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Silence Is Not Golden 
A groundswell of courageous voices has brought increased attention to the 

day-to-day experiences of sexism that women face, often in the workplace. 

Indeed, for many people from all walks of life, these experiences are far too 

common.1  What can we do to stamp out workplace sexism?

While everyone has an important role to play in combatting sexism, men 

are uniquely situated to press for change because they hold the majority of 

positions of power. Indeed, many gender-equity programs call out men as 

vital to addressing sexism in the workplace and beyond.2 

This report finds that the overwhelming majority of men (86%) say they are 
personally committed to interrupting sexist behaviors when they see them in 
the workplace—but only 31% feel confident they can do so. Men want to be 

part of the solution. Yet they also sense that the costs of doing so at work are 

high—and this perception may conflict with their personal drive and intentions 

to interrupt sexism at work. As more and more companies strive to build 

inclusive work cultures, this finding is especially concerning.

We found that for many men, the costs they perceive are associated with an 

organizational climate of silence that discourages men from speaking up. 

Whether or not this climate of silence is created intentionally, it disables men 

from becoming agents of change.3  When speaking up is not encouraged by 

those who hold power in organizations, employees are more likely to remain 

quiet, behave passively, or react in unconstructive ways when witnessing sexist 

behavior. Organizational silence fortifies men’s silence, and the cycle of injustice, 

inequity, and sexism deepens.4 

What can companies and leaders do to break the silence and encourage and 

support men to step up and use their voices to combat sexism at work? The 

first step is to build awareness. The second step is to take action. 

WHAT IS A CLIMATE 
OF SILENCE?

A climate of silence is an 
environment in which 
employees feel restrained 
from constructively speaking 
up about organizational 
or work-related problems, 
concerns, or challenges.5

It emerges as part of a shared 
belief that speaking up will 
bring either repercussions 
or no meaningful change. 
Fear runs rampant. Trust that 
employee voices matter is 
absent. Employees feel caught 
in a no-win situation, with limited 
options for speaking up to 
disrupt inappropriate or sexist 
behavior.6 
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Study at a Glance 
Catalyst initiated foundational research on engaging men in gender initiatives 

in 2009. That research sparked MARC (Men Advocating Real Change), 

Catalyst’s program for engaging male leaders as role models and influencers 

for gender equity. 
 
This study builds on our previous work and is part of a new research initiative 

that explores organizational conditions affecting men’s intentions and ability 

to interrupt sexism in different contexts. It is the first in a series of reports that 

will focus on understanding how men interrupt sexism in North America. 

We surveyed11 338 men across job levels working in three multinational 

corporations in Mexico.12 We also conducted eight in-depth interviews with 

men in different industries to gain further insights into what holds men back 

or encourages them to interrupt sexist behaviors when they witness these 

behaviors at work.13 Quotations highlighted throughout this report reflect the 

voices of the men interviewed. 

In other companies,  

the problem of the 

exclusion of women  

exists. There  

are some really bad 

situations. It’s an offensive 

environment for women. 

There was a situation 

where they asked me not 

to say anything. I preferred 

to leave the company.  

I was marked for not 

supporting a situation that 

to me was disagreeable. 

— Front-line Manager

“

SEXISM is the result of assumptions, misconceptions, and 
stereotypes that rationalize discrimination, mistreatment, and 
objectification of people based on their sex, gender, or sexual 
orientation.  

Sexism can take many forms.7  Overt sexism is intentional, 
visible, and unambiguous. While overt sexism is less prevalent 
than it has been in the past, covert sexism is still common. With 
covert sexism, incidents are subtle, hidden, or invisible because 
they are built into social and cultural norms.8  Everyone is 
vulnerable to thinking and acting in ways that might be sexist—in 
many cases, unintentionally and unconsciously.9 

Prevalence of sexist attitudes and practices in the workplace can 
predict tolerance of more harmful behaviors toward women 
such as sexual harassment.10  While our data is not particularly 
focused on incidences of sexual harassment, our findings 
highlight the importance of creating a workplace climate in 
which sexism, as a potential pathway to sexual harassment, is 
not neglected and tolerated. 

https://www.catalyst.org/research/engaging-men-in-gender-initiatives-what-change-agents-need-to-know/
https://www.catalyst.org/marc/
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Climate of Silence Harms  
Women and Organizations
All over the world, women are underrepresented in high-level managerial 

positions and overrepresented in low-level, part-time, and informal jobs.14 

This power differential leaves women especially vulnerable to harmful sexist 

acts. Indeed, all women can be exposed to sexism at work. Neither age, 

income, nor social status provide immunity from these experiences.15 

When organizations explicitly or implicitly endorse men’s silence in the face 

of sexist behavior, women suffer. Silence and inaction can be interpreted 

(or misinterpreted) as support for the status quo. When we’re silent, people 

who act in sexist ways may feel their behavior is justified or acceptable—and 

the people they target feel marginalized and powerless to fight back.16 Even 

when sexism is unintentional, it’s still important for us to speak out against it 

so it doesn’t become normalized as part of the culture. 

Failing to act has measurable costs. Both organizations and employees are 

harmed when sexist behavior goes unchecked. Research shows that sexism 

imposes costs on organizations by negatively affecting employees’ health, 

self-efficacy, and job performance.17 Creating a workplace where sexist 

behavior is not tolerated not only benefits employees but the organization  

as a whole. 

Someone told a sexist joke. 

It didn’t have anything to 

do with a woman from 

our company. I laughed 

and didn’t say anything. 

However, I did not feel 

comfortable....That type 

of comment we take as 

meaningless chatter, we 

think that they are jokes,  

and we make them like  

it’s nothing. 

— Front-line Manager

We cannot tolerate sexist comments or behaviors. And men, we are 

the first to set the example. To avoid [those behaviors] and orient 

others so that they stop and don’t [do or say sexist things]. Because if 

they do that once…and you are seeing it, then tacitly—not expressly—

you are accepting it. If you are a leader in an organization and you 

accept that conduct, tacitly you are saying “it’s okay to do that.” 

 — Executive

“

“
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Men Are Committed But 
Not Confident When  
It Comes to Interrupting 
Sexist Behavior
Our study found that most men (86%) say they are personally committed 
to interrupting sexism—a finding that bodes well for progress. However, 

many men surveyed also have a striking lack of confidence in their ability to 

interrupt sexism: only 31% feel confident, regardless of whether a climate 
of silence pervades their workplace. This disparity is a call to action for 

organizational leaders to equip men with skills to effectively address day-to-

day incidents of sexism in the workplace.

There are people that 

attack you and laugh, but 

if you are convinced of 

what you are doing, you 

have to explain, without 

attacking. It doesn’t 

have to be defensive or 

aggressive. It has to be 

an intelligent thing—to 

explain it correctly and  

to say to the person why 

you are convinced. If  

they ask, “Why are you  

pro-women?” you have to 

know how to answer why. 

— Executive

“

86%

31%

Percentage of men who report 
being personally committed to 
interrupting sexism

Percentage of men who report being 
confident about interrupting sexism, 
regardless of whether a climate of 
silence pervades their workplace
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Organizational climates where silence is the norm suppress men’s instincts 

to speak up. In fact, as organizational silence increased, men were:

•	 50% less likely to be committed to interrupting sexism.18 

•	 40% less likely to be confident in their ability to interrupt.19 

Organizational silence also deters men through threats of punishment.  

A climate of silence flourishes when there is a sense of unease and fear that 

people who speak up will be penalized.20 Our findings show that men who 

perceive higher levels of silence also recognize:

•	 More interpersonal costs 21 such as being viewed as a complainer, as 

overly sensitive or irritating, or as a troublemaker.

•	 More work-related costs,22 including damage to relationships with 

supervisors or threats to career security.

•	 Fewer benefits of confrontation.23 Respondents who reported higher 

levels of silence were less likely to believe that if they confronted, 

doing so would reduce workplace sexism.

Organizational Silence  
Prevents Men From  
Speaking Up I have felt attacked for 

supporting inclusion. 

People have said to me… 

“You are pro-women.  

[It’s like] you already 

changed gender.” 

— Executive

“
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Men Respond Differently 
in Climates of Silence
To understand whether and how an organizational climate of silence impacts 

men’s behavior, we asked men how they would respond if a colleague 

made a sexist comment in the workplace.24

We found that a large percentage of men said they would respond in a 

direct manner,25 either questioning the colleague26 or remarking on the 
appropriateness of the comment.27 

But we also found that a climate of silence had a significant effect on men’s 

likelihood of responding directly. In particular, as organizational silence 

increased, men were:

•	 30% less likely to question their colleague. 28

•	 35% less likely to comment on the appropriateness of their 

colleague’s comment.29

Interestingly, indirect responses in the form of sarcasm or humor were  

more likely to be used when men perceived a higher climate of silence.  

We found that as organizational silence increased, men were:

•	 75% more likely to use humor or sarcasm when responding to their 

colleague.30

This is noteworthy because it shows that when organizational silence prevails, 

men don’t feel that they have a wide range of options available to interrupt 

sexist behavior. And while it may seem simply like “guys being guys,” the use 

of sarcasm and humor is especially concerning because those tactics can 

produce adverse consequences.  

For example, some forms of humor can invoke negative feelings such as 

anger, distrust, or discomfort, and as a result, reinforce interpersonal conflict 

and aggression.31  Likewise, sarcasm can be used or interpreted as a way of 

indirectly criticizing a person. The potentially antagonistic or biting undertone 

of sarcasm, along with its indirect nature, often shuts down the potential for 

open and effective communication.32  Moreover, sarcastic humor can weaken 

or mask the point and may be more likely to provoke counterarguing—rather 

than inviting constructive dialogue.33 

WHEN 
ORGANIZATIONAL 
SILENCE PREVAILS, 

MEN DON’T FEEL 
THAT THEY HAVE 

A WIDE RANGE 
OF OPTIONS 

AVAILABLE TO 
INTERRUPT SEXIST 

BEHAVIOR.



CATALYST.ORG INTERRUPTING SEXISM AT WORK: HOW MEN RESPOND IN A CLIMATE OF SILENCE  |  8 

In a meeting of [a mix of] women and men, another 

woman showed up. She was very-well-put together, 

well dressed. One of the people made the following 

remark, “Surely they arranged her for the boss.” 

Another person responded, “Seriously, you’re making 

that comment?” To which he responded, “But it was 

just a joke, we’re friends, we’ve known each other for 

a long time.” The other man said, “It doesn’t matter 

if you are friends, the impression that you’re making 

is not okay.”….The person who made the joke, he 

didn’t take it well. But because of this situation, 

the company developed an initiative in which they 

share different situations, without revealing who was 

involved, of inappropriate scenarios that illustrate 

different situations that occur in the company, where 

people identify exclusionary or sexist behaviors, and 

the message it sends is, “If this behavior continues, 

you have to take it to the next level.” 

– Executive

“
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Take Action as a Leader to 
Break Through a Climate 
of Silence
Men’s willingness to interrupt everyday acts of sexism is critical to creating fair 

and inclusive workplace cultures. Leaders and managers can dismantle the 

climate of silence by practicing the following actions. 

1.	 CHALLENGE YOURSELF. Don’t make assumptions that things are 

“just the way they are” or “not that bad,” and don’t trick yourself into 

thinking that the sexist comment, joke, or behavior was not really what 

you saw or heard. If you think what you saw or heard might be sexist 

and harmful, it probably was. Challenge yourself to understand the 

importance and urgency of the impact you can make.

2.	 TAKE OWNERSHIP. It is not the sole responsibility of women or 

other marginalized groups to educate others about sexism and how 

to respond to sexist behaviors. Take ownership of your own learning. 

If this feels daunting, ask for help. For example, consider bringing 

in an expert—from inside or outside your workplace—to help you get 

started, or seek out the support of a mentor. Also remember that taking 

ownership does not mean you have to do it alone. Identify like-minded 

colleagues and ask them to support you when you speak up, offering to 

do the same for them. 

3.	 TAKE STOCK. Organizational climate matters. Critically evaluate 

and reflect on how pervasive a climate of silence might be within 

your company, business units, and teams. Take proactive steps to 

understand the implicit and explicit rules, rewards, and penalties 

that might foster or hinder an environment in which people feel 

comfortable speaking up. For example, conduct small focus groups. 

Start by asking employees if they feel heard and if their opportunities 

for sharing ideas are suppressed.
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4.	 LISTEN—AND LISTEN AGAIN. Encourage employees to break 

through the silence. Find ways to assure them that their voices matter 

and that everyone can play a role in changing workplace culture. 

Engage in conversations about sexism and other biases employees 

face, even when those conversations may be uncomfortable. Pay 

particular attention to the experiences of those in lower-ranked 

positions and from non-dominant backgrounds or groups. Listening 

to and discussing their experiences may help put a stop to harmful 

behaviors before they start.

5.	 IDENTIFY POWER DYNAMICS. Be mindful that your job position, 

gender, race, ethnicity, age, and many other factors may come into play 

when employees—including you—decide whether it feels safe to speak 

up. As a senior leader, for example, your relative power may afford you 

more leeway to speak up in many situations. Understand and recognize 

that you may have privileges others do not. Play a role in creating an 

environment in which speaking up is not diminished or penalized.

6.	 LEAD THE CHARGE. Speak out against sexist behaviors or comments 

when you see them in your workplace. As a leader, not only does 

speaking up let employees know that it is safe to stand up for their 

values even when it may seem risky; speaking up also lets others 

know what types of behaviors are not acceptable or tolerated in your 

organization. It can be very difficult for men to speak up because they 

may feel that they are breaking ranks with other men to disrupt the 

status quo. Modeling this behavior can be highly impactful in helping 

other men face that challenge. That said, speaking out directly and 

spontaneously isn’t always possible or a reasonable approach in every 

work environment and situation. In these cases, consider other avenues 

of communication, such as private one-on-one conversations or 

facilitated safe discussions. 

 I have changed because 

of my role and my 

responsibility in the 

company….I learned the 

hard way. I had a different 

way of thinking about 

failure, [that] it helped 

me to grow. But we fail 

as leaders because we 

feel that it is not our 

responsibility to promote 

inclusion and make sure 

things happen. We blame 

everyone else, or we 

externalize it and say it’s 

a consequence of the 

culture. We want to  

justify ourselves. 

— Industry Leader

“
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ABOUT THE STUDY PARTICIPANTS
N = 338 MEN

INDUSTRY35

AVERAGE AGE JOB LEVEL

Non-Management Level

48%

First-Level Management

24%

Second-Level Management
16%

Senior-Level Management

11%

C-Level Management
1%

31%

23%
19%

17%

10%

Accounting

Consulting

Finance/Banking/Insurance

Business/Professional Services

Other Industries

SELF-IDENTIFIED MEMBER 
OF A RACIAL/ETHNIC 
MINORITY GROUP IN  

THEIR COUNTRY34

5%

SELF-IDENTIFIED LESBIAN, 
GAY, BISEXUAL, QUEER,  

AND/OR ASEXUAL

8%
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