), where the harassment was

widely known about, but nothing was done.

The participants in the present research indicated that workplace harassment was
widely known among their colleagues. McDonald et al. (2016) suggest that one way to
reduce the discomfort of witnessing harassment is to discuss it with colleagues, as this will
mean that witnesses have acted in a way that minimizes the risk to themselves. However, this
may come at the expense of making a formal report. MacCurtain et al. (2018) argue that
discussing incidences with colleagues may perpetuate workplace bullying by boosting coping
without addressing the bullying formally. Christakis and Fowler (2013) suggest that
discussing incidents could have a social contagion effect, as toxicity, fear, and harassment
spreads in the workplace (Foulk et al., 2016; Meier and Gross, 2015; Torkelson et al., 2016).
In terms of the bystander literature, the present ‘barriers to reporting’ data support the idea
that when an incident is witnessed (or known about) by several people, bystanders will not
intervene (Latané & Darley, 1970). On the other hand, the ‘incentives to reporting’ data
support the idea that sharing an identity can encourage bystander intervention (Levine &
Manning, 2013). Indeed, Baez-Ledn et al. (2016) found that when one witness intervenes,

others become mobilized to do so also. Therefore, it would be worth workplaces attempting

17
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to reframe knowledge about harassment as an incentive to report rather than as a reason not

to, by creating a shared identity of solidarity and support.

The findings of the present study also raise concerns about victim anonymity, which
is important in reporting procedures (Buchanan et al., 2014; EHRC, 2018). If a well-meaning
witness discusses an incident without protecting the victim’s anonymity, this may lead to
secondary victimisation that the victim had been attempting to avoid by not reporting
themselves. Without permission, witnesses also risk making the victim feel more isolated
(Herbenick et al., 2019), particularly if nothing is done to help them. They can also betray the
victim’s trust, adding to psychological harm (e.g., Elangovan & Shapiro, 1998). Anonymity
will limit some investigations, but it is the most effective way of uncovering workplace
harassment. Anonymous reporting can encourage employees to report in the first place, and

to disclose sensitive details (e.g., of sexual harassment).

Furthermore, the present study found that most witnesses discussed the incident with
colleagues (88%) compared to reporting it (63%), indicating that information is spread
around the workplace without the victim’s permission or consent. Thus, workplaces might
consider educating employees that discussing incidents with colleagues without the victims’
knowledge undermines the victims’ control over their anonymity and details of the
harassment that they might not have wished to disclose. This could put them at risk of
victimisation, amplify their sense of isolation (Herbenick et al., 2019), and contribute to a

culture that tolerates workplace harassment (MacCurtain et al., 2018).

Witnesses are negatively affected by workplace harassment (Holm, et al. 2019; Miner

& Eischeid, 2012; Ragins et al., 2017). Witnessing harassment can have social and emotional
18
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consequences, such as individuals feeling isolated, unsupported, or unsafe, and can lead to
difficulties in relationships with others. In addition, witnessing harassment can cause physical
symptoms such as increased heart rate, headaches, and difficulty sleeping. Such negative
outcomes can be reduced if they try to intervene (Nielsen et al., 2021). The present study
found that those who did not report were significantly more likely to feel regret than those
who did, supporting Nielsen et al. (2021). It is worth noting that those who experienced
negative consequences following their reporting decision tended to describe regret (in the
free text sections of the survey), while those who experienced positive consequences
generally described pride. Therefore, reporting decisions can affect subsequent feelings,
although this is likely also to reflect the consequences of their decision. Thus, any mechanism
that both encourages reporting and supports witnesses after making a report has the potential

to mitigate negative feelings rather than exacerbate them.

Based on the present results, workplace harassment is still a pressing issue, and
more is required to make workplaces healthier (Goncharenko, 2019). Therefore,
organizations are encouraged to minimize isolated suffering in silence by building
workplaces of solidarity and support. They can achieve this by educating witnesses about the
benefits of reporting; encouraging witnesses to report; reassuring witnesses that they will be
supported rather than victimized for doing so; and requiring witnesses to get permission from

the victim before talking about incidents in the workplace.

Conclusion

The present research highlights missed opportunities to encourage witnesses to

support victims after workplace harassment, but it also presents workplaces with an
19
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opportunity to act. Witnesses remain a largely untapped resource in tackling workplace
harassment but are increasingly being seen as allies for victims (offering support and
solidarity), for co-workers (reinforcing a shared identity of empowerment in the face of
inappropriate behavior), and for employers (helping them to learn about incidents that would
otherwise go unreported). This should improve their own emotional response to the incident.
The message is therefore positive. By redirecting people’s need to discuss what they have
seen into an effective and supporting reporting channel, witnesses may be mobilized to act
when they encounter inappropriate incidences, empowering themselves to be a force for good

in their workplace, while also protecting themselves.

Acknowledgements: We would like to thank Dr Zoe Walkington and Dr Ailsa Strathie for

their suggestions after reading a draft of this manuscript.

Declaration of Conflict of Interest: The third author is a co-founder of a harassment

reporting mechanism organisation cited in this paper. The mechanism was offered to

participants in their post-survey debrief. No author is currently employed by the organisation.

References

Ashburn-Nardo, L., Blanchar, J.C., Petersson, J., Morris, K.A. and Goodwin, S.A. (2014). Do
you say something when it's your boss? The role of perpetrator power in prejudice
confrontation. Journal of Social Issues, 70(4), pp.615-636.

AHRC (2008) The Arts and Humanities Research Council Annual Report and Accounts 2007-

2008.https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attach

ment data/file/248449/0881.pdf

20

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/wox


https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/248449/0881.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/248449/0881.pdf

Page 21 of 31 Work and Occupations

EVERYBODY KNOWS: WITNESSING WORKPLACE HARASSMENT

Béez-Leodn, C., Moreno-Jiménez, B., Aguirre-Camacho, A. and Olmos, R. (2016). Factors

influencing intention to help and helping behaviour in witnesses of bullying in nursing

oNOYTULT D WN =

settings. Nursing inquiry, 23(4), pp.358-367.

10 Bandura, A. (1986). Social foundation of thought and action.

Banyard, V.L., Moynihan, M.M. and Plante, E.G. (2007). Sexual violence prevention through
15 bystander education: An experimental evaluation. Journal of community

17 psychology, 35(4), pp.463-481. https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.20159

Barsade, S.G. (2002). The ripple effect: Emotional contagion and its influence on group
22 behavior. Administrative science quarterly, 47(4), pp.644-675.

24 http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3094912

Bergman, M.E. and Henning, J.B. (2008). Sex and ethnicity as moderators in the sexual

29 harassment phenomenon: A revision and test of Fitzgerald et al. (1994). Journal of

31 Occupational Health Psychology, 13(2), p.152-167.

33 Bowes-Sperry, L. and O'Leary-Kelly, A.M. (2005). To act or not to act: The dilemma faced by
sexual harassment observers. Academy of Management Review, 30(2), pp.288-306.

38 Bowling, N.A. and Beehr, T.A. (2006). Workplace harassment from the victim's perspective: a
40 theoretical model and meta-analysis. Journal of applied psychology, 91(5), p.998-1012.
42 Brodsky, C.M. (1976). The harassed worker. MA

45 Buchanan, N.T., Settles, I.H., Hall, A.T. and O’Connor, R.C. (2014). A review of organizational
47 strategies for reducing sexual harassment: Insights from the US military. Journal of

42 Social Issues, 70(4), pp.687-702.

56 71

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/wox


https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.20159
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3094912

oNOYTULT D WN =

Work and Occupations Page 22 of 31

EVERYBODY KNOWS: WITNESSING WORKPLACE HARASSMENT

Burgess, D., Lee, R., Tran, A. and Van Ryn, M. (2007). Effects of perceived discrimination on
mental health and mental health services utilization among gay, lesbian, bisexual and
transgender persons. Journal of LGBT health research, 3(4), pp.1-14.

Campos-Mercade, P. (2021). The volunteer’s dilemma explains the bystander effect. Journal of
Economic Behavior & Organization, 186, pp.646-661.

Charlesworth, S., McDonald, P. and Cerise, S. (2011). Naming and claiming workplace sexual
harassment in Australia. Australian Journal of Social Issues, 46(2), pp.141-161.

Christakis, N.A. and Fowler, J.H. (2013). Social contagion theory: examining dynamic social
networks and human behavior. Statistics in medicine, 32(4), pp.556-577.

Cortina L.M. and Bergdahl, J.L. (2008). Sexual harassment in organisations: A decade in of
research in review.

Cortina, L.M. and Magley, V.J. (2003). Raising voice, risking retaliation: Events following
interpersonal mistreatment in the workplace. Journal of occupational health

psychology, 8(4), p.247-265. https://doi.org/10.1037/1076-8998.8.4.247

D' Cruz, P. and Noronha, E. (2011). The limits to workplace friendship: Managerialist HRM and
bystander behaviour in the context of workplace bullying. Employee Relations.

Deitch, E.A., Barsky, A., Butz, R.M., Chan, S., Brief, A.P. and Bradley, J.C. (2003). Subtle yet
significant: The existence and impact of everyday racial discrimination in the
workplace. Human Relations, 56(11), pp.1299-1324.

Dougherty, D.S. (2000). Women's discursive construction of a sexual harassment
paradox. Communication Quarterly, 48(3), p.Q6.

EEOC (2016, June). Select task force on the study of harassment in the workplace.

https://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/task force/harassment/report.cfim# Toc453686302

22

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/wox


https://doi.apa.org/doi/10.1037/1076-8998.8.4.247
https://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/task_force/harassment/report.cfm#_Toc453686302

Page 23 of 31

oNOYTULT D WN =

Work and Occupations

EVERYBODY KNOWS: WITNESSING WORKPLACE HARASSMENT

EHRC (2018, March 27). Turning the tables: ending sexual harassment at work

https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/publication-download/turning-tables-ending-

sexual-harassment-work

Elangovan, A.R. and Shapiro, D.L. (1998). Betrayal of trust in organizations. Academy of
management review, 23(3), pp.547-566.
Finn, J. (2004). A survey of online harassment at a university campus. Journal of Interpersonal

violence, 19(4), pp.468-483. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0886260503262083

Fitzgerald, L.F. and Shullman, S.L. (1993). Sexual harassment: A research analysis and agenda
for the 1990s. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 42(1), pp.5-27.

Foulk, T., Woolum, A. and Erez, A. (2016). Catching rudeness is like catching a cold: The
contagion effects of low-intensity negative behaviors. Journal of Applied Psychology,
101(1), p.50.

Goncharenko, G. (2019). #MeToo: A journey towards a harassment-free workplace.

http://sro.sussex.ac.uk/id/eprint/87960/1/Goncharenko%20et%20al MeToo best%20pra

ctice%20guide 2019.pdf

Good, J.J., Moss-Racusin, C.A. and Sanchez, D.T. (2012). When do we confront? Perceptions of
costs and benefits predict confronting discrimination on behalf of the self and
others. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 36(2), pp.210-226.

Harrison, J., Grant, J. and Herman, J.L. (2012). A gender not listed here: Genderqueers, gender
rebels, and otherwise in the National Transgender Discrimination Survey. LGBTQ Public

Policy Journal at the Harvard Kennedy School, 2(1), p.13-24.

23

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/wox


https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/publication-download/turning-tables-ending-sexual-harassment-work
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/publication-download/turning-tables-ending-sexual-harassment-work
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0886260503262083
http://sro.sussex.ac.uk/id/eprint/87960/1/Goncharenko%20et%20al_MeToo_best%20practice%20guide_2019.pdf
http://sro.sussex.ac.uk/id/eprint/87960/1/Goncharenko%20et%20al_MeToo_best%20practice%20guide_2019.pdf

oNOYTULT D WN =

Work and Occupations Page 24 of 31

EVERYBODY KNOWS: WITNESSING WORKPLACE HARASSMENT

Herbenick, D., van Anders, S.M., Brotto, L.A., Chivers, M.L., Jawed-Wessel, S. and Galarza, J.
(2019). Sexual harassment in the field of sexuality research. Archives of sexual
behavior, 48(4), pp.997-1006.

Holm, K., Torkelson, E. and Backstrém, M. (2019). Exploring links between witnessed and
instigated workplace incivility. International Journal of Workplace Health Management,
12(3), 160-175.

House of Commons (2018, July 18). Sexual harassment in the workplace.

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmwomeq/725/725.pdf

Hulin, C.L., Fitzgerald, L.F. and Drasgow, F. (1996). Organizational influences on sexual
harassment. Sage Publications, Inc.

Ilies, R., Hauserman, N., Schwochau, S. and Stibal, J. (2003). Reported incidence rates of
work-related sexual harassment in the United States: Using meta-analysis to explain
reported rate disparities. Personnel Psychology, 56(3), pp.607-631.

Keashly, L. and Jagatic, K. (2000, August). The nature, extent, and impact of emotional abuse in
the workplace: Results of a statewide survey [Presentation] Annual Meeting of the
Academy of Management, Toronto, Ontario, Canada.

Krieger, N., Chen, J.T., Waterman, P.D., Hartman, C., Stoddard, A.M., Quinn, M.M., Sorensen,
G. and Barbeau, E.M. (2008). The inverse hazard law: blood pressure, sexual harassment,
racial discrimination, workplace abuse and occupational exposures in US low-income
black, white and Latino workers. Social science & medicine, 67(12), pp.1970-1981.

Krieger, N., Smith, K., Naishadham, D., Hartman, C. and Barbeau, E.M. (2005). Experiences of
discrimination: validity and reliability of a self-report measure for population health

research on racism and health. Social science & medicine, 61(7), pp.1576-1596.

24

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/wox


https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmwomeq/725/725.pdf

Page 25 of 31

oNOYTULT D WN =

Work and Occupations

EVERYBODY KNOWS: WITNESSING WORKPLACE HARASSMENT

Lapierre, L.M., Spector, P.E. and Leck, J.D. (2005). Sexual versus nonsexual workplace
aggression and victims' overall job satisfaction: a meta-analysis. Journal of Occupational
Health Psychology, 10(2), p.155-169.

Latané, B. and Darley, J.M. (1970). The unresponsive bystander: Why doesn't he help?.
Appleton-Century-Crofts.

Lee, J.Y., Heilmann, S.G. and Near, J.P. (2004). Blowing the whistle on sexual harassment: Test
of a model of predictors and outcomes. Human relations, 57(3), pp.297-322.

Levine, M. and Manning, R. (2013). Social identity, group processes, and helping in
emergencies. European Review of Social Psychology, 24(1), pp.225-251.

Lim, S. and Cortina, L.M. (2005). Interpersonal mistreatment in the workplace: the interface and impact
of general incivility and sexual harassment. Journal of applied psychology, 90(3), p.483.

MacCurtain, S., Murphy, C., O' Sullivan, M., MacMahon, J. and Turner, T. (2018). To stand back
or step in? Exploring the responses of employees who observe workplace
bullying. Nursing inquiry, 25(1), p.e12207.

Marsh, J., Patel, S., Gelaye, B., Goshu, M., Worku, A., Williams, M.A. and Berhane, Y. (2009).
Prevalence of workplace abuse and sexual harassment among female faculty and
staff. Journal of occupational health, 51(4), pp.314-322.

Martin, A. (2021, November 16) Azeem Rafiq’s testimony on racism plunges English cricket

nto crisis. https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2021/nov/16/azeem-rafigs-testimony-on-

racism-plunges-english-cricket-into-crisis

McCann, C., Tomaskovic-Devey, D. and Badgett, L. (2018) Employers' Responses to Sexual

Harassment.

25

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/wox


https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2021/nov/16/azeem-rafiqs-testimony-on-racism-plunges-english-cricket-into-crisis
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2021/nov/16/azeem-rafiqs-testimony-on-racism-plunges-english-cricket-into-crisis

oNOYTULT D WN =

Work and Occupations Page 26 of 31

EVERYBODY KNOWS: WITNESSING WORKPLACE HARASSMENT

McDonald, P., Charlesworth, S. and Graham, T. (2016). Action or inaction: Bystander
intervention in workplace sexual harassment. The International Journal of Human
Resource Management, 27(5), pp.548-566.

Meier, L.L. and Gross, S. (2015). Episodes of incivility between subordinates and supervisors:
Examining the role of self-control and time with an interaction-record diary study.
Journal of Organizational Behavior, 36(8), pp.1096-1113.

MeToo (n.d.). MeToo Movement. https://metoomvmt.org

Miceli, M.P. and Near, J.P. (1988). Individual and situational correlates of
whistle-blowing. Personnel psychology, 41(2), pp.267-281.

Miner, K.N. and Eischeid, A. (2012). Observing incivility toward coworkers and negative
emotions: Do gender of the target and observer matter? Sex Roles, 66(7), pp.492-505.

Minnotte, K.L. (2012). Perceived discrimination and work-to-life conflict among workers in the
United States. The Sociological Quarterly, 53(2), pp.188-210.

MSNBC (2014). Report: Sexual harassment rampant in the restaurant industry.

https://www.msnbc.com/msnbc/report-sexual-harassment-rampant-the-restaurant-

industry-msna429671

Neall, A.M. and Tuckey, M.R. (2014). A methodological review of research on the antecedents
and consequences of workplace harassment. Journal of Occupational and Organizational
Psychology, 87(2), pp.225-257.

Near, J.P., Rehg, M.T., Van Scotter, J.R. and Miceli, M.P. (2004). Does type of wrongdoing

affect the whistle-blowing process? Business Ethics Quarterly, 14(2), pp.219-242.

26

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/wox


https://metoomvmt.org
https://www.msnbc.com/msnbc/report-sexual-harassment-rampant-the-restaurant-industry-msna429671
https://www.msnbc.com/msnbc/report-sexual-harassment-rampant-the-restaurant-industry-msna429671

Page 27 of 31

oNOYTULT D WN =

Work and Occupations

EVERYBODY KNOWS: WITNESSING WORKPLACE HARASSMENT

Nielsen, M.B., Glasg, L. and Einarsen, S. (2017). Exposure to workplace harassment and the Five
Factor Model of personality: A meta-analysis. Personality and individual

differences, 104, pp.195-206. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.08.015

Nielsen, M.B., Rosander, M., Blomberg, S. and Einarsen, S.V. (2021). Killing two birds with one
stone: how intervening when witnessing bullying at the workplace may help both target
and the acting observer. International archives of occupational and environmental
health, 94(2), pp.261-273.

Paull, M., Omari, M. and Standen, P. (2010, June). Keep your head down and your mouth shut:
bystanders in workplace bullying [ Abstract] 7th International Conference on Workplace
Bullying and Harassment, Cardiff.

Positly (n.d.) https://www.positly.com

Potter, S.J., Fountain, K. and Stapleton, J.G. (2012). Addressing sexual and relationship violence
in the LGBT community using a bystander framework. Harvard review of
psychiatry, 20(4), pp.201-208.

Qualtrics (n.d.) https://www.qualtrics.com/uk/core-xm/survey-software/

Ragins, B.R., Ehrhardt, K., Lyness, K.S., Murphy, D.D. and Capman, J.F. (2017). Anchoring
relationships at work: High-quality mentors and other supportive work relationships as
buffers to ambient racial discrimination. Personnel Psychology, 70(1), pp.211-256.

Rai, A. and Agarwal, U.A. (2017). Workplace bullying among Indian managers: prevalence,
sources and bystanders' reactions. International Journal of Indian Culture and Business
Management, 15(1), pp.58-81.

Reicher, S. and Hopkins, N. (2000). Self and nation. Sage.

27

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/wox


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.08.015
https://www.positly.com
https://www.qualtrics.com/uk/core-xm/survey-software/

oNOYTULT D WN =

Work and Occupations Page 28 of 31

EVERYBODY KNOWS: WITNESSING WORKPLACE HARASSMENT

Rayner, C. and Bowes-Sperry, L. (2008, June). Mobilizing bystanders to intervene in workplace
bullying [ Abstract] 6th international conference on workplace bullying, Montreal, Canada.
Ross, A. (2016, August 10). Half of women in UK have been sexually harassed at work, study

finds. https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2016/aug/10/half-of-women-uk-have-

been-sexually-harassed-at-work-tuc-study-everyday-sexism

Shannon, C.A., Rospenda, K.M., Richman, J.A. and Minich, L.M. (2009). Race, racial
discrimination, and the risk of work-related illness, injury or assault: findings from a
national study. Journal of occupational and environmental medicine/American College of
Occupational and Environmental Medicine, 51(4), p.441.

Sias, P.M. and Jablin, F.M. (1995). Differential superior-subordinate relations, perceptions of
fairness, and coworker communication. Human Communication Research, 22(1), pp.5-38.

Silverschanz, P., Cortina, L.M., Konik, J. and Magley, V.J. (2008). Slurs, snubs, and queer jokes:
Incidence and impact of heterosexist harassment in academia. Sex Roles, 58(3-4), pp.179-191.

Survey Circle (n.d.) https:// www.surveycircle.com/en/

Talk to Spot (n.d.) https://app.talktospot.com

Taylor, P., McLoughlin, C., Meyer, D. and Brooke, E. (2013). Everyday discrimination in the
workplace, job satisfaction and psychological wellbeing: Age differences and moderating
variables. Ageing & Society, 33(7), pp.1105-1138.

Torkelson, E., Holm, K. and Backstrém, M. (2016). Workplace incivility in a Swedish context.
Nordic Journal of Working Life Studies, 6(2), pp.3-22.

Triana, M.D.C., Jayasinghe, M. and Pieper, J.R. (2015). Perceived workplace racial
discrimination and its correlates: A meta-analysis. Journal of Organizational

Behavior, 36(4), pp.491-513.

28

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/wox


https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2016/aug/10/half-of-women-uk-have-been-sexually-harassed-at-work-tuc-study-everyday-sexism
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2016/aug/10/half-of-women-uk-have-been-sexually-harassed-at-work-tuc-study-everyday-sexism
https://www.surveycircle.com/en/
https://app.talktospot.com

Page 29 of 31

oNOYTULT D WN =

Work and Occupations

EVERYBODY KNOWS: WITNESSING WORKPLACE HARASSMENT

TUC (2019). Sexual harassment of LGBT people in the workplace.

https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/LGBT Sexual Harassment Report 0.pdf

Vault (n.d.). https://vaultplatform.com/products/mobile-app/

Willness, C.R., Steel, P. and Lee, K. (2007). A meta-analysis of the antecedents and

consequences of workplace sexual harassment. Personnel psychology, 60(1), pp.127-162

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/wox

29


https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/LGBT_Sexual_Harassment_Report_0.pdf
https://vaultplatform.com/products/mobile-app/

oNOYTULT D WN =

Work and Occupations Page 30 of 31

EVERYBODY KNOWS: WITNESSING WORKPLACE HARASSMENT

Figure 1. Reasons for not reporting to HR (direct and indirect witnesses). ** = p <.001, * =p

<.05.
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Figure 2. Reasons for reporting to HR
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