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Abstract Relatively little is known about employee percep-
tions of workplace psychological injuries following sexual
and nonsexual harassment. In quasi-military occupational or-
ganizations, such as policing, the rate of sexual harassment to
workplace injuries from other sources is comparatively high.
In an exploratory 5 × 2 between-subjects factorial experimen-
tal projection study, 220 New South Wales Police Force offi-
cers responded to one of ten experimental vignettes in which
sources of psychological injury and the gender of the injured
worker were systematically varied. Results revealed an unex-
pected effect of experience. Employees aged 30 years and
older were significantly more likely to anticipate psychologi-
cal consequences and clinically diagnosable symptoms than
their younger counterparts. As hypothesized, a main effect of
injury source, but not gender of the target, emerged for the
severity of psychological consequences: a physical injury was
perceived to produce significantly more severe psychological
injuries than sexual harassment in the form of coercion and
unwanted sexual attention. Contrary to the hypothesis, partic-
ipants rated gender-based hostility higher than other types of

sexual harassment as a source of severe psychological harm.
Participants believed that gender-based hostility requires more
professional intervention and predicted more negative work-
place consequences than other psychological injuries caused
by other workplace events. As hypothesized, women em-
ployees were generally viewed as significantly more vulnera-
ble to negative workplace outcomes than men. The police
officers who participated in this study considered women as
more likely to experience workplace problems following sex-
ual coercion than other types of workplace injury. Physical
injuries, gender-based hostility, and sexual coercion were dis-
tinguished from nonsexual harassment and unwanted sexual
attention as significantly more likely to produce clinically di-
agnosable injuries, irrespective of target gender. Implications
of these findings for research, practice, and legal policy are
discussed.
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Introduction

Underestimation of Workplace Psychological Injuries

A common phenomenon in the workplace is that the psycho-
logical effects and consequences of workplace stressors that
are not caused by physical injury are underestimated because
they leave no visible or tangible physiological injury. These
include injuries following exposure to unreasonable work de-
mands or conditions, workplace bullying and harassment, and
workplace discrimination, including sexual harassment.

* Jane Goodman-Delahunty
jdelahunty@csu.edu.au

Regina Schuller
schuller@yorku.ca

Natalie Martschuk
nmartschuk@csu.esu.au

1 School of Psychology and Australian Graduate School of Policing
and Security, Charles Sturt University, PO BOX 168,
Manly, NSW 1655, Australia

2 Psychology Department, York University, 245 Behavioural Science
Building, 4700 Keele Street, Toronto, ON, Canada

Psychol. Inj. and Law (2016) 9:241–252
DOI 10.1007/s12207-016-9265-3

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12207-016-9265-3&domain=pdf


Currently, in France, a major lawsuit is underway against
Orange, a French multinational telecommunications corpora-
tion with approximately 170,000 employees, formerly known
as France Telecom (National Post, 2016). During a period of
organizational restructuring in the course of privatization,
many senior and career employees were given either unattain-
able assignments or nothing meaningful to do. Every week,
their inboxes were filled with encouragements to seek work
elsewhere, and their managers made comments such as ‘You
are not still here, are you?’ The lawsuit was prompted by 69
employee suicides in a period of 3 years and 41 attempted
suicides (Chabrak, Craig, & Daidj, 2015) attributed to ‘moral
harassment’ in the form of insensitivity to and errors in under-
standing the nature and extent of psychological consequence
of workplace harassment (Nyugen & Janselme, 2016).

Work is vitally important for contemporary personal social
identity and interaction (Bergstresser, 2006). Disruption in the
form of harassment and constructive discharge (e.g. an em-
ployee quitting rather than endure harsh working conditions)
as was forced on the Telecom workers was profoundly
traumatising. These injurious employment practices and the
fatal outcomesmight have been avoided had the managers and
employees been more aware of the consequences of work-
place harassment and common symptoms of psychological
workplace injuries (Brijnath, Mazza, Singh, Kosny,
Rusechaite, & Collie, 2014).

While not all psychological workplace injuries result in
tragedies as extreme as employee suicide, this example under-
scores the need for further research and education on this
topic. This article presents the findings of an exploratory em-
pirical study that compared employee perceptions of the psy-
chological consequences of workplace injuries caused by five
common types of workplace events with research outcomes
documenting their manifestation in physiological symptoms
(somatic effects), general psychological symptoms, clinical
sequelae, as well as the duration of each of these symptoms.

The Need for Experimental Research on Responses
to Psychological Injuries

In the absence of a controlled experiment, it is impossible to
know what factors systematically influence employee and
management reactions to a particular claim of a workplace
psychological injury. Factors that may be influential can in-
clude the characteristics and individual differences associated
with a particular individual complainant, strategies of his or
her legal advisers, the experience, skills and competence of
their legal representatives in presenting the claim, or the ex-
pectation and reactions of others including the trier of fact. For
example, parties with whom the complainant must consult to
lodge a claim and seek representation, such as union and legal
representatives and equal employment intake officers and in-
vestigators, may fail to pursue a legally viable claim if

unacquainted with the potential consequences of psychologi-
cal injuries. Further, if the claim proceeds, finders of fact such
as the jury or the judge who cannot readily foresee that psy-
chological injuries may follow injuries caused by nonphysical
sources, such as sexual or other types of workplace harass-
ment, may doubt the veracity and genuine nature of injuries by
actual claimants in real cases. This, in turn, often exacerbates
the injuries and further delays recovery (Elbers, Akkermans,
Cuipers, & Bruinvels, 2013; Grant, O’Donnell, Spittall,
Creamer, & Studdert, 2013; Wall, Ogloff, & Morrissey,
2007). If so, the full relief available to the victims of these
injuries under the law cannot be realised, under-
compensation will ensue, and victims will be denied justice
(Brijnath et al., 2014; Kendall & Muenchberger, 2009).

Occupational Sectors and the Influence of Exposure
to Workplace Stressors

Most of the employees of France Telecom were office
workers whose work interactions were with each other
and only indirectly with customers. In contrast, workers
in certain high-stress professions have a workload that
can include extensive direct exposure to interpersonal in-
teractions with members of the public regarding incidents
of a traumatic nature or incidents that are high in conflict.
Police, paramedics, and firefighters who routinely deal
with stressful situations are expected to be more inured to
workplace stressors and not to display the same degree of
vulnerability as employees who work in less stressful oc-
cupational contexts (Brown, 2013). Whether employees
who work in high-stress occupations such as policing are
more or less sensitive to the psychological consequences of
nonphysical workplace injuries is unknown. The present
study examined the perceptions of workplace stressors by
experienced police officers employed by the New South
Wales Police Force, the largest state police force in
Australia.

Male-Dominated Quasi-Military Workplaces

Many military and quasi-military professions that were tradi-
tionally male-dominated occupational domains, such as the
military service (army, navy, marine corps, and air force)
and policing, due to that gendered tradition, have a workplace
ethos or culture that anticipates that the employees will be-
come ‘one of the boys’ and be less sensitive or vulnerable to
workplace stressors than will employees working in other
more gender-balanced occupational domains. The male
gender-dominance imparts a workplace culture and expecta-
tion that stereotypical male stoicism will prevail in the face of
workplace stress, rather than stereotypical female responses to
workplace stressors, even among female employees (Burke,
2014). To examine the influence of employee gender on the

242 Psychol. Inj. and Law (2016) 9:241–252



expectations of psychological injuries, the current study com-
pared responses of participants to injuries that targeted both
male and female employees.

Gendered Nature of Certain Workplace Causes of Action

Claims for certain types of workplace injuries may be gender
neutral, and others may be gender-related. For example, inci-
dents of workplace bullying appear to affect both men and
women, although the specific form of the bullying may vary
by gender. Physical injuries may also be gender neutral. In
contrast, injuries for certain types of workplace discrimination
are more clearly gendered, such as sexual harassment, which
is typically experienced and claimed more by female than by
male employees (Foote & Goodman-Delahunty, 2005). The
gendered nature of the underlying liability claim may exert an
influence on the perceived nature and extent of any conse-
quential workplace injuries and the validity of the claimed
injury (de Haas, Timmerman, & Hoing, 2009).

Male-dominated quasi-military occupational cultures are
widely acknowledged to result in a high prevalence of sexual
harassment. In policing, for example, this has been recognised
as an ongoing national problem in many countries (e.g.
Australia: Broderick, 2016; Canada: Mayor, 2015; Macleans,
2016; New Zealand: Brough & Frame, 2004; The Netherlands:
de Hass, Timmerman & Hoing, 2009; United Kingdom:
Brown, 2013; United States of America: Collins, 2004). In
particular, gender-based hostility and sexual coercion are forms
of sexual harassment found to be more prevalent in workplaces
where members of the workforce of one gender are more dom-
inant than the other. Accordingly, the present study explored the
expectations of male and female police officers regarding both
sexual and nonsexual workplace stressors that can cause psy-
chological injuries to assess any differences arising from the
source of these injuries. We further distinguished between three
different types of sexual harassment, namely gender-based hos-
tility, sexual coercion, and unwanted sexual attention.

Legal Context

A series of legislative and common law provisions allow vic-
tims of workplace injury to claim compensation from their
employers. Most compensation schemes for physical work-
place injuries preceded those available for psychological inju-
ries, which were more recently acknowledged as compensa-
ble. As a consequence, research on physical injuries and
workers’ compensation schemes for various types of physical
injuries has dominated the literature. By comparison, research
on workplace events that cause psychological injuries has
lagged, and less is known about factors that affect the valida-
tion of, and compensation for, claims for psychological inju-
ries (Kendall & Muenchberger, 2009). To explore these dif-
ferences, the present study compared anticipated

psychological consequences of a physical injury with those
of four types of nonphysical workplace injuries.

Causes and Symptoms of Psychological Injuries

In some workers’ compensation systems, before monetary
compensation can be claimed for discrimination injuries
sustained on the job, as a preliminary matter, the claimant
must prove the employer’s liability for the injury. Other
workers’ compensation systems require only that the injury
occurred in the scope and course of the employee’s job. The
physiological consequences of physical workplace injuries are
often immediately apparent, such as a broken leg or arm fol-
lowing a fall or collision. By comparison, psychological inju-
ries are invisible and are not necessarily immediate, so are less
likely to be causally associated by observers with the source of
the injury in the workplace. The fact that psychological inju-
ries may emerge some weeks or months after the triggering
workplace events places causation in question and increases
scepticism about the claimed source of the observed injuries.
Injury symptoms and consequences such as depression, psy-
chological trauma, and anxiety disorders, even if present, may
not be evident to others in the workplace where there is limited
interpersonal interaction between a supervisor and employee,
who are often not based in the same location or office.

Injured workers may be reluctant to disclose to others, in-
cluding their immediate co-workers, that they feel distressed,
depressed, or anxious. Moreover, not all employees will have
close-enough supportive relationships with their co-workers
or a workplace culture that enables them to feel comfortable
making personal disclosures regarding their emotional vulner-
ability. In addition, many employees themselves have limited
personal insight into the symptoms of psychological injuries
such as anxiety, distress, and depression and may not realise
that these symptoms have arisen as a consequence of a work-
place psychological injury.

Overview of Study

The present study assessed police officers’ expectations about
the nature, severity, and duration of psychological injuries
arising from physical and nonphysical sources in the work-
place. Research participants were presented with one of five
workplace vignettes. Three of these vignettes represented dif-
ferent forms of sexual harassment: (1) sexual coercion, (2)
unwanted sexual attention, and (3) gender-based workplace
hostility. The other two vignettes were not of a sexual nature
and involved two types of nonsexual contact, namely (4) non-
sexual workplace harassment and (5) physically unsafe work-
place conditions. Two versions of each vignette were created:
one in which the target was a man (Jason) and the other in
which the target was a woman (Anna). In short, a source of
workplace stressor (5) by gender of target (2) design was used.
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All participants were asked to evaluate the vignette with
which they were presented by estimating the nature and like-
lihood of expected problems of the target in their workplace,
as well as the target’s physical reactions and psychological
responses.

We expected that the perceived responses of targets would
differ as a function of the source of the workplace injury. More
specifically, we predicted that injuries arising from situations of
sexual harassment would be perceived as less severe than phys-
ical and nonsexual and non-physical sources of psychological
injuries. Moreover, of the three types of sexual harassment, we
predicted that psychological injuries caused by sexual coercion
would be perceived asmore severe than those caused by unwant-
ed sexual attention or gender-based workplace hostility
(Espinoza & Cunningham, 2010). Further, we expected that
the greater the perceived severity of the injury, the more it would
be seen to have an impact on the target’s daily activities and
psychological health and to require professional intervention.

We predicted that the consequences of the workplace injuries,
irrespective of their source, would be perceived as more severe
for female than for male targets. Moreover, we expected that
injuries to women from the most stereotypical form of sexual
harassment (i.e. sexual coercion) would be perceived as more
likely, more severe and enduring than injuries caused by unwant-
ed sexual attention and gender-based workplace hostility.

Method

Participants

A total of 220 New South Wales (NSW) police officers, aged
between 21 and 64 years (M = 37.14, SD = 8.12) participated
in this study. Two thirds of the participants were between 21
and 30 years of age (66.8%), and the remaining third were over
age 40, with 28.2 % between 41 and 50 years old, and 5 %
between 51 and 63 years old. Fifty-five percent of the officers
were men and 45 % were women. Approximately one half of
the participants (47.7 %, n = 105) reported working up to
9 years for the NSW Police Force, 35.5 % (n = 78) had served
in this capacity between 10 and 19 years, 13.6 % (n = 30)
between 20 and 29 years, and 2.3% (n = 5) had served 30 years
or more with the NSW Police Force. Most participants (65 %,
n = 143) reported having held a supervisory role in NSWPolice
Force at some point in time, and 45.5% of the participants were
in a supervisory role at the time of data collection.

Materials

Stimulus Materials

Five brief written workplace vignettes specified one of five
sources of workplace stress or injury (all five vignettes can be

found in the Appendix).Within each vignette, the gender of the
target was varied by altering the name of the target (Jason or
Anna) and use of male and female pronouns accordingly.

A Sexual coercion vignette described sexual overtures includ-
ing unwelcome touching of the target by the supervisor, rejection
of the advances by the target, followed by a threat by the super-
visor to make the target’s promotion very difficult or easy. A
second vignette, Unwelcome sexual attention, described unwel-
come compliments and touching of the target by a co-worker and
persistence by the harasser despite responses by the target that he/
she was ‘not interested’. A vignette depicting Gender hostility
featured a target who was the sole member of that gender in the
department, gender-salient negative comments by a co-worker,
and inaction from the supervisor whowas aware of the harassing
comments. The final two vignettes involved two types of non-
sexual workplace stress. In one of the vignettes, nonsexual Co-
worker hostility, the target was assignedmost of the work, the co-
workers declined to help the target, and the manager threatened
to ‘write up’ the target for failure to meet deadlines. In a Physical
injury vignette, the target asked the supervisor to replace an
unstable ladder. After no action was taken, the target subsequent-
ly fell from the ladder resulting in physical injuries in the form of
a broken leg and bruised hip, requiring 4 weeks in a plaster cast.
To avoid confounding results by including injuries arising from
duties regarded as inherent policing requirements, such as pursuit
of a suspect or discharging a firearm, which might also have
elicited inherent gender differences, the physical injury depicted
in the vignette was sustained during an activity outside of the
scope of inherent requirements of policing. Thus, all injuries
were acquired in the course of activities that were not inherent
workplace requirements.

Dependent Measures

Using 28 items, the questionnaire measured perceptions of
four main types of consequences of the workplace injury de-
scribed in the vignette on seven-point scales: (a) the severity
or gravity of the injuries on the target’s functional capacity
(1 = no impact; 7 = significant impact) in terms of (i) the abil-
ity to perform the activities of daily life, (ii) general psycho-
logical well-being and (iii) the likelihood that the target would
need professional help to recover (1 = not at all likely; 7 =
extremely likely). Next, the questionnaire assessed (b) the
nature of the symptoms anticipated following exposure to
one of the five sources of the injury (1 = not at all likely; 7 =
extremely likely) and (c) the expected duration of harm (1 =
not at all; 2 = 1–7 days; 3 = 8–30 days; 4 = 2–6 months; 5 = 7–
12 months; 6 = 1–2 years; 7 = 2 years or more).

Drawing on the research literature (Chan, Lam, Chow, &
Cheung, 2008; Fitzgerald, Drasgow, Hulin, Gelfand, &
Magley, 1997; Foote & Goodman-Delahunty, 2005) and sum-
maries of meta-analyses on injuries caused by sexual harass-
ment (Goodman-Delahunty & Foote, 2011, 2013), the items
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probed for potential injury symptoms of four major types: (a)
problems experienced in the workplace with co-workers and
supervisors (i.e. decreased commitment and productivity,
withdrawal, interpersonal difficulties); (b) perceived physio-
logical or somatic responses (i.e. back pain, fatigue, weight
loss/gain, headaches, gastrointestinal effects, sleep distur-
bance, and increased (consumption of drugs/alcohol); (c) psy-
chological distress symptoms that included general reactions
(i.e. shame, guilt, relationship problems, fear, worry); and (d) a
series of specific diagnosable clinical sequelae (i.e. emotional
numbing, worthlessness, depression, and nightmares) that
have been observed in sexual harassment victims. This list
included three clinical symptoms that were distractor items
that are generally unrelated to the injuries depicted in the vi-
gnettes (auditory hallucinations, obsessive tidying, and fear of
open spaces).

Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the ten exper-
imental conditions. They read the workplace vignette describ-
ing the potentially stressful event involving the male or female
target. After reading the vignette, using seven-point scales,
they rated the severity and likelihood that the target would
experience different types of consequences of psychological
injuries and the expected duration of each.

Analyses

Separate two-way between-subject analyses of variance
(ANOVAs) were conducted to examine the overall severity
of the perceived consequences following exposure to the five
different sources of workplace injury and the influence of the
source of injury and the target gender on the perceived out-
comes in terms of expected problems at work, physical reac-
tions, psychological distress, and clinical symptoms and the
expected duration of each type of potential harm or injury.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Preliminary analyses revealed the presence of two univariate
and no multivariate outliers. The outliers were deleted from
further analyses.

The Influence of Individual Differences on Perceptions
of Psychological Harm

No gender differences emerged between the perceptions of
male and female participants on any of the dependent mea-
sures (p > .05). In contrast, participant age was positively

correlated with anticipated psychological and clinical out-
comes, indicating that the older participants were, the more
likely they were to perceive psychological and potential clin-
ically diagnosable effects of the workplace stressors, as is
shown in Table 1.

Perceived Severity of Psychological Injury

The severity or gravity of the perceived psychological injuries
was assessed by comparing ratings for each injury source in
three ways, in terms of its perceived impact on (a) the activi-
ties of daily living of the target, (b) the overall psychological
well-being of the target, and (c) the target’s need for profes-
sional intervention or assistance to recover from the injuries
sustained.

Multivariate ANOVA was conducted to assess the influ-
ence of injury source and target gender on the overall per-
ceived severity of the psychological consequences of the in-
jury. These analyses revealed a main effect of injury source on
the severity of the psychological injury, F(12, 543) = 4.32,
Wilk’s lambda = .786, p < .001, η2 = .077. No support
emerged for the hypothesis regarding the influence of target
gender alone or the interaction of injury source and target
gender (p > .05).

Each of the severity measures was then considered separate-
ly, with the Bonferroni adjusted p value set to .017. The main
effect remained significant for the impact on the target’s activ-
ities of daily life, F(4, 217) = 5.19, p = .001, η2 = .091, and
psychological well-being, F(4, 217) = 6.40, p < .001,
η2 = .110, but not the likelihood that the target would require
professional help,F(4, 217) = 2.58, p = .038, η2 = .047. As pre-
dicted, the perceived impact on the person’s daily activity was
significantly higher in the physical injury (M = 5.71, SD =
1.06) than the unwanted sexual attention (M = 5.02, SD =
1.46) and sexual coercion (M= 4.98, SD = 1.55) conditions.
Thus, the first hypothesis, that psychological injuries arising
from sexual harassment would be perceived as less severe than
those from a physical injury, was generally confirmed, except
with respect to the impact of gender-based hostility on activi-
ties of daily life, which were undifferentiated from those aris-
ing from a physical injury. Further, the hypothesis that injuries
from nonsexual workplace harassment would exceed those of
sexual harassment was not supported. Unexpectedly, the im-
pact of the injury source on daily activities was perceived as
significantly more severe from gender hostility (M = 5.80,
SD = 1.02) than from sexual coercion (M= 4.98, SD = 1.55).

The perceived impact on the target’s overall psychological
well-being was significantly higher from the gender-based
hostility (M = 5.55, SD = 1.28) and physical injury (M =
5.45, SD = 1.13) than from unwanted attention (M = 4.50,
SD = 1.37) and nonsexual workplace harassment (M = 4.39,
SD = 1.75). Figure 1 displays the severity of the perceived
impact of the psychological injury by the injury source.
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Participants’ ratings of the anticipated need for professional
help to recover from the injury revealed that, in general, a
moderate need for professional counselling or treatment was
expected. The average overall mean score was M = 4.31
(SD = 1.77). Some differences emerged by source of injury:
contrary to the hypothesis about the psychological conse-
quences of gender-based hostility versus either a physical in-
jury or sexual coercion, injuries from gender-based hostility
was seen to require significantly more professional help to
achieve recovery (M = 5.03, SD = 1.63) than were psycholog-
ical injuries caused by all other types of workplace injury,
including sexual coercion.

Problems at Work

Two-way ANOVA revealed a main effect for injury type, F(4,
218) = 7.78, p < .001, η2 = .130, and target gender, F(1,
218) = 5.81, p = .017, η2 = .027. These findings contradicted
the hypothesis that consequences of a physical and a nonsex-
ual workplace injury would exceed those of gender-based ha-
rassment. Specifically, the effect on the target’s problems at
work was perceived as significantly more severe from gender-
based hostility (M = 6.10, SD = 0.93) than from any other
source of injury (physical injury M = 5.35, SD = 1.04; un-
wanted sexual attention M = 5.07, SD = 1.23; work stress

M = 5.01, SD = 1.22; sexual coercion M = 4.87, SD = 1.49).
In line with this finding, the second hypothesis regarding tar-
get gender was confirmed with respect to the workplace con-
sequences of the injury. Police perceived more that psycho-
logically injured female workers were more vulnerable to se-
vere problems at work (M = 5.41, SD = 1.13) than were their
male counterparts (M = 5.10, SD = 1.34). These results are
shown in Fig. 2.

Further, the interaction of injury source and gender of target
was significant, F(4, 218) = 2.90, p = .023, η2 = .053. The only
source of injury to yield statistically significant gender differ-
ences occurred in the sexual coercion vignette, that is, signif-
icantly more problems at work were anticipated for the female
(M = 5.49, SD = 1.34) than for a similarly situated male target
(M = 4.12, SD = 1.31) following this type of sexual harass-
ment.When comparing the source of stressor by target gender,
however, no difference was found between the sources of the
psychological injury on problems at work for the female tar-
get. In other words, every one of the five types of workplace
stressors was perceived as equally severe in terms of the con-
sequences anticipated for women in the workplace. However,
the perceived severity of the consequences for the male target
was dependent on the source of the stress. Police officers
perceived that more severe problems at work would arise for
the male target following exposure to gender-based hostility

Table 1 Inter-correlations
between participant age and
perceived nature and severity of
harm

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Age –

2. Problems at work −.004 –

3. Physical reactions .101 .638** –

4. Psychological distress .167* .657** .779** –

5. Cognitive impact .177** .636** .751** .828** –

6. Daily activities .203** .529** .601** .572** .561** –

7. Psychological well-being .205** .575** .652** .697** .714** .616** –

8. Professional help .301** .471** .627** .636** .645** .495** .710**

Pearson correlations: 1–5; Spearman’s rho: 6–8

*p < .05; **p < .01

Fig. 1 Perceived severity of
psychological injuries by injury
source
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(M = 6.10, SD = 0.92) than to nonsexual work harassment
(M = 4.95, SD = 1.27), unwanted sexual attention (M = 4.79,
SD = 1.28), or sexual coercion (M = 4.12, SD = 1.31). Further,
in line with the hypothesized psychological effects of physical
versus nonphysical sources of psychological injuries, with
respect to the male target, the psychological consequences of
a physical injury were perceived as significantly more severe
(M = 5.40, SD = 1.10) than those caused by sexual coercion
(M = 4.12, SD = 1.31).

When considering the expected duration of problems at
work, analyses revealed that these outcomes were replicated,
once again yielding a main effect of the source of the injury,
F(4, 213) = 8.53, p < .001, η2 = .144, and of target gender, F(1,
213) = 7.56, p = .007, η2 = .036. Unexpectedly, problems at
work were expected to last longer following gender hostility
(M = 5.21, SD = 1.32) than any other type of situation (work-
place harassment M = 4.46, SD = 1.33; physical injury M =
4.23, SD = 1.22; sexual coercion M = 3.96, SD = 1.35; un-
wanted sexual attention M = 3.88, SD = 1.06). Further, as hy-
pothesized, problems at work were expected to last longer for
the female (M = 4.51, SD = 1.22) than for themale target (M =
4.17, SD = 1.22). No other comparisons were significant.

Perceived Physiological Reactions and Consequences

Two-way ANOVAs revealed a main effect for injury type on
perceived physiological outcomes or reactions of the target,
F(4, 217) = 4.98, p = .001, η2 = .088. Specifically, in line with
the first hypothesis, significantly more severe physical reac-
tions were perceived from physical injury (M = 4.46, SD =
1.21) than from unwanted sexual attention (M = 3.55, SD =
1.11). Further, more severe physical reactions were expected
from gender-based hostility (M = 4.58, SD = 1.39) than from
unwanted sexual attention (M = 3.55, SD = 1.11), and not sex-
ual coercion, as was hypothesized. Contrary to the research
hypothesis, on this measure, no differences emerged between
male and female targets, F(1, 217) = 1.14, p = .287, η2 = .005,
and the interaction of source of injury and gender was only

marginally significant, F(4, 217) = 2.36, p = .055, η2 = .044.
The perceived physical reactions by the type of situation and
target gender are presented in Fig. 3.

Further analyses revealed a significant main effect of the
source of the injury on the perceived duration of the somatic or
physical consequences, F(4, 206) = 8.41, p < .001, η2 = .147.
Contrary to the research hypothesis, the physical reactions
were expected to last significantly longer from gender-based
hostility (M = 4.42, SD = 1.59) than from sexual coercion
(M = 3.38, SD = 1.53), nonsexual workplace harassment
(M = 3.37, SD = 1.23), and unwanted sexual attention (M =
2.86, SD = 1.04). In conformity with the research hypothesis,
the physical reactions were expected to last longer when
caused by a physical injury (M = 3.76, SD = 1.23) than by
unwanted sexual attention (M = 2.86, SD = 1.04). No other
comparisons were significant.

Perceived Psychological Distress by Source of Workplace
Injury

Two-way ANOVA revealed that perceived psychological dis-
tress was dependent only on the type of stressor, partially
confirming the research hypothesis, F(4, 218) = 7.31,
p < .001, η2 = .123, whereas target gender, F(1, 218) = 0.16,
p = .687, η2 = .001, or the interaction involving target gender
and source of stressor, F(4, 218) = 2.18, p = .072, η2 = .040,
was not statistically significant. As expected, post hoc analy-
ses disclosed that psychological distress caused by a physical
injury was perceived as more likely than psychological inju-
ries following exposure to nonphysical sources of workplace
injuries (M = 4.46, SD = 1.27) such as nonsexual workplace
harassment (M = 3.55, SD = 1.26). However, post-hoc analy-
ses revealing that police perceived gender-based hostility in
the workplace as significantly more likely to cause psycho-
logical distress (M = 4.89, SD = 1.30) than unwanted sexual
attention (M = 3.98, SD = 1.25) or nonsexual workplace stress
(M = 3.56, SD = 1.26) were unanticipated. These results are
presented in Fig. 4.

Fig. 2 Perceived problems at
work by type of stressor, target
gender, and the expected duration
of those symptoms

Psychol. Inj. and Law (2016) 9:241–252 247



Similarly, the expected duration of the perceived psycho-
logical distress was dependent on the source of the stressor,
F(4, 211) = 8.44, p < .001, η2 = .144, but not on the target gen-
der, F(1, 211) = 1.22, p = .271, η2 = .006, or the interaction
between source of the injury and target gender, F(4,
211) = 1.01, p = .402, η2 = .020. Contrary to the research
hypothesis, but in line with other findings in the study, a
comparison of the means revealed that psychological dis-
tress was perceived to last longer following gender-based
hostility (M = 4.68, SD = 1.56) than sexual coercion
(M = 3.75, SD = 1.57), physical injury (M = 3.73, SD =
1.28), work stress (M = 3.27, SD = 1.23), and unwanted
sexual attention (M = 3.16, SD = 1.22).

Perceived Clinical Sequelae

The perceived clinical sequelae of workplace injuries were
dependent on the injury source, F(4, 217) = 7.63, p < .001,
η2 = .128, but not on the target gender, F(1, 217) = 1.85,
p = .175, η2 = .009, or their interaction, F(4, 217) = 2.66,
p = .066, η2 = .042. These outcomes partially supported the
research hypotheses. Specifically, physical injury (M = 5.27,
SD = 0.93), gender-based hostility (M = 5.23, SD = 1.07), and
sexual coercion (M = 4.94, SD = 1.08) were perceived as sig-
nificantly more likely to result in more symptoms sufficient to

support a clinical diagnosis than were the psychological con-
sequences of nonsexual workplace harassment (M = 4.20,
SD = 1.28). Fewer clinical symptoms were perceived as likely
following exposure to unwanted sexual attention that that of
other forms of sexual harassment (M = 4.77, SD = 1.09), but
somewhat more likely than those anticipated following expo-
sure to nonsexual workplace injuries but did not differ signif-
icantly from workplace injuries dues to any other source.
These results are displayed in Fig. 5.

The expected duration of the clinical outcomes was depen-
dent on type of injury, F(4, 211) = 5.73, p < .001, η2 = .102,
and gender, F(1, 211) = 4.05, p = .045, η2 = .020, but not their
interact ion, F(4, 211) = 0.29, p = .885, η2 = .006.
Unexpectedly, clinical sequelae were rated likely to last sig-
nificantly longer following gender-based hostility (M = 4.73,
SD = 1.46) than those arising from nonsexual workplace ha-
rassment (M = 3.64, SD = 1.26) and unwanted sexual atten-
tion (M = 3.56, SD = 1.16). No difference was found between
the expected duration of clinical outcomes following physical
injury (M = 4.17, SD = 1.45) and sexual coercion (M = 3.98,
SD = 1.32) and gender-based hostility, nonsexual workplace
harassment, and unwanted sexual attention. And, as hypothe-
sized, the clinical sequelae were perceived as more likely to
persist for a longer time for the female (M = 4.14, SD = 1.38)
compared to the male target (M = 3.84, SD = 1.38). In other

Fig. 3 Perceived somatic or
physiological symptoms by type
of stressor, target gender, and the
expected duration of those
symptoms

Fig. 4 Perceived psychological
symptoms by type of stressor,
target gender, and the expected
duration of those symptoms
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words, the injury severity to female targets was perceived as
more profound when clinical symptoms were considered.

Discussion

This study examined common perceptions of the effects of
different types of workplace injuries in a group of employees
in a quasi-military occupational sector, the largest state-wide
police force in Australia (i.e. the New South Wales Police
Force). Employees in this sector are acknowledged to engage
in a comparatively high rate of workplace harassment com-
pared to other occupational sectors, including harassment based
on both sexual and nonsexual triggers (Morrall, Gore, & Schell,
2016). Thus, the vignettes presented in this studywere expected
to be familiar to many of the participants. In addition, this group
of employees is also known to file a comparatively high rate of
claims for workplace injuries (Broderick, 2016; Safe Work
Australia, 2013). Thus, the perceptions by this group of em-
ployees were expected to reflect their experiences and observa-
tions about claims for workplace injuries sustained on the job in
the policing sector, despite the fact that the physical injury
described was not sustained in the course of pursuing a suspect
or engaging in standard policing duties.

Reponses to Different Sources of Psychological Injury

The finding that primacy was accorded to a physical injury as
a more significant source of psychological injuries than social
factors and treatment in the workplace, whether sexually or
nonsexually motivated, is disappointing, but not unexpected.
This finding reflects views analogous to those of legal
decision-makers who devalue psychological injuries, making
it more difficult for plaintiffs to pursue and prevail on these
claims (Vallano, 2013).

Conversely, the finding that psychological injuries caused
by gender-based hostility were anticipated to exceed those
arising from other forms of sexual and nonsexual harassment
at work was encouraging. Liability determinations involving

claims of gender-based hostility have previously lagged behind
those for sexual harassment in the form of quid pro quo claims
or claims based on unwanted sexual attention; sexual coercion
was regarded as more serious than being subjected to a hostile
workplace (Espinoza & Cunningham, 2010; Fitzgerald,
Drasgow, & Magley, 1999). The responses of the police par-
ticipants in his study differ from views of a hostile workplace
of two decades ago, when North American men and women
(not police officers) were asked to estimate how distressing
incidents of gender-based sexual harassment were. They rated
them on at par with mildly distressing everyday life experi-
ences, such as being stuck in traffic or failing a test in school
(Lees-Haley, Williams, Lees-Haley, Price, & Smith, 1994) and
not as a source of psychological injuries. Nonetheless, the in-
ference onemight draw from the distinctionmade by the police
participants is that when sexual harassment does not involve
hostility and may be construed as flattering to the target be-
cause it is assumed to be premised on sexual attraction, the
finders of fact may have more difficulty appreciating that a
target can be psychologically injured by that conduct.

Responses to the Target Gender

The results confirmed that specific gender-based stereotypes
about women as more emotionally fragile and vulnerable to
psychological distress than their male counterparts may drive
perceived expectations and thus the plausibility of claimed
workplace injuries.

These results contrasted with those observed in archival
research on Canadian workers’ compensation awards after
those laws were modified to encompass claims for psycholog-
ical injuries. In Quebec, differences were observed in the re-
sponses of the justice system to the claimants’ gender, based
on the counter-intuitive nature of the claims. Men who
claimed psychological distress and injury and thus violated
the expected stereotype of male stoicism were awarded higher
amounts on average than the matched cases brought by simi-
larly situated female claimants (Lippel, 2005). The explana-
tion provided by the researchers was that the counter-

Fig. 5 Perceived clinical
sequelae by type of stressor, target
gender, and the expected duration
of those symptoms
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stereotypical nature of the claims enhanced the credibility of
the male claimants, whereas the stereotype conformity of sim-
ilar claims from female counterparts undercut their credibility.
In the current study, no such trend emerged. Perhaps because
of the male-dominated workplace culture in policing, the psy-
chological injuries to a female worker were rated as more
likely, more profound, and more enduring. The surprising
finding that gender-based hostility was viewed as a more in-
jurious form of workplace injury than other forms of work-
place harassment, sexual and nonsexual, may also be attribut-
able to the particular quasi-military, male-dominated work-
place culture in policing.

Implications for Practice

The age difference observed in terms of appreciation of the
potential psychological consequences of different workplace
events has a number of implications for practice. First, in the
workplace, injury claimants are more likely to be older than
younger employees, and younger employees may also reflect
some intolerance of co-workers or of subordinates who com-
plain of workplace injuries. Younger workers may be insensi-
tive to the psychological consequences of workplace injuries
and may not fully understand the causal relationship between
these events and ensuing psychological injuries.

A further implication of these results for courts and practi-
tioners is that the consequences of psychological injuries from
general workplace bullying and nonsexual harassment may be
substantially under-estimated. Employers with the general ex-
pectation that the consequences for employees of this type of
stressor are less severe may be a factor in the implementation
of harsh workplace re-organization strategies, such as those
implemented by France Telecom, where no psychologically
injurious consequences among employees were anticipated by
management, let alone the extremely high rate of suicide
among affected employees that ensued. In addition, injuries
to targets of workplace sexual harassment in the form of un-
wanted sexual attention, which can include severe forms of
stalking, may be underestimated. This is in part because of
stereotypical notions that unwanted sexual attention is merely
flattering and is not harmful to the target. Only very recently
have scales been developed to assess the potential danger to
stalking victims of physical assault, and in some cases, fatal
physical attacks, from employees who spurned the advances
and attention of others in the workplace (McEwan, Pathe, &
Ogloff, 2011; Sheridan & Roberts, 2011).

It is of some concern that observed target gender differ-
ences in this study that align with gender-based stereotypes
may lead to inequitable treatment of male targets of workplace
psychological injuries, at least in the male-dominated occupa-
tional sector. Our results indicate that co-workers and man-
agers in the police force do not expect that men who suffer
workplace injuries will experience losses in terms of

workplace support, meaningful work, or loss of career.
Consequently, these injured men may experience ensuing
feelings of grief and loss surrounding their identity as a police
officer, and in regard to their sense of self-worth and their
cognitive appraisal of their masculinity (Wagner, 2016). This
may increase their difficulty in reporting and claiming psycho-
logical workplace injuries and in achieving just compensation.

Implications for Research and Policy

Future researchers should extend the foregoing findings by
assessing the extent to which the perceptions of police are
replicated by employees in other occupational sectors. In ad-
dition, the impact of perceptions of psychological injuries
should be assessed among individuals such as lay jurors, mag-
istrates, and judges who may serve as finders of fact in these
cases. Moreover, such research should include determinations
of liability, as well as determinations of appropriate compen-
sation after employer liability has been determined for claims
of sexual harassment, as well as cases of nonsexual harass-
ment or bullying. The researchers may also want to compare
the rate of claims for such injuries by workers under and over
the age of 30 years to further explore the generalizability of the
age differences observed in the perceptions of psychological
versus physical injuries.

At present, the law distinguishes between levels of injury
experienced by victims of discrimination and other workplace
harassment in a somewhat simplistic fashion, referring to in-
jury severity in two broad categories: (a) the less severe or
‘garden variety’ injuries, on the one hand, which deserve only
minimal or limited compensation, and (b) very severe injuries,
on the other hand, that are protracted and result in diagnosable
psychological or psychiatric conditions (e.g. posttraumatic
stress disorder, depression), which typically require expert ev-
idence to support a claim. This dichotomy omits consideration
of a very substantial proportion of psychological injuries be-
tween those two poles that are neither trivial nor permanently
disabling. The findings of this study may be helpful in
charting that middle ground, based on the real life experiences
of a sample of seasoned police officers who have been ex-
posed to a range of workplace stressors.

The findings that participants perceived psychological in-
juries as more likely to follow a physical injury (main effect of
injury source) over and above nonphysical injury sources pro-
vide some basis for concern. In other words, the psychological
injuries and symptoms anticipated to be caused by falling off a
ladder far exceeded those anticipated to arise from nonphysi-
cal workplace sources such as harassment in the form of an
unfair workload, uncooperative co-workers, or sexual harass-
ment. This view reflects an outmoded legal standard of cau-
sation and remedy that has been rejected as a premise to re-
cover compensation for psychological injuries. It also reflects
a degree of scepticism on the part of employees, and thus the
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community, that such damage claims are meritorious. In light
of this finding, the availability of compensatory damages for
psychological injuries alone may be insufficient to attain fair
and just compensation for such injuries in practice. Put simply,
the findings tend to indicate that statutory and common law
provisions that permit the recovery of damages for purely
psychological injuries, especially those that do not amount
to permanent disabilities or clinically diagnosable disorders,
may be difficult to enforce. If this is the case, discrimination
and harassment victims with such psychological injuries will
be sorely undercompensated.

The age-based differences in the perceptions of psycholog-
ical injuries indicated that further education of younger em-
ployees may be needed to familiarise them with the likelihood
of psychological injuries in the workplace, their nature, and
the common symptoms requiring professional intervention.
The age of the police officer was a robust predictor of per-
ceived differences in psychological injuries flowing from the
different types of injury sources. Older officers were more
likely to anticipate negative consequences from workplace
injuries. This finding highlights the importance of maturation
in terms of understanding interpersonal interactions at work
and the psychological consequences of workplace events.

Limitations of the Study

The assessment in this study of employee perceptions of psy-
chological injuries was preliminary and exploratory. It exam-
ined variations in expectations based on different injury
sources and differences in the gender of the injured worker.
The brief written vignettes included no descriptions of the
injuries to guide the participants; thus, the responses are indic-
ative only of projections or expectations in the absence of a
further detailed information. These expectations may influ-
ence responses of employees, supervisors, managers, and
finders of fact but may be modified in light of additional
information about a particular injured complainant.

Finally, it should be noted that the findings should be
interpreted in light of the study sample. The study recruited
active employees of the New South Wales Police Force, and
the representativeness of their views to other policing organi-
zations or jury eligible citizens is unclear.

Conclusion

The foregoing study provided evidence of a gap between the
findings in the literature on psychological injuries (Winefield,
Saebel, &Winefield, 2010) and perceptions by workers of the
causes of psychological injuries, their nature and severity, and
the consequences of psychological injuries in terms of their
impact on the performance of daily activities, psychological
well-being, and the need for professional interventions to

assist the workers to recover. The study also revealed a series
of potential moderators of determinations of liability and com-
pensation for psychological injuries including the source of
the injury, the gender of the target, and the plausibility of
clinical symptoms assessed by a mental health professional.
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Appendix: Workplace Injury Vignettes (Female
Target)

Sexual Coercion (Quid Pro Quo) On a work-related trip,
Anna’s supervisor, Jason, keeps talking about sex and rubbing her
shoulders and neck. When she does not respond, he tells Anna to loosen
up. Later, Anna asks him about the opportunities in the company for
promotion. He says that he is not sure she is ready and tells her, ‘You’ll
need to loosen up and be a lot nicer to me before I can recommend you.’
He puts his arms around her waist, adding ‘Remember, I can make your
life very easy or very difficult here.’

Unwanted Sexual Attention Jason asks Anna, his co-worker, if
she has been working out a lot. He adds, ‘You’ve got a great body. I’d
love to go out with you some time.’ He often brushes up against her.
When they are alone in the office, he puts his arms around her and tries to
kiss her, but she pushes him away. She tells him she is not interested in
dating and asks him not to touch her, but he keeps following her around
and touching her ‘accidentally’.

Gender-Based Hostility Anna is the only female employee in her
department. Her co-workers mock her if she makes a mistake. They say,
‘There’s no way you’re gonna get this right, sweetie. It’s a man’s job. You
don’t belong here.’ They never include her in their conversations. She
overhears them telling crude jokes about her. Some of them jostle her in
the hallways. She complains to her supervisor. He says they’re ‘just being
friendly’ and tells her to get used to their humour.

Nonsexual Harassment Anna’s co-workers leave her the most
difficult jobs. She often ends up doing other people’s work as well as her
own.When another employee quits, Anna is givenmost of his work, even
though she is not trained in those tasks. She asks a co-worker who is
always chatting on the phone to help her, but she says ‘Can’t you see I’m
busy, I can’t do your work for you.’ Themanager says he is going to write
her up because she is always falling behind and cannot meet deadlines.

Physical Injury Anna works in a busy supermarket. She has asked
the store manager to replace the ladders, which are not very stable. While
she is stacking shelves with heavy bags of dog food, she loses her balance
on the ladder and falls heavily onto the concrete floor. She breaks her leg
and bruises her hip. Her leg is placed in a cast and she spends 4 weeks on
crutches.

For male target: Substituted male name ‘Jason’ for ‘Anna’ and vice
versa, in each vignette, and adjusted male and female pronouns as needed.
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