Fighting Back: Workplace Sexual Harassment and the Case of North Country*
McDonald, Paula;Backstrom, Sandra

Australian Bulletin of Labour; 2008; 34, 1; ProQuest Central

pg. 47

ABL Vol 34 No 1 2008 47

Contributed Article

Fighting Back: Workplace Sexual
Harassment and the Case of North Country’

Paula McDonald and Sandra Backstrom™**

Abstract

Sexual harassment in the workplace has been documented as a widespread and
damaging phenomenon. Less well examined, however, are the tactics used by
perpetrators to inhibit outrage about the harassment or the counter-strategies which
can be used by women to oppose these tactics. This study, using the framework of
backfire theory (Scott and Martin 2006), explores how a victim opposed sexual
harassment in the film North Country (2005). In the course of her employment,

the main character in the film, Josie Aimes, and her female co-workers, were
subjected to systematic and brutal sexual harassment ranging from name-calling
to physical sexual assault. Consistent with backfire theory, the analysis revealed
five specific strategies used by the perpetrators to inhibit outrage: cover-up,

devaluation, reinterpretation, intimidation and use of official channels, as well
as anti-harassment strategies that attempted to make these tactics backfire. The

findings have implications for educating and empowering women to actively

stand up to and oppose sexual harassment in the workplace.

Introduction

Although sexual harassment in the workplace has been documented as a widespread
and damaging phenomenon and a serious social issue for some time, the problem
continues to occur across a wide range of industries, occupations and locations.
Sexual harassment costs organisations hundreds of millions of dollars per year in
lost productivity and decreased efficiency (Faley et al. 1994). Prevalence rates vary
across studies but are generally in the range 0of 20 to 50 percent (Crocker and Kalemba
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1999, Guteket al.1990, Human Rights and Equal Opportunities Commission
2004, Illies et al. 2003). A number of negative outcomes of workplace sexual
harassment have been documented, including job dissatisfaction, absenteeism, job
turnover, low self-esteem and elevated stress (Kauppinen-Toropainen and Gruber
1993, McDonald, Backstrom and Dear, forthcoming; Schneider et al. 1997). The
behaviours associated with sexual harassment include threats or coercion which
are linked to tangible job benefits and/or those which involve unwelcome sexual
conduct that interferes with an employee’s work, including unwelcome remarks
and comments, unwanted looks or gestures and unwanted touching or physical
contact (Brant and Lee Too 1994, Halson 1989, Terpstra 1997). The processes
and outcomes of legal and regulatory responses available to victims in Australia
and elsewhere have also been well documented (see Human Rights and Equal
Opportunity Commission 2004; Samuels 2003).

Numerous theoretical perspectives have been put forward to explain the socio-
cultural and organisational factors which underpin the phenomenon of sexual
harassment in the workplace. Recently however, a supplementary explanation of
specific yet typical behaviours associated with sexual harassment has emerged.
Known as backfire theory (Scott and Martin 2006), this perspective conceptualises
the tactics used by perpetrators and associated anti-harassment strategies that can
be used by targets. Whilst the framework has been applied to a few examples
of sexual harassment as well as a number of other social problems, the extent
to which the framework is relevant in countering sexual harassment in a range
of different work contexts requires greater empirical attention. This study aims
to extend previous work in the area through the application of backfire theory
to a detailed and complex case of sexual harassment depicted in the film North
Country. Based on the true story of the first class-action legal case of sexual
harassment in the United States, the movie is well placed to explore the role of
backfire because it depicts entrenched harassment against a group of women in
the course of their work and a range of responses from the women themselves.
The study will address the relevance of backfire to a realistic case by categorising
the various behaviours used by harassers to intimidate their targets and inhibit
outrage in an iron mine where the film is set. It will also identify counter-tactics
used by the female targets and their supporters that express and intensify outrage
against the sexual harassment. The paper will conclude with potential applications
of the framework more broadly.

Why does Sexual Harassment Occur?

Explanations of why sexual harassment occurs have been numerous and contentious.
For example, natural attraction-biological forces or physical attraction explanations
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(Tangri et al. 1982) suggest that sexual harassment is a ‘natural’ occurrence
when men and women work side by side. Another theoretical perspective is that
learned or conditioned behaviours lead to harassment in organisations because
the behaviours are in accord with existing societal sex-role definitions (Terpstra
and Baker 1991). Still another explanation suggests that organisational structures
make sexual harassment possible because they encourage or tolerate abuses of
power (Schwartz Tangri and Hayes 2000). Finally, feminist theories contend
that sexual harassment is intentional behaviour designed to maintain a position
of power (Farley 1978, Gutek 1985, Terpstra 1997).

While the natural attraction and organisational power positions have received
little empirical support in the literature (Crocker and Kalemba 1999), studies
applying the sex-role spillover theory have found that it explains some kinds
of milder forms of sexual harassment (Padavic and Orcutt 1997). Feminist
theories that focus on power relations as a central feature have become a more
widely accepted explanation of the problem, however, at least in the academic
literature (Cockburn 1991; Samuels 2003; Wilson and Thompson 2001). The
power component also arises in the differentiation of sexual harassment from other
forms of harassment (e.g., harassment on the basis of race or disability) in that it
accounts for the unequal levels of authority and control between men and women
(Samuels 2003). That is not to say that power dimensions of sexual harassment
have been uniformly accepted across the literature. Indeed, the perspective has
been criticised on a number of levels, especially in identifying the active ways in
which women influence sexuality in the workplace (see Wilson and Thompson,
2001 for a review of these critiques).

Backfire Theory and Sexual Harassment

To oppose sexual harassment, it is useful to understand tactics commonly used by
perpetrators (Scott and Martin, 2006). Building on Langelan’s (1993) framework,
which was developed from women’s self-defence and non-violent action theory,
backfire theory proposes that if an action is perceived as unjust, or violates social
norms, and information about it is communicated to receptive audiences, it has
the capacity to cause outrage and consequently backfire on the perpetrator (Scott
and Martin, 2006). Backfire identifies five tactics that are used by perpetrators
and suggests ways in which these tactics can be countered by victims. The
robustness of the framework has been demonstrated in a variety of case studies,
including police beatings (Martin 2005a), censorship (Jansen and Martin 2004),
defamation (Martin and Gray 2005), dismissals of academics (Martin 2005b),
labour disputes (Smith and Martin 2007), corporate disasters (Engel and Martin
in press), war (Martin 2004) and torture (Martin and Wright 2003). Most recently,
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the framework has been used in an analysis of a high-profile, US-based sexual
harassment case involving Anita Hill and Supreme Court judge Clarence Thomas
(Scott and Martin 2006).

The first tactic used by harassers to inhibit outrage is cover-up. This behaviour
involves reducing risk by operating out of the public eye and on a one-on-one basis.
The tactic is often utilised in societies where sexual harassment is stigmatised. An
apparently effective counter-tactic to cover-up, according to previous research, is
to confront the harasser, inform (or threaten to inform) co-workers or simply to
stand up and oppose the harassment (see Bingham and Scherer 1993, Firestone
and Harris 1997, Langelan 1993)

The second tactic is devaluation (Scott and Martin 2006). Devaluation involves
accusations of inviting attention or labelling targets in derogatory ways, for
example as sluts, poor sports, frigid, humourless and hypersensitive. Rumours
may be spread about the target’s sexual behaviour or orientation. Gruber et al.
(1996) refer to this behaviour as ‘subjective objectification’ and suggest that this
type of harassment includes inappropriate questioning about a woman’s sex life
and spreading sexual rumours.

The third tactic described by Scott and Martin (2006) is reinterpretation. Perpetrators
attempt to construe their actions or comments as being friendly, innocent or
misunderstood. They may also reinterpret the target’s response as reciprocating
or encouraging their behaviour, thereby construing the harassment as normal,
acceptable or understandable.

The fourth tactic used by harassers to inhibit outrage is to thwart the procedures
of an official channel (Scott and Martin 2006). Targets of sexual harassment
may attempt to use these channels to voice their disapproval or seek redress. But
internal grievance procedures and courts which deal with allegations of sexual
harassment are often not effective in stopping the harassment or providing adequate
compensation because they

are procedural, often being driven by technicalities rather than substantive
issues; they are slow, allowing outrage about events to decline with time;
and they rely on experts such as lawyers; they can be expensive in time,
effort and money; and they often keep the issue behind closed doors rather
than opening it to wider scrutiny. For these reasons, official channels give
an advantage to those with more resources and staying power (Scott and
Martin 2006, p. 113).

Thus, it is not surprising that using formal channels as a successful counter-tactic
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is dependent on perceptions that the complaint will be taken seriously and that the
prevailing policies will support a fair outcome (Hulin et al. 1996, Rowe 1996).
The onerous and difficult nature of engaging in formal procedures also means
that the burden remains primarily with the person experiencing the harassment,
thereby allowing organisations to absolve themselves of knowledge about such
behaviours and of changing the structures which support harassment in the first
place (Firestone and Harris 2003).

The fifth and final tactic used by perpetrators of sexual harassment is intimidation/
bribery (Scott and Martin 2006). This tactic is implemented by threatening targets
if they speak out or complain about the harassment, or alternatively, by offering
them benefits or rewards if they remain silent or comply with the behaviour. This
tactic is consistent with Terpstra’s (1997) description of quid pro quo harassment
where a tangible reward or punitive consequence results from either speaking out
or remaining silent. McDonald et al. (forthcoming) found that around 10 percent
of the 350 cases they examined were consistent with this definition of quid pro
quo harassment. In this study, coercive rewards for remaining silent included
pay rises, promotion, financial bonuses and the increased availability of work
hours. Threats associated with speaking out about the harassment included job
loss, withdrawal of annual leave, reductions in pay or work hours or threats of
having their lives ‘made difficult’.

This study will identify the extent to which these five tactics are used by perpetrators
in the film North Country, the counter-strategies used by the targets, and the
effectiveness of such strategies in causing the perpetrators’ tactics to backfire.
Though the film is a dramatisation designed to appeal to a wide audience, itis a
useful case to explore the potential range of specific behaviours associated with
sexual harassment because it portrays the complexity of relationships, organisational
structures and cultures which often characterise sexual harassment.

Methods
Sample Case

The film North Country was produced in 2005 and was directed by Niki Caro.
It is rated MA15+ due to its explicit sexual content and its running time is 116
minutes. It is based on the true story of Lois Jenson, who fought the first class
action lawsuit for sexual harassment against Eveleth iron mine. The drama follows
the main character, Josie Aimes (played by Charlize Theron), who returns to her
hometown in Northern Minnesota in the late 1970s after a failed marriage. Needing
to support two children as a single parent, she turns to the predominant source of
employment in the region, the iron mines, which have provided a livelihood for
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the people of the community for generations. The work is physically hard, but the
wages are relatively high due to a strong union presence. Soon after beginning
work at the mine, Josie is subjected to increasingly hostile and brutal sexual
harassment by male employees. Josie realises that her female co-workers have
also been systematically harassed, but have not retaliated against the practices.

Procedure and Analysis

The film’s content was analysed against the framework developed by Scott and
Martin (2006) described previously. The tactics used by the men in the mines were
thus coded as cover-up, devaluation, re-interpretation, use of official channels
or intimidation/bribery. The content was further explored for other tactics which
were not consistent with the a priori framework.

Counter-strategies in each of the five areas which were used by the women to
oppose the sexual harassment were also coded and relevant quotations which
illustrated these themes were noted. In order to enhance validity, both researchers
independently viewed the film’s content and categorised the different behaviours
depicted. They then compared these analyses and resolved any differences in
findings.

Results
Relevant Contextual Information

The context in which the harassment occurred is an important background of the
film’s themes. The Eveleth iron mine, like many traditionally blue collar work
environments, was clearly and poignantly portrayed as the cultural bastion of
men. Affirmative action legislation introduced in 1974 forced steel companies to
employ 20 percent of their workforce as women and minorities. Female workers,
from the beginning of their employ, were subject to blunt and open hostility and
brutal messages that they should not be competing for scarce jobs nor doing the
work of men. This perception was partly due to the nature of the dirty, physical
work itself, such as driving and operating heavy machinery, which was thought
to be highly unsuitable for women. The negative treatment of the women miners
was also associated with the protected conditions and well-paid status of the jobs
themselves, which provided a ‘living wage’ and standard hours in an otherwise
job-starved and struggling small town in America. Thus, all employees at the
mine were heavily reliant on the income the mine provided and had few other
alternatives available to them. Union activity was an integral component of the
story line and the pay and conditions associated with jobs at the mine rested
heavily on this collective bargaining power. Thus the issue of women doing
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traditionally men’s jobs, in addition to the relatively higher wages they earned
in the process, was a dual threat to most male miners who did everything in their
power to force the women out.

Tactics to Inhibit Outrage

Cover-up. Cover-up is a tactic designed to avoid exposure and several examples
of this were evident in the film. For example, after Josie was physically attacked
by one of her male co-workers, she confronted him in the lunch room. His
response was to encourage his colleagues to provide an alibi for him so that the
altercation became a case of ‘he said, she said’. Another tactic designed to cover
up the abuse was also evident in the way Josie’s female co-workers remained
silent about the harassment. Female employees were aware that threats of more
serious reprisals were made each time Josie attempted to speak to management
about the abuse. Consequently female employees felt unable to unite to speak
out against the intimidating harassment.

The very public act of mounting a legal case was a clear strategy which sought
to make cover-up tactics backfire. Before seeking legal redress, however, Josie
attempted to speak out within the organisation by approaching the management
committee, headed by the CEO. She expected support from the CEO, who had
been previously civil to her and attempted to present her case rationally and
thoughtfully. She was shocked to discover that not only was she silenced when
she attempted to tell her story, but that the meeting was intended to get her to
offer her resignation. Although the other women initially refused to testify against
the perpetrators in court and counter the cover-up (understandably because they
wanted to keep their jobs and feared even worse intimidation), at the end of the
movie, many of them eventually spoke out.

Devaluation. Another tactic designed to inhibit outrage is devaluation, which
reduces the credibility of the victim. Her male co-workers labelled Josie ‘emotional’
and a ‘slut’ at several points in the film. Furthermore, her male boss described her
in the courtroom as highly emotional and as regularly making ‘mountains out of
molehills’. The film confirmed that the typical legal defence in cases of sexual
assault was to devalue the victim. During the trial, the defence’s case rested on
evidence which attempted to portray her as having a promiscuous sexual history.
Early in the movie, when Josie’s prosecuting lawyer did not want to take on her
case, he described the potential law suit as a ‘nuts or sluts defence’, meaning
that the defence counsel would try to prove that the plaintiff was either mentally
deficient (‘nuts’) or sexually promiscuous and therefore asking for it (‘sluts’).

Another devaluing tactic used by defence counsel was an insinuation that Josie
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was a poor performer in her job and someone who should spend more time looking
at her own work performance and less time mounting legal cases. She was also
devalued by defence counsel as a ‘welfare mother’. The negativity associated with
Josie’s status as a single mother with two children was fuelled when Josie initially
gave evidence that she did not know who the father of her oldest child was. This
argument was effectively countered, albeit with consequences for her privacy,
when it became apparent that her first child was the result of being raped by her
former high school teacher. Testimonials by others that Josie was not a sexually
promiscuous woman were also effective in countering this devaluation tactic.

Reinterpretation. Another tactic used by the perpetrators of the sexual harassment
was reinterpretation, meaning the provision of an alternative explanation for the
event. The women’s negative reaction to the intimidation was often reinterpreted
by the male miners as lacking a sense of humour or ‘misunderstanding’ their
intentions. The numerous statements made throughout the film by the male miners
that women should not be holding scarce mining jobs also served to reinterpret
the harassment as being justified and deserved. Further, the company contributed
to this reinterpretation via its structures and procedures, which actively devalued
women. For example, there were no portable toilets available outside of the main
building and, as one woman stated to the union representative group, ‘I’ve got
women with bladder infections out there’. The toilets were eventually installed,
but several male co-workers locked one of the female miners inside one of them
and tipped it over so that she became covered in sewerage and toilet chemicals.
Another example of punitive company policies for women was that before a female
could be employed, she had to be subjected to a gynaecological examination and
pregnancy test by a male doctor. Later, while on the stand in court, Josic was
asked by the defence lawyer whether or not she had submitted to the examination
willingly. This tactic served to reinterpret a coercive, embarrassing and highly
unusual pre-employment test as a consensual procedure.

Josie attempted to make these reinterpretation tactics backfire by showing flaws
in the alternative perspectives and by continuing to assert that the harassment was
hostile and punitive. Despite being initially discouraged to pursue her claim and
not having the support of her female co-workers or her family, Josie went ahead
with filing her formal grievance. She also withstood much public humiliation
during the initial stages of the legal case. But she was eventually supported publicly
by her father, a fellow mine employee, who attested to her good character and
legitimate position as a mine employee.

Official channels. The use of official channels or formal processes is another tactic
which is designed to inhibit outrage amongst potential supporters. This tactic was
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depicted several times in the movie. The manager of the mine who condoned
and actively colluded with the perpetrators of the harassment ‘briefed’ the CEO
(Mr Pearson) before Josie met with him at a management committee meeting.
This meeting was extremely one-sided and gender-imbalanced (all committee
members were male) and large power differentials in organisational hierarchical
terms were clearly evident. Josie’s counter-tactic of appealing to management to
do something about the abuse was extremely unsuccessful, because although she
had expected the support of the CEO, who had been previously civil to her, his
condescending and unsupportive response served only to entrench the harassment
even further.

In another scene, at a large union meeting where around 90 percent of attendees
were men and where the 10 percent of women sat at the back of the room, Josie
was silenced by ridicule, crude comments and obscene heckling from the crowd.
Although the smaller union representative group was less hostile to Josie than
the larger group of union members and may have offered a potential conduit for
support, the only female member became terminally ill and the remaining male
members were not motivated to take a stand against the behaviour. The use of
official channels by the harassers to inhibit outrage backfired only when Josie’s
father, previously unsupportive of her stand against the company and its employees,
stood up to address the crowd at the packed union meeting. He supported his
daughter and agreed that what was happening in the mine was wrong and that
his male co-workers should be ashamed. This suggests that the use of official
channels may only be effective with a powerful or respected ally who is willing
to oppose the majority.

Media publicity depicted in the film was another example of the use of official
channels to counter sexual harassment. Reports of Josie’s legal case did eventually
reach the newspapers and this served as an effective backfire strategy to promote
outrage amongst the general public and subsequent support for the victims. It was
also a counter-tactic which could have had a potentially greater impact if used
earlier, but with Josie’s chequered history of being in violent relationships and as
a single mother of two children, this avenue was also a risky one and potentially
exposed her to further devaluation in the wider community.

Intimidation. The final tactic described in backfire theory is intimidation or the threat
of reprisals. When Josie started to voice her objections to the low-level intimidation
such as the use of crude language and ‘jokes’ such as finding a plastic penis in a
lunchbox, the men increased the seriousness of the harassment in response. Many
male employees who were not active perpetrators contributed to the intimidation
by colluding with the perpetrators and condoning the behaviours. The inference
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was that this escalation had occurred before because Josie’s female co-workers
attempted to silence her, fearing that the situation was likely to worsen.

This willingness of the female miners to remain silent in the face of serious
intimidation can be accounted for by the learned helplessness model. Dansky
and Kilpatrick (1997) suggest that sexual harassment is a situation where victims
learn that all attempts, either active or passive/avoidant, to end the harassment
are futile. Experiencing no connection between responses and outcomes leads
targets to tolerate the harassment, as well as to feel helpless and depressed and to
experience loss of self-esteem as a result (Dansky and Kilpatrick 1997). Indeed,
the harassing behaviours progressed to smearing faeces on the female change-
room walls and full-blown physical and sexual attack on Josie and some of her
female co-workers. The intimidation was very effective in silencing Josie’s female
co-workers, thereby preventing a robust class action which had a good chance
of resulting in compensation. The judge ruled that five women were required to
mount a legal claim, and it was not until right at the end of the movie that most
of the women found the courage to provide evidence.

The only evidence of counter-tactics against intimidation portrayed in the movie
was Josie’s persistence in speaking out against the harassment. At any stage in
the onerous process from confronting the harassers one-on-one to pursuing a
class action in a legal forum, it would have been easier to back down, remain
silent and acquiesce in the culture of entrenched harassment for the long-term.
Only through sheer doggedness and persistence over a 10-year time-span did the
intimidation backfire and eventually result in both compensation for the victims
and a permanent change in organisational policy and practices.

Discussion

The five tactics, described in backfire theory, that are used by perpetrators of sexual
harassment to inhibit outrage (Scott and Martin 2006) provided the framework for
exploring a detailed case of sexual harassment depicted in the film North Country.
Despite the atypical nature of the case examined here in terms of being high profile
and having a legal focus, the study does provide further evidence which supports
backfire theory as a useful model for understanding the specific modus operandi
of harassers. Even more importantly, the model provides a valuable framework
for developing effective counter-strategies which women can use to rally support
and ultimately oppose sexual harassment in their workplaces.

The findings revealed all five tactics were used by the male harassers against
their female colleagues, but that the women also used several effective counter-
strategies to oppose the intimidation and violence they experienced. In this sense,
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the film delivered a positive message that serious sexual harassment can be
overcome and that, with enough persistence and tenacity, justice can prevail. An
important caveat to this finding, however, is that the organisationally-confined
counter-tactics used by Josie were largely ineffective. Her initial responses to the
harassment, such as one-on-one confrontation, seeking support from her female
co-workers and approaching and requesting assistance from the management
committee and union, did not stop the harassment. Indeed, it escalated in frequency
and seriousness following these actions. Josie’s only alternative then, apart from
passively retreating from any further action, was to mount a legal claim. Without
a legal precedent, however, she was required to enlist the support of at least four
other colleagues for a class action to be pursued.

The onerous path of seeking legal redress, even today with the relative benefit
of a body of case law and a community which better understands and supports
victims of sexual harassment, is not a course of action many women are willing
to pursue. Indeed, the use of anti-discrimination legislation in a legal jurisdiction
is individualistic and has little visibility to the citizen-observer (Murray 2005),
except in rare or unusual cases where the case is a particularly high-profile such
as that depicted in North Country. This limitation seriously undermines any
potential to oppose cover-up as a harassment tactic. The litigation process can also
be humiliating and highly intrusive. Indeed, the actual legal battle on which the
movie was based spanned 14 years, and although the women eventually settled
the case for $3.5 million, the psychological trauma they endured was very costly
(see Sexual Harassment Support Website 2005).

The sexual harassment depicted in North Country spanned approximately ten
years and occurred in a small town in Northern Minnesota in the United States.
Hence the entrenched and severe sexual harassment depicted could be interpreted
or even dismissed as a serious occurrence in an historical context and not of
relevance in today’s organisations. Unfortunately, however, similar cases of severe
and relentless sexual harassment have been reported recently. A study by Handy
(2006), for example, explored the nature of sexual harassment in a meat-processing
plant in small-town New Zealand and found a number of close similarities in
culturally-sanctioned practices with those found in North Country.

Handy (2006) conducted interviews with the female employees at the plant,
which was the largest organisation in a town experiencing increasing economic
uncertainty. The plant had a local reputation for being harsh and misogynist, which
deterred many women from working there, but paid well for unskilled labour
compared to other industries such as retail or banking. Most of the employees were
male and the management were entirely male. The harassment consisted of three
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strands: individualised and overtly sexual harassment in which sexual favours
were demanded of specific women by individual men, a generalised environmental
intimidation that was often collectively perpetrated by male employees, and a
structural context in which management, the unions and the regulatory bodies
were seen by respondents as tacitly colluding with harassment (Handy 2006).
Female employees reported having 50 kg slabs of meat thrown at them when
their backs were turned, being forced to share the changing rooms and toilets of
the male employees, and being taunted outside the work environment in shops
and cafes. In a similar way to employees in North Country, women in the meat
plant rarely made collective complaints to management, perceiving that they
were generally unsupportive and tolerant of structural barriers which impeded
women’s careers. Rather, the women were so divided, demoralised and concerned
with their own daily survival that they had few effective means of changing their
situation (Handy 2006).

The contemporary literature is dotted with other evidence of ‘serious’ harassment
involving extremely intimidating practices and overt violence such as rape and
attempted rape in employment-related settings. For example, similar patterns of
reinterpretation of the harassment as being justified because women should not
be competing for scarce mining jobs were also reported in a study of women in
the United States Military. Harrell and Miller (1997) found that often women did
not report harassment because they felt that ‘such reports would be used to prove
that women do not belong in the military’ (p. 75). Thus, while the experiences
of the women in North Country are not representative of the severity of all cases
of workplace sexual harassment, neither are they outside the bounds of some
women’s experiences in today’s work environments. Further, the depiction of
counter-tactics used by the targets to oppose the harassment provide support
for the promotion of specific and practical recommendations for women if (and
high prevalence statistics suggest that for many women, when) they face these
behaviours in their own workplaces.

Application of Backfire Theory

This study provides some further support for backfire theory as a way of explaining
the complex and specific behaviours and counter-behaviours associated with sexual
harassment in employment contexts. The dramatised, ‘true’ case of North Country
illustrated many scenarios consistent with Scott and Martin’s (2006) framework,
especially how the tactics used by perpetrators can become entrenched in workplace
cultures and effective in preventing women from responding to such negative
treatment. The framework, which contrasts some more general explanations of
sexual harassment such as power-based and sex-role spillover perspectives, may
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also have utility in a range of different settings. For example, understanding the
way sexual harassment typically occurs in organisations, beyond its underlying
causes, could contribute to the development of more targeted organisational policies
designed to change the structures which support harassment. Employee training
modules could incorporate the types of tactics often used by harassers and the
range of possible counter-responses in such situations. The backfire framework
could also be applied to organisational policies which specify appropriate responses
to internal complaints of sexual harassment. Indeed, women who challenge
harassment through organisational channels often report being isolated, discredited
and subjected to open hostility as a result of making a complaint (McDonald et
al forthcoming). Greater awareness of specific behaviours associated with sexual
harassment would also improve awareness of the range of behaviours which
warrant action in the first place. As Charlesworth (2007) notes, for employees
to be able to make a formal complaint, they first need to name or ‘see’ an action
or experience as detrimental or discriminatory. Although backfire has not yet
been applied to other sex-based discriminatory practices in organisations (e.g.,
sex discrimination, pregnancy discrimination) it is possible that it could have
some practical application to other pervasive problems which affect the career
and life opportunities of women. Furthermore, it is acknowledged that sexual
harassment and sex-discrimination affect some men, and future research should
address differences in how the theory applies to male compared to female targets.
Outside organisational settings, a unifying framework which acknowledges the
realities of sexual harassment could be used in tertiary classroom environments
in the education of human resource management and other students destined for
leadership roles and in community settings which assist women to respond to
organisational problems.

Conclusions

These recommendations for organisational-level responses, including the
development of policies and codes of practice, the monitoring and enforcement
of these policies, training for senior managers and culture change are most likely
part of an effective solution to the pervasive and serious problem of sexual
harassment. It is also important, however, to identify potential responses by the
targets themselves and to explore the extent to which they are efficacious and
realistic in different settings. This study has been one attempt to do so.
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