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Trigger Warning (TW)           

 This research paper deals heavily with the concepts of sexual assault, sexual misconduct, 

and other matters of sexual and domestic violence. Additionally, this thesis will contain 

discussions of high-profile incidents and specific cases of sexual violence. If at any point this 

information causes you to feel panicked or unsafe, please allow yourself the time to ground, 

decompress, or talk to a friend or counselor. Secondary and vicarious trauma are very difficult 

reactions to deal with, so take care of yourself while learning more about the impact of #MeToo 

and its effects on the corporate world. According to the Ball State University Department of 

Counseling Psychology, Social Psychology and Counseling, secondary trauma is commonly 

referred to as “the stress resulting from helping or wanting to help a traumatized or suffering 

person.” Vicarious trauma is used to describe the “cumulative transformative effect of working 

with survivors of traumatic life events.” 

  



 

Abstract             

 It is no secret that sexual misconduct is a prevalent concern in Corporate America; 

however, since the inception of the #MeToo movement, our perceptions on sexual misconduct and 

violence in the workplace have evolved into a pervasive issue. This analysis will explore the 

intricacies of the #MeToo movement and the related systems and legislations that have been 

implemented in order to combat the issue of sexual misconduct and harassment in the workplace. 

First, this paper will discuss the early conversations surrounding #MeToo and will focus on the 

inception and spread of the movement, twitter trend data, and the early impact that #MeToo had 

on workplace sexual misconduct. Next, this thesis will highlight the various issues under the 

spotlight of #MeToo. In this section, there will be discussions on flaws and biases in workplace 

systems, any previous attempts at intervention, and the evolution of the workplace and how it deals 

with sexual misconduct. Finally, this paper will detail many challenges and hurdles in a post-

#MeToo era. This final section will discuss the issues with proactive measures and employee 

accountability, legislative government practices and initiatives, and new organizational 

expectations and standards in light of #MeToo. For the purpose of this paper, the primary focus of 

the analysis will be restricted to the United States of America and its work force.  
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Process Analysis Statement         _________________               

 As a freshman, when entering college, I knew that I wanted to make an impact on my 

campus during my time as a student, and I knew that I knew that one of the most prevalent campus 

concerns at the time was the likelihood of falling victim to sexual violence. With this knowledge, 

I quickly became a member, and future Vice President, of Step in. Speak up. (SISU), Ball State’s 

on-campus student organization that is dedicated to combatting sexual violence through education 

and events. My work with SISU taught me a lot and allowed me to impact students on my campus, 

but I wanted to dive further into the epidemic of sexual violence, especially on other college 

campuses, so I completed a 15-credit immersive learning course with the Virginia Ball Center for 

Creative Inquiry (VBC). This immersive course was rigorous and emotionally exhausting, but it 

allowed me to make an actual impact on campus by providing survivors a platform to anonymously 

discuss their experiences with sexual violence on campus. Since I spent so much of my time in 

college advocating for survivors of sexual violence, I knew that I wanted to explore the subject 

further in my Honors thesis, but since I am about to enter the U.S. workforce, I wanted to focus on 

the corporate environment in the context of sexual violence. The #MeToo movement was a major 

turning point in the fight against sexual violence, and it inspired me to learn more about the 

prevalence of sexual violence and misconduct as well as why this was still occurring despite all 

previous preventative efforts. In the end, after months of deciding which angle to approach this 

issue from, I decided that my efforts were best spent researching the impact that #MeToo exhibited 

on the corporate world and on the way that organizations prevent and correct occurrences of sexual 

misconduct. As an accounting major, I certainly struggled to compile research for such a 

comprehensive assignment, and I found that many sources were either relevant to #MeToo or 

relevant to workplace harassment; there were few comprehensive resources that actually analyzed 
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the cause-and-effect relationship between these two subjects. This struggle to find appropriate 

sources definitely slowed down my writing process; however, I found that as I gathered more 

independent sources, I was able to derive the effects that the #MeToo movement had on workplace 

sexual harassment, as presented in my thesis. Overall, the research that I gathered varied from 

historical contextual information to complex, specific legislative proposals, and I was able to create 

a link between all of these articles with the completion of this thesis. With the guidance of my 

honors thesis advisor and the recommendations from peers, I was able to utilize the varied sources 

of research that I gathered to identify the key topics and discussions applicable to my desired final 

product. With the foundational research that I gathered, I created a detailed outline of my thesis 

that gradually became the backbone of this project. In this outline I divided the paper into three 

sections and began applying my research to these sections accordingly, which allowed me to 

identify areas that needed more supporting materials and further research. While I knew that this 

thesis would involve the subject of sexual violence, the process of deciding the context in which 

to discuss this subject was long and strenuous. In the end, however, I was able to combine my 

prospective career choice with my passion for social change by creating a thesis that analyzed the 

impact and effect of the #MeToo movement on the U.S. corporate system.  
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PART I: Early Conversations of #MeToo        

 The first section of this paper is focused on the early discussions and facts surrounding the 

#MeToo movement. The #MeToo movement spanned across multiple social and news media 

sources and sparked a worldwide discussion into the pervasiveness of sexual violence and 

workplace sexual harassment—from Hollywood movie sets, to everyday life. In order to properly 

analyze and discuss the impact and effect of this movement, detailed accounts of the movement’s 

inception, trend data, and early influence are crucial to comprehend the full scale of its impact. 

This first section will discuss the origin of #MeToo and analyze trend data in order to map the 

spread and influence of the movement itself. Then, given the background information of the 

movement, the paper will discuss the movement’s first impacts and effects on the corporate realm 

in the context of workplace sexual misconduct.  

The Movement – Inception and Spread 

 Many individuals are well aware of the existence of the #MeToo movement; however, 

understanding how this monumental movement began and spread is crucial to analyzing its impact 

and effects on individuals and organizations all over the world. While many digital media trends 

and movements surrounding sexual violence have existed in the past, the #MeToo movement 

completely altered the public discourse on the matter. Most sources agree that the beginning of the 

#MeToo movement occurred on October 15, 2017 after actress Alyssa Milano sent a tweet that 

encouraged users to post #MeToo if they had ever experienced unwanted or inappropriate sexual 

contact, and within a week of posting this tweet, the hashtag was mentioned in nearly 1.6 million 

posts. The phrase, ‘me too,’ however, was originally coined by civil rights activist Tarana Burke 

as a way to raise awareness and encourage discussion regarding the pervasiveness of sexual 

violence, especially among survivors (Modrek, Sepideh, and Chakalov). One of the primary 
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reasons, other than the influence of celebrities, that this movement in particular was so successful 

is that the simple phrase, ‘me too,’ allows survivors to speak openly about their experiences while 

still maintaining their privacy regarding the details of the incident(s). At a point in time where one 

in three women has experienced unwanted sexual contact in their lifetime, the foundation of 

#MeToo has ignited an imperative, global discussion that unites survivors and brings the concept 

of sexual misconduct to the forefront of public matters in the United States. This online global 

discussion, however, is only one part of a much larger phenomenon known as social media 

activism. Social media activism has completely altered the public discourse involving rights-based 

protesting and activism. Essentially, this phenomenon illustrates the effectiveness and 

sustainability of utilizing social media as a platform for political and social engagement. According 

to Jamillah Williams’s article on the #MeToo movement in the context of internet activism, “social 

media provides a crucial consolidating function by giving a common name to a set of concerns 

and thereby creating a one-issue community” (Williams 376). This phenomenon can be seen 

clearly in the context of #MeToo, as the simple, five-letter hashtag united individuals who were 

seeking change from all over the world, which perpetuated the existence of a one-issue community 

surrounding the globe. Other examples of viable social media activism campaigns also include the 

public discourse on the Arab Spring, #LoveWins, and most notably, #BlackLivesMatter. While 

this phenomenon remains relatively new, the rapid expansion of technology and utilization of 

digital media are sure to promote even more viable social media activism campaigns; thus, 

everyday individuals can actively contribute to political and social causes through platforms such 

as Twitter, uniting individuals in a global web of digital activism.  
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Twitter Trends 

 As the #MeToo movement originated on the social media platform, Twitter, it is crucial to 

analyze the various trends surrounding Twitter data that contributed to the widespread reach of the 

movement. In their visual data analysis of the #MeToo movement, information designer Valentina 

D’Efilippo and creative coding engineer Lucia Kocincova analyzed 200,000 tweets from the first 

six months of the movement. They presented their findings in three data visualizations that track 

the greatest influencers on Twitter, the geographical spreading of the tweets, and the root themes 

of the movement by count of tweets. In their data findings, the themes that comprised the largest 

number of tweets were regarding specific instances of sexual harassment and sexual violence, but 

an almost proportional number of tweets were about societal change, solidarity, and changing the 

public discourse surrounding sexual misconduct. One of the creators, D’Efilippo, explained:  

Finding its roots in historical, systemic gender imbalance, the #MeToo Movement 

has shed light on the magnitude of the problem of sexual assault and workplace 

harassment. [The] stories shared ranged from tragedy and accusation, to solidarity 

and calls to action. (D’Efilippo)  

Probably the most crucial takeaway from all of this data, however, is the fact that the #MeToo 

movement has simply shed a light on the issue of workplace sexual harassment. The trending of 

#MeToo on Twitter was the inception of a greater movement and call to action in the ever-

pervasive issue of workplace sexual misconduct. Overall, the analysis of this data allows 

researchers to correlate the trends in #MeToo with their corresponding impacts and effects on daily 

life and the way that sexual misconduct and harassment is altered by the revelations of #MeToo.  
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Early Impact of #MeToo – the Workplace and Sexual Misconduct 

 Much like how Rome was not built in a day, workplace sexual misconduct was certainly 

not eliminated overnight due to a digital call-to-action; however, the #MeToo movement did create 

significant waves in the way that sexual misconduct in the workplace is viewed and handled, 

especially in the eyes of survivors. In a comprehensive quantitative and qualitative study taken 

between September 2016 – 2018 (Pre-#MeToo to Post-#MeToo), the qualitative interviews 

suggested that “sharing one’s story, while knowing that others had experienced the same things, 

helped the interviewees to feel less ashamed and created increased support and empowerment 

among women” (Keplinger, et al. 2). Furthermore, using the quantitative methods of analysis, the 

study found “significantly lower levels of sexual coercion and non-consensual sexual attention but 

higher levels in gender harassment in 2018 compared to 2016.” While higher levels of gender 

harassment were reported, the decrease in reported occurrences of sexual coercion and actions of 

sexual violence is certainly a step in the right direction, but is the #MeToo movement the cause of 

this impact? Well, the participants who were interviewed in the study explain that they believed 

their organizations were taking sexual harassment more seriously since many high-profile 

organizations have been called out throughout the #MeToo movement. It is clear, simply by the 

commonality of the term #MeToo, that the movement has created waves in the way that sexual 

misconduct is discussed, but there are so many issues that emerged under the spotlight of the 

movement—especially in the realm of the workplace. When combining the immense spread and 

engagement of the hashtag, the trends in calls to action via social media, and the first-hand 

experiences in the workplace, the #MeToo movement has shined a massive light on the dark, taboo 

subject of workplace sexual misconduct, and it has allowed individuals to work together in order 
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to expose the workplace flaws and issues that continue to perpetuate workplace sexual violence 

despite an organization’s currently implemented measures.         

PART II: Issues Under the Spotlight of #MeToo     _____ 

 The second section of this paper focuses on many key issues surrounding the realm of 

sexual violence and, specifically, workplace sexual misconduct under the lens of the #MeToo 

movement. In this section, there will be a discussion on the flaws and biases in workplace systems 

that were exposed and discussed as a result of new expectations in the #MeToo era. In this 

subsection, various workplace systems will be analyzed such as sexual misconduct training, 

survivor support and reporting resources, and corporate zero-tolerance and employee equity 

policies. Then, to introduce further discussions regarding government intervention and legislation, 

this section will discuss the adequacy of previously implemented government intervention 

measures in order to provide a baseline for how the legal system tolerated workplace sexual 

misconduct prior to the #MeToo movement. Finally, this section will add to the previous 

discussion regarding specific changes in the workplace in light of #MeToo as well as specific 

events that lead to the changes in the way that sexual misconduct is presented in the workplace.  

Flaws and Biases in Workplace Systems 

 In the context of auditing, internal controls are processes and policies that ensure the 

continued reliability of an accounting system. Much like the internal controls used in auditing, 

corporations must also have a strong set of internal controls for survivors of workplace sexual 

harassment to report alleged abuse as well as controls to prevent abuse of any kind from occurring 

in the first place. When it comes to sexual harassment and abuse prevention in the workplace, there 

is a historical lack of accountability—especially by big-name corporations, such as NBC and the 

instances of alleged abuse by the hands of Matt Lauer. NBC is one of many companies that has a 
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sexual harassment training policy in place, but “where such misconduct allegedly reoccurred 

unchecked” (Sachdev, et al. 100). This concept of accountability is especially important when 

dealing with an organization’s controls for preventing and reporting sexual misconduct, but this 

topic will be discussed later in the paper in more detail. When examining standard controls for 

occurrences of sexual misconduct, a common, destructive practice is the use of sexual-harassment 

non-disclosure agreements. Non-disclosure agreements (NDAs) are often useful and essential 

parts of business agreements in order to keep trade secrets and proprietary information 

confidential; however, NDAs used in workplace sexual harassment conflicts “enable abusive 

behavior to continue unchecked,” and “also shield the identity of the alleged harasser to the 

detriment of other employees who are potential victims” (Huang 6). When examining the use of 

NDAs to settle sexual harassment disputes, these agreements almost always protect the 

perpetrators at the expense of the survivor’s ability to receive justice, regardless of their monetary 

compensation for signing the NDA. Whether it simply presents as a lack of corporate and social 

accountability or as a contract to silence survivors, organizations—even those with a system of 

preventative controls (e.g., sexual harassment training seminars)—across America have major 

flaws and biases with their policies and procedures surrounding accusations of workplace sexual 

misconduct. 

Issues of the Past – Pre #MeToo 

 In order to properly analyze the flaws and biases in workplace sexual harassment systems 

throughout the changes brought on by #MeToo, it is crucial to have a strong understanding of the 

issues that have occurred in the past, before the #MeToo movement. Especially, in this case, a 

discussion of the flaws and biases in workplace systems that have occurred before the #MeToo 

movement imposed a careful eye on said systems. Throughout the research process, it became 
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clear that the issues of workplace sexual misconduct policies in the past have often been 

attributable to organizational inaction. In the 1998 article, “Why Sexual Harassment Complaints 

Fall on Deaf Ears,” written by management executive Ellen Pierce, the author examines why 

sexual harassment continued despite decades of increased awareness and details how corporations 

are likely to fall prey to the concept of “deaf ear syndrome.” Pierce defines the concept as a failure, 

or inadequate timeliness, of organizations to respond to complaints of workplace sexual 

misconduct, “forcing [survivors] to go outside to organization to seek redress through the court 

system” (Pierce 41). Surely, most people have probably heard of a case of “deaf ear syndrome” 

within a business organization; however, the crucial part of this phenomenon is why organizations 

were not advocating for survivors who filed internal complaints, especially when organizational 

inaction has often led to severe punitive and compensatory legal damages in the long run.  

 As a result of conducting interviews of Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 

(EEOC) veteran attorneys, Pierce concluded that organizations that had trouble with “deaf ear 

syndrome” all seemed to have three things in common: (1) inadequate sexual harassment policies 

and procedures, (2) reactions and rationalizations by management, and (3) specific features of the 

organization that generally contribute to the phenomenon. With the first common theme of 

inadequate sexual harassment policies and procedures, many key features showed up among 

multiple organizations. First, the policies, in general, were often written in complex jargon with 

the absence of footnotes or thrown haphazardly into the middle of a 50-page employee conduct 

handbook, which the average employee would never even see or be able to understand properly. 

Additionally, these policies frequently had very inconsistent or vague definitions of sexual 

harassment, which led many managers to often ignore or misinterpret factors contributing to a 

hostile work environment, and, thus, these managers were unable to properly identify and respond 
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to legitimate accusations within their organization. Finally, these policies and procedures were 

often inadequate due to the burdensome process that survivors had to endure in order to simply 

report sexual harassment in the workplace. In one case of workplace sexual harassment that was 

investigated by the EEOC, the organization’s sexual harassment procedures deemed the survivor’s 

direct supervisor as her required channel of reporting, but her direct supervisor was the alleged 

perpetrator of the harassment. Under these circumstances, the survivor was not provided 

alternative channels within the organization to report the misconduct, which is a clear fault in the 

organization’s internal controls for reporting allegations of harassment or misconduct. Overall, 

sexual misconduct policies have a history of being ineffective and inefficient, as evident by 

Pierce’s research. Next, the EEOC interviews exposed trends of many organizations’ 

management’s attitude and rationalization of misconduct occurring within the workplace. The first 

common negative reaction often seen by management is a denial of the occurrence of the 

misconduct or an attitude of blame towards the survivor, not the perpetrator. Some of the managers 

in question may have hoped to avoid tedious clerical work in the reporting process, whereas others 

simply may have refused to believe such behavior could occur under their management. 

Additionally, these interviews showed many instances of managers minimizing the offenses, 

protecting specific employees based on their value to the company, and overall, simply ignoring 

habitual offenders of workplace sexual harassment. Whether due to a lack of awareness regarding 

the actions taking place in their workplace or an ego-defensive attitude by the manager, the EEOC 

interviews showed evident flaws in many managers’ reactions towards survivors throughout the 

reporting and response processes. Finally, when analyzing the third common theme between 

organizations that had occurrences of “deaf ear syndrome,” Pierce’s EEOC interviews explained 

that certain organizational features contribute more heavily to occurrences of mishandled claims 
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of workplace sexual misconduct.  For example, the interviews showed a disproportionate number 

of small, family-owned businesses at the center of this issue. In organizations like this, there often 

is a minimal—or non-existent—human resources (HR) function within the organization, and 

“three of the companies interviewed had no written sexual harassment policy at all” (Pierce 49). 

Most media-covered cases of workplace sexual harassment occur at large firms and organizations, 

and EEOC investigators argued that managers of small operations might tend to see workplace 

sexual harassment as a big firm issue and not one that should concern them. This is contrary to the 

facts at the time; however, as EEOC investigations showed that in many small, family-owned 

businesses, sexual harassment complaints still occurred, but were often unreported due to a lack 

of resources or a general attitude of viewing claims of sexual harassment as disloyalty to the 

company (Pierce 49). Overall, the phenomenon of “deaf ears syndrome” was a major contributor 

to EEOC violations pertaining to workplace sexual misconduct violations prior to the existence of 

the #MeToo movement, as survivors were forced to seek assistance from the government when 

they were denied aide from their company. 

 In Pierce’s research and interview process, she was strongly guided by the interviews that 

she conducted with EEOC veteran investigators, but the origin and inception of the EEOC is a 

crucial piece of government intervention in the historical fight against workplace sexual 

harassment. The EEOC was created as part of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (the Act) 

in order to prohibit employment discrimination based on race, sex, color, religion, and national 

origin, but the term “sexual harassment” was not coined until the 1970s with the second-wave 

feminist movement. During this time, feminist scholars fought to shape the legal doctrine of sexual 

harassment, and, most significantly, argued that sexual harassment amounted to illegal sex 

discrimination under Title VII of the Act (Johnson, et al.). Finally, by 1980, the EEOC issued its 
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guidelines on workplace sexual harassment, supporting the previous legal remedy as well as other 

organizational responses proposed by Backhouse and Cohen, Canadian feminists with careers in 

government and business (Johnson, et al.). The original guidelines, however, were not what they 

are today—thanks in part to the impact of #MeToo, but rather were focused on the prevention of 

harassment without issuing clear guidance for the reporting process when harassment did occur. 

The Civil Rights Act of 1964, specifically Titles VII and IX, will be discussed in the context of 

our post-#MeToo world in more detail later on in Part III, as their relevance in the modern fight 

against workplace sexual misconduct and harassment is more pertinent than ever before.  

Evolution of Workplace Sexual Misconduct 

 Perhaps one of the most interesting and important discoveries that arose under the close 

lens of #MeToo is the examination of how instances of sexual misconduct have changed within 

the workplace due to the heightened awareness brought on by the movement. Referring back to 

the Keplinger study referenced in Part I, between September 2016 – 2018 (Pre-#MeToo to Post-

#MeToo) the women interviewed in the study identified two main themes relating to if and how 

organizations and men have changed due to the #MeToo movement. On a positive note, the study 

showed that women in business feel that their organizations have been taking sexual harassment 

more seriously since the revelations of #MeToo, one woman suggesting that “[she] thinks 

[#MeToo] is making [the company] think twice when those issues are being brought up and what 

do they do about it, instead of just sending [employees] to some sort of diversity or sensitivity 

training” (Keplinger, et al. 10). This assertion falls in line with other findings from quantitative 

data, showing that since the inception of #MeToo, organizations are facing increased pressure to 

speak out against sexual misconduct, and as such, are actively changing the methods in which they 

prevent and deal with workplace sexual harassment and misconduct. Furthermore, the way in 
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which sexual misconduct occurs in the workplace has changed significantly under the close lens 

of the #MeToo movement. As previously discussed, the Keplinger study found decreased reports 

of aggressive forms of sexual misconduct such as sexual coercion and unwanted sexual attention, 

but the study also found increased reports of gender harassment. Now, on a purely statistical basis, 

this is certainly good news; however, gender harassment is both pervasive and continuous, and its 

existence in workplaces serves as a modern mode of sexual harassment. In fact, many women who 

participated in the study reported feelings of resentment or aggression from dominant, male 

coworkers, and one explained “I think there’s increased hostility towards the women who have 

been empowered by the #MeToo movement who aren’t as quiet about [sexual harassment] 

anymore” (Keplinger, et al. 10). Regardless of the decrease in sexual coercion, the increase in 

gender harassment is certainly a negative consequence of #MeToo in the workplace, especially 

since gender harassment has was reported as the most common form of workplace sexual 

harassment by the quantitative data taken in the Keplinger study. While gender harassment is not 

as physically aggressive as other types of workplace misconduct, it reinforces the interpersonal 

and internal oppressive attitudes that have distanced the equality between men and women in 

business. Additionally, with the rising recognition of nonbinary gender identifications, gender 

harassment has taken on new forms, but the commonality between these occurrences is the 

traditional power imbalance between genders in the corporate ecosystem. Altogether, the #MeToo 

movement disrupted the traditional acceptance of workplace harassment and has caused an 

evolution in the way that sexual misconduct occurs in the corporate world.  

PART III: Post #MeToo Challenges and Hurdles      

 The third section of this paper focuses on the after-effects of #MeToo, for in order to fully 

conceptualize the impact of the movement on the U.S. workforce, one must have an understanding 
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of the specific impacts on organizational measures and legislative practices and impositions. First, 

this section will discuss proactive and accountability measures used by organizations and how 

#MeToo has shined a light on the failures corresponding to certain measures. In order to understand 

the root of why organizations were not holding their employees accountable for instances of sexual 

misconduct, a discussion of the failures in past measures is necessary to be held. Next, this section 

will provide detailed explanations of legislative policies and legal practices such as Titles VII and 

IX, NDAs, and the First Amendment. Additionally, while this paper is focused on analyzing the 

impact of #MeToo on the corporate system in the U.S., discussions of global legislation are 

imperative to fully grasping the differences in sexual misconduct legislation in light of #MeToo. 

Finally, this final section will explain the new expectations and concerns that arose with the 

#MeToo movement, and it will examine the effectiveness of certain anti-harassment 

implementations within organizations. This section will also examine the responsibility of 

accounting firms and their role in preventing, detecting, and correcting occurrences of sexual 

misconduct within a business organization. Up to this point, this paper has detailed the history of 

the #MeToo movement as well as issues that emerged under the spotlight of the movement, but 

the third section will utilize this discussion in order to analyze the full impact of #MeToo on U.S. 

workplaces through accountability and legal measures.  

Accountability and Proactive Measures 

 Historically, many organizations have taken a “whack-a-mole” approach to instances of 

sexual misconduct in their business. In other words, these organizations were focused on the 

minimum compliance necessary with the law and would only take action against misconduct after 

it was required of them. The concepts of liability and accountability are widely debated when 

discussing workplace sexual harassment, and prior to the revelations of the #MeToo movement, 
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organizational liability was the primary concern in the realm of workplace harassment—not the 

safety and security of the employees who might be potential survivors of workplace sexual 

harassment or abuse. In her essay featured in The Routledge Handbook of the Politics of the 

#MeToo Movement, author Audrey Roofeh explained this behavior, stating, “American businesses 

have adopted a compliance mindset rather than a holistic look at workplace culture,” and she 

elaborated by explaining that workplace sexual harassment is not a legal problem, but rather the 

result of “a problematic professional environment that permits sexual misconduct in the 

workplace” (Roofeh 1). Organizations have often utilized a “checking-the-box” approach to sexual 

misconduct prevention, but the impact of #MeToo has forced said organizations to take a second 

look at the effectiveness and of this approach. Checking-the-box refers to the widely used practice 

of checking or signing off on a form stating that (1) the organization in question has a policy in 

place regarding sexual harassment and/ or (2) the individual in question has reviewed the 

organization’s policy and accepts its terms and conditions. The primary issue with this ineffective 

measure is the lack of accountability associated with checking-the-box policies, for a lack of 

accountability in misconduct policies may lead employees to believe “that applying such training 

falls outside of their work responsibilities or feel that it is not their job to get involved” (Sachdev 

100). By failing to incorporate a notion of accountability in sexual misconduct training policies, 

organizations perpetuate the bystander effect and render the control virtually useless in stepping 

up against sexual harassment. In other words, if an organization does not promote accountability 

in sexual misconduct training, employees are less likely to recognize and appropriately respond to 

occurrences of harassment or misconduct within the workplace. The issue with creating a more 

holistic approach to combatting workplace sexual misconduct is that few organizations have been 

able to make the change from a compliance mindset to a mindset of inclusivity in workplace 
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culture, and, as Roofeh explains, “it is significantly more difficult for states to pass laws that force 

change within a business’s culture” (Roofeh 6). The process of altering a business’s culture to 

promote accountability and inclusivity is different with every organization, and as such, creating 

specific, measurable, and comprehensive laws and procedures to prevent sexual misconduct is 

nearly impossible. Because of this, organizations that had previously acting with a compliance 

mindset began feeling exposed by the heightened expectations brought on by #MeToo. Amy 

Oppenheimer, founder and past president of the Board of The Association of Workplace 

Investigators, Inc., investigates instances of workplace sexual harassment and misconduct, and in 

an article by author Hannah Hayes, Oppenheimer explains that “Some organizations are really 

driven by their belief system and their values, and other organizations are driven by liability. I 

think that employers are recognizing that [their sexual misconduct procedures] do impact the 

bottom line regardless of what motivates them” (Hayes). Now, with this in mind, organizations 

are having to seriously reexamine their corporate equity policies and procedures for preventing 

and reporting sexual misconduct in the workplace since the rise of the #MeToo movement. In order 

for organizations to transition away from a mindset of compliance and liability, the management 

must understand the legislative and judicial requirements of their organization in order to comply, 

but they must go at least one step beyond this in order to promote an accountable system of 

proactive measures.  

Legislative Practices 

 Due to the historical pervasiveness of sexual violence and harassment within the 

workplace, the United States has imposed various legal restrictions and obligations onto 

organizations, both publicly traded and private. The most crucial piece of legislation relating to 

workplace sexual harassment, however, is Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (the Act). Title 
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VII works in tandem with Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 to protect employees 

and students, respectively, from discrimination on the basis of sex. Under Title VII, sexual 

harassment is categorized as one of two variations: quid pro quo harassment, in which the 

perpetrator conditions some feature of one’s job on the submission of sexual acts, and hostile 

environment harassment, which includes all “sex-based conduct that is sufficiently severe or 

pervasive from the perspective of a reasonable person to alter the terms or conditions of the target's 

employment and is perceived by them as such” (Johnson, Ch. 5). While it may seem reassuring 

that the U.S. has legislation like Title VII in place to combat workplace sexual harassment, the 

trivial liability thresholds of Title VII continue to allow organizations to get away with “checking-

the-box” policies and complicated reporting procedures. The concepts of liability and compliance 

were touched on in Part II of this essay; however, Lauren Edelman’s 2016 theory of endogeneity 

posits that “organizations respond to ambiguous law by creating a variety of policies and programs 

designed to symbolize attention to law” (Johnson, Ch. 5). In this regard, employees of the 

organizations that only show “check-the-box” are left with the mindset that they are compliant 

with their organization’s requirements; therefore, there is little regard amongst employees for 

actively combatting workplace harassment, and the bystander effect begins to take place as 

organizations and their employees turn a blind eye to gender-based and sexual impropriety. With 

the application of Title VII, organizations that utilize non-disclosure agreements (NDAs) in the 

context of a settlement for workplace sexual harassment must be very careful as to how they devise 

the contract, for “if drafted improperly, a settlement NDA may violate Title VII by prohibiting 

employees from filling charges with or assisting the investigation of the Equal Employment 

Opportunity Commission (EEOC)” (Huang 5-6). Especially given the revelations of the #MeToo 

movement, the legislative responses to the use of NDAs has changed significantly, and the strict 



 18 

lens of #MeToo has placed increased pressure against companies utilizing NDAs, especially those 

drafted improperly. Additionally, at the Federal level, U.S.C. § 162(q) of the Tax Cuts and Jobs 

Act of 2017 prohibits the tax deduction of any sexual harassment or abuse settlement fees and 

payments if the settlement or payment in question is subject to an NDA (Huang 14). While this 

may seem like a pointless piece of legislation relating to workplace sexual misconduct, disallowing 

deductions of this sort diminishes the financial benefits and incentives for organizations to buy the 

silence of survivors; consequently, a seemingly innocuous piece of tax law may actually be one of 

the few perceptible, legislative actions taken in favor of survivors since the inception of the 

#MeToo movement.  

 Furthermore, legislators and policy makers are considering alterations in standard legal 

procedure regarding the compelled disclosure of a company’s sexual misconduct allegations to the 

public. In a legal note by Elizabeth Aronson, J.D., she argues that the compelled disclosure of a 

company’s sexual misconduct allegations makes the law vulnerable to First Amendment 

challenges, which would, in turn, negatively impact reporting environment within these companies 

(Aronson 1203). While disclosure does not inherently restrict speech, several legal suits have been 

proposed to challenge this disclosure requirement on the grounds of compelled speech, which 

could subject the allegation discloser to more intense scrutiny under the challenge. In the note, 

Aronson recognizes the usefulness of disclosure as a regulatory tool, and she emphasizes the fact 

that primary purpose of disclosure requirements is to allow internal and external stakeholders to 

make more informed decisions; however, Aronson expresses the necessity for an exception to First 

Amendment challenges to disclosure, stating that the exception “would explicitly recognize that 

many disclosures simply serve broader regulatory schemes unrelated to speech” (Aronson 1204). 

With this alteration to the accepted standards of First Amendment challenges to disclosure, the 
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disclosures should be subject, at most, to a reasonableness review rather than imposing 

intermediate or strict scrutiny. With the increase in high-profile cases of workplace sexual 

misconduct shown in the media since the inception of #MeToo, the risk that legislation like the 

compelled disclosure of sexual misconduct allegations will be subject to challenges and 

contentions is even greater. Behind every high-profile case of workplace sexual misconduct lies a 

team of highly paid and skilled lawyers, so Aronson’s legal note pushes to prevent the use of 

loopholes such as First Amendment challenges to disclosure. Legislation such as compelled 

disclosure laws benefit both survivors and stakeholders, for it forces organizations with allegations 

of sexual misconduct to be held accountable for how they prevent or correct instances of sexual 

misconduct within their organizations and stakeholders are better able to make more informed 

ethical and financial decisions. Finally, while this analysis is primarily focused on the legislative 

actions within the United States, it is certainly imperative to understand the parallels and 

differences between the U.S. and the rest of the world regarding how sexual misconduct is 

prevented on a legal basis. In the article, “Fighting Violence Against Women,” authors Htun and 

Jensenius identify the 154 countries that have adopted legislation against some form of sexual 

harassment as of 2018, and point out that even large countries like Russia, Japan, and Saudi Arabia 

lack any legislation against sexual harassment of any form. Even in the height of the impact of the 

#MeToo movement (2018), some expansive, industrialized countries lack any protection against 

sexual misconduct in the workplace, education, or elsewhere. On the other hand, of the 154 

countries that did adopt legislation of this kind, 84.4% of the laws addressed employment 

harassment, but only 42.9% address harassment in education and a meager 20.8% address sexual 

harassment in public places (i.e., locations outside any publicly or privately owned and operated 

institution) (Htun and Jensenius 152). With these statistics, it is important to note that legality does 
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not directly correlate with a lack of sexual misconduct in the respective function addressed, and 

instances of gender harassment still occur pervasively without any legislative action; however, the 

#MeToo movement has ignited the global analysis into what organizations ought to and ought not 

to do in regard to their policies and procedures for allegations of sexual misconduct. 

New Organizational Expectations and Concerns 

 Due to the revelations and allegations brought up as a result of the #MeToo movement, 

organizations, both publicly traded and privately owned, are having to completely reevaluate their 

system of controls and policies surrounding workplace sexual misconduct, harassment, and abuse. 

Perhaps the most important new expectation of organizations is to utilize a comprehensive system 

of accountability in terms of training to prevent sexual misconduct. In other words, organizations 

are now held to a higher standard by their stakeholders and must go beyond simply verifying that 

some form of sexual misconduct prevention training was completed by their employees. In the 

previously discussed article regarding “checking-the-box” training, the author, Sachdev, 

emphasizes the significance of promoting accountability in the post-training environment. While 

requiring employees to attend or complete a sexual misconduct prevention training module can 

still be beneficial in educating employees, the completion of training, alone, simply is not enough 

to actively prevent sexual misconduct from occurring. Comparatively, if an individual completed 

a training course in plumbing, then that does not mean they are now a perfect plumber. Preventing 

sexual misconduct requires more than a lump-sum effort, for it entails actively promoting this 

effort and continuously working to combat a workplace environment that allows the occurrence of 

sexual harassment and misconduct. This not only relates to the subject of accountability, as 

discussed in the section “Accountability and Proactive Measures,” but also to the leadership 

qualities of the respective organization’s management. In her essay in The Routledge Handbook 
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of Politics in the #MeToo Movement, Audrey Roofeh explains that in order to build a business 

climate that does not tolerate harassment, “[the work] begins by understanding the workplace 

culture, creating change that incentivizes expected behavior and chills bad behavior, and 

monitoring the process to determine efficacy” (Roofeh 6-7). Essentially, in an organization, every 

individual, regardless of rank, must desire to actively commit themselves to preventing sexual 

misconduct on a daily basis, and this is especially important for management. When leaders in an 

organization show concern regarding sexual misconduct and actually take the matter seriously 

each and every day, it promotes this ideal towards other members or the organization. Additionally, 

climate surveys are increasing in popularity as organizations face pressure to alter their workplace 

culture, for the surveys grant employees the opportunity to anonymously report their genuine 

concerns and opinions regarding the workplace culture and its tolerance for harassment. While 

some employers may be hesitant to utilize climate surveys out of fear of the responses, these 

leaders must learn that creating impactful organizational change is simply not possible without 

understanding the opinions of the employees working in that workplace climate every day. In the 

context of accounting firms, this issue continues to raise concerns regarding the reporting and 

training processes implemented to combat sexual misconduct. This is especially true in the realm 

of auditing in which this issue is extended into remotely working at the clients’ firms as well. 

Given the lack of consistent standards for preventing and responding to allegations of workplace 

sexual misconduct, firms and organizations, themselves, must actively ensure that their system of 

internal controls relating to occurrences of sexual misconduct is not only in compliance with the 

law, but also in the best interest of the firm’s own employees—after all, these controls are put in 

place to prevent such misconduct amongst the firm’s staff and management. Additionally, in her 

article featured in the Journal of Accountancy, Sarah Ovaska-Few proposes that “in word and in 
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action, organizational leaders need to support those policies and set an example by upholding 

them” (Ovaska-Few). In other words, simply stating that an organization has a zero-tolerance 

policy for sexual misconduct is not enough, and leaders within these organizations carry the 

responsibility of leading by example and upholding these policies on a daily basis. Regardless of 

how trained or prepared an individual may be, the prevention of sexual misconduct can only be 

effective if everyone—especially organizational leaders and management—actively upholds these 

standards in the daily work environment. With the massive public outcry brought on by #MeToo, 

organizations now must reexamine their company environments as well as their policies and 

procedures in order to extend beyond that which is legally expected of them, for a compliance 

mindset is simply no longer tolerable in a post-#MeToo environment. 

Conclusion             

 Since the manifestation of the #MeToo movement, there have been significant alterations 

in the public discourse surrounding workplace sexual misconduct and how organizations attempt 

to manage this wrongdoing. The #MeToo movement turned the tides of workplace sexual 

oppression, but overall, the greatest unanswered question remains: how do we continue to combat 

workplace sexual misconduct and harassment? By considering the four intersecting vectors of 

oppression; internal, interpersonal, institutional, and systemic; one can determine how best to take 

action against this issue. Internally, #MeToo has granted individuals a sense of control and a voice 

to speak up against their sexual oppression. By undoing the internalized beliefs and attitudes that 

contribute to workplace sexual misconduct, individuals themselves can contribute to dismantling 

their own internalized behaviors stemming from oppression; thus, employees within the 

organization are able to unite with respect to every employee’s best interest. Interpersonally, the 

#MeToo movement has exposed historically reinforced sexism in the workplace, which previously 
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acted as a catalyst for the casual acceptance of sexual harassment between male and female 

coworkers. In instances of interpersonal sexual oppression, many contributors of the dominant 

group (the oppressors) typically root their oppressive behaviors in internalized beliefs; therefore, 

tackling internalized attitudes and beliefs can directly diminish contributions to interpersonal 

sexual oppression. Institutionally, #MeToo has created a worldwide call for legislative and 

corporate policy change. Institutional oppression, especially in the context of workplace sexual 

harassment, cannot be tackled without first dismantling preexisting internal and interpersonal 

beliefs of the workplace environment; however, leaders within these environments can use their 

authority to influence true institutional change. Finally, systemic oppression, the highest degree of 

oppression, is logically the most difficult to influence and correct, as it is deep rooted in the 

environments in which we inhabit. Systemically, the spread and impact of the #MeToo movement 

radically influenced the way that individuals view and tolerate the occurrence of sexual harassment 

and misconduct in the workplace. With the rising expectations placed on organizations to alter 

their discrimination and harassment policies, the fight against this systemic oppression has 

produced some meaningful change; however, organizations must reexamine their organizational 

culture and ensure that all individuals in the organization are equally responsible for safeguarding 

the safety and comfort of their coworkers, subordinates, and superiors. The #MeToo movement 

ignited the flame of a zero-tolerance environment for workplace sexual misconduct, and the full 

impact of this movement on the corporate world is dependent on the future actions carried out by 

organizational leaders, government legislators, and individual activists.   
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Appendix: Definitions of Key Terms        

 In this thesis, many variations of similar terms will be used, and it is important to 

understand the intricate differences in terminology that pertains to sexual violence. Please note 

that the legal definitions of these terms may vary from state to state depending on legislation. Refer 

to the descriptions below whenever you may require clarity while reading: 

• Sexual Misconduct – not a legal term; defines any inappropriate or unwelcome behavior 

of a sexual nature, that may or may not constitute harassment or other illegal conduct 

(RAINN). 

• Sexual Violence – an all-encompassing, non-legal term that refers to crimes like sexual 

assault, rape, and sexual abuse (RAINN). 

• Sexual Harassment – a civil violation; includes any unwelcome sexual advances, requests 

for sexual favors, and other verbal or physical harassment of a sexual nature in the 

workplace or learning environment (EEOC). 

• Violence Against Women (VAW) – often referred to as “gender-based violence;” defined 

as any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual, 

or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or 

arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or private life (United Nations). 

• Consent – means affirmative, continuous, and voluntary agreement by all parties to engage 

in sexual activity. Any sexual activity lacking any element of consent is referred to as 

“Non-Consensual Sexual Activity.” 
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