
The Consequences of #MeToo on Harassment and
Inappropriate Behaviour in the Workplace

Aspasia Bizopoulou 1 Janne Tukiainen 2

1VATT Institute for Economic Research and University of York

2University of Turku and VATT

CRETE 2023, Naxos
12th July 2023

1 / 33



Introduction

I #MeToo is one of the most impactful social movements in recent
years

I Among other things, it led to:
I A spike in official and unofficial reports on sexual harassment

(#MeToo on social media)
I Parliamentary sessions in several countries (UK, France, Sweden, US,

Spain, EU)
I Passing & Amendments of Laws and Bills (US)
I Resignation of CEOs and other leading industry figures (201 men in

leading positions in the US)

I The movement highlighted that sexual & other harassment:
I may have extremely grave psychological and career consequences for

the victim
I is widely under-reported due to well-founded fears of retribution
I that HR structures may be ill-equipped to deal with it
I is taken less seriously than other similar crimes by law enforcement
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Research Question & Empirical Challenge

What was the impact of #MeToo on...

I experiencing bullying or sexual harassment in the workplace?

I observing inappropriate behaviour in the workplace ?

I experiencing inappropriate behaviour in the workplace ?
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Empirical Challenge

Obtaining accurate information on inappropriate behaviour/harassment is
difficult.

I There is a strong incentive for the victim to keep the information
secret. Reporting harassment has negative consequences for the
victim in the context of a male harasser and a female victim (Folke
et al. 2020; Cortina & Magley 2003; Laband & Lentz 1998)

I Measurement error: the means of collecting the information on
harassment and the environments used play a role in what is
divulged. Estimates of sexual harassment have ranged from 0.25-0.75
depending on the workplace (Ilies et al. 2003; Stockdale et al. 1995)

I It is very difficult to find consistent efforts by employers to capture
harassment in the workplace before #MeToo
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Our contribution

I We use survey info on harassment before, during and after #MeToo

I We can follow answers to the same questions over time

I Our study uses a balanced sample of offices, including anonymised
individual-level answers

I Following offices over time minimises the issue of very large differences
in the base rate of survey-reported harassment which has been an
issue when comparing responses from different work environments

I At the same time, we take advantage of anonymous reports from
employees, which allows for the most honest reporting since it is
confidential and consequence-free.
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Literature

A growing literature, many papers in the last few months:

I the economic costs of harassment to victims

I the extent of officially reported harassment

I exogenous events affecting official reporting

((Basu (2003); Antecol and Cobb-Clark (2006); Hersch (2011); Folke and
Rickne (2022); Levy and Mattson (2020); Dahl and Knepper (2021);
Sharma (2021); Adams-Prassl et al. (2022); Batut et al. (2023);
Gauthier (2023) and a few more)
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Data
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Causal Effect of #MeToo
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The #MeToo Movement

A social movement to bring attention to the existence of misconduct in
the workplace. The movement first spread by highlighting misconduct of
a sexual nature by individuals in positions of power against women in
lower-ranked positions:

I Perpetrators going unpunished and retaining positions of power and
influence

I Victims unable to report incidents due to fear of retribution, lack of
supportive HR systems, disbelief from society

I The movement initially took off within the entertainment industry,
but quickly spread to the corporate world, the arts, academia and
student communities
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Timeline of #MeToo

I On the 10th October 2017, the New Yorker publishes an article
revealing extensive accusations of sexual harassment against film
producer Harvey Weinstein

I On the 15th October 2017, a tweet by actress Alyssa Milano using
the #MeToo hashtag in reference to sexual harassment quickly
becomes viral

I By the 16th October 2017, the hashtag had been used on Twitter
500,000 times

I On Facebook, the hashtag was used by 4.7 million people in 12
million posts in the first 24 hours
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Preview of results

Women much more likely to observe and experience inappropriate
behaviour before #MeToo, by around 8pp

#MeToo significantly decreased women’s experience of harassment at
work relative to men’s by about 3.5 percentage points

#MeToo did not significantly impact women’s observations of
inappropriate behaviour relative to men’s
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Data

I Finnish Government Personnel Survey (VMBaro)

I Annual survey aiming to monitor well-being at work among public
sector employees in Finland

I Annual data for 2016-2019

I Exact record of whether the individual was exposed to #MeToo
based on date of answering the survey
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Data cont’d

We asked for permission to use data from 108 separate public offices.

I 6 offices didn’t use the survey

I 58 offices gave us permission to use the survey (57%)

I Of the remaining offices only 1 explicitly did not give permission.
The remaining didn’t answer our emails

I For confidentiality reasons small offices have been pooled. We
observe 28 separate offices,+/- 11,000 observations per year

I We aggregate answers on background variables to prevent
identification of respondents
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Summary stats

2016 2017 2018 2019

M F M F M F M F
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Panel A: Old Questionnaire
A1 - Noticed inappropriate behaviour in work community in last year? 0.13 0.24 0.19 0.27
A2 - Experienced inappropriate behaviour in work community in last year? 0.06 0.14 0.08 0.14

Observations (old) 2737 4494 3066 4320

Panel B: New Questionnaire
B1 - Observed inappropriate behaviour at work during last year? 0.13 0.26 0.19 0.28 0.20 0.27
B2 - Personally experienced inappropriate behaviour at work during last year? 0.10 0.16 0.10 0.16

B3 - Observed harassment (workplace bullying) at work during last year? 0.10 0.13 0.09 0.12
B4 - Personally experienced harassment (workplace bullying) at work during last year? 0.01 0.06 0.04 0.05 0.04 0.05

B5 - Observed sexual harassment at work during last year? 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.02
B6 - Personally experienced sexual harassment at work during last year? 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.01

Observations (new) 349 812 2644 4257 2336 3952

Panel C: New Questionnaire, conditionals

C1 - If you experienced workplace harassment (bullying or sexual), who did you tell? 3.00 3.62 3.20 3.69 3.18 3.67
C2 - If you told your supervisor, has it been investigated? 1.80 1.10 0.96 1.05 0.88 0.97
C3 - Is the harassment continuing? 0.25 0.48 0.61 0.50 0.57 0.54

Observations (new) 16 81 122 271 131 230

14 / 33



Outline

The #MeToo Movement

Data

Before #MeToo: who is affected by inappropriate behaviour?

Causal Effect of #MeToo

15 / 33



Inappropriate Behaviour in the workplace: who was
affected before #MeToo?

Observed Experienced

All Female Offices Male Offices All Female Offices Male Offices

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Female 0.098∗∗∗ 0.098∗∗∗ 0.095∗∗∗ 0.092∗∗∗ 0.076∗∗∗ 0.085∗∗∗ 0.079∗∗∗ 0.069∗∗∗

(0.0092) (0.031) (0.014) (0.013) (0.0081) (0.029) (0.011) (0.010)

Controls No Yes No No No Yes No No
Outcome Mean .2 .11
N 7231 5137 3572 3659 7231 5137 3572 3659
R2 0.049 0.071 0.040 0.043 0.023 0.037 0.020 0.023
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Experiencing Harassment (bullying or sexual) in the
workplace: who was affected before #MeToo?

All Female Offices Male Offices

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Female 0.049∗∗∗ -0.028 0.047∗∗∗ 0.049
(0.013) (0.021) (0.015) (0.036)

No Training -0.0099
(0.018)

Vocational -0.0088
(0.019)

Bachelor -0.016
(0.014)

Female*No Training 0.11
(0.13)

Female*Vocational 0.015
(0.041)

Female*Bachelor 0.095∗∗

(0.042)
≤29 -0.033

(0.024)
30-39 0.068

(0.052)
40-49 0.010

(0.026)
50-59 0.011

(0.017)
Female*≤29 0.029

(0.037)
Female*30-39 0.014

(0.058)
Female*40-49 0.094∗∗

(0.036)
Female*50-59 0.066∗∗∗

(0.021)
Permanent -0.049∗

(0.025)

Outcome Mean .05
N 742 484 629 113
R2 0.010 0.046 0.009 0.019
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Empirical Model

Yitj = α +
2∑

t=−1

γkFemalei ∗ #MeToot + β2Femalei

+
2∑

t=−1

δk#MeToot + ζjOfficej + εitj

I Outcomes Yitj :
I ’Experienced bullying or sexual harassment at work during last year?’
I ’Observed inappropriate behaviour at work during last year?’

I Clustering standard errors on date answered

I Office fixed effects
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#MeToo as an Unanticipated Event

I MeToo was a large and unanticipated event that rapidly spread
through social and mainstream media

I Since the event was unanticipated, pre-trends cannot be correlated
with the actual treatment (no Ashenfelter dip)
I However, it is possible that there is a pre-existing long-term trend in

closing the harassment gender-gap

I The treatment happened once and affected the treated
simultaneously
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Timeline of #MeToo
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Visualising Pre-Trends: year-on-year pre-trends
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Visualising Pre-Trends: a few months before #MeToo
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Result 1

I. Impact of #MeToo on Experiencing Harassment (Bullying or Sexual) at
Work over the Past Year
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Discussion

I We observe a 3.5pp decrease in experiencing bullying or sexual
harassment of women relative to men

I Estimate stable in different sensitivity analyses, including controlling
for individual characteristics.
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Result 2

II. Impact of #MeToo on Observing Inappropriate Behaviour at Work
over the Past Year
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Discussion

#MeToo did not significantly impact women’s observations of
inappropriate behaviour relative to men’s. We interpret this effect as:

I Either as a genuine lack of change in observed inappropriate
behaviour

I Or a simultaneous increase in observations but a decrease in the
occurrence of inappropriate behaviour

I To shed more light on the mechanism, we next study the impact of
#MeToo on recalling inappropriate behaviour that happened before
#MeToo

I We cannot exclude that in the long-run there is a change in
observing and labelling inappropriate behaviour
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Result 3

III.Impact of #MeToo on Recalling Inappropriate Behaviour Observations
that Happened before #MeToo
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Discussion

I We find that in the short-run women did not re-interpret past
observations as inappropriate behaviour more often than men

I We still cannot exclude that in the long-run there is an increase in
awareness of inappropriate behaviour
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Conclusion

I Women much more likely to observe and experience inappropriate
behaviour before #MeToo, by around 8pp

I #MeToo significantly decreased women’s experience of harassment
at work relative to men’s by about 3.5 percentage points

I #MeToo did not significantly impact women’s observations of
inappropriate behaviour relative to men’s

I Finland scores very highly on equality indicators and the public
sector is a less competitive environment than the private sector, we
thus take our results to represent lower-bound effects.
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