
 

II had been in my first role in a supposedly “progressive” company for just under a year when 
we went on a work trip which involved a lot of drinking at dinner. The company had been small 
but had grown in the preceding year, so there was a narrative of “family” amongst employees, 
which they were trying to maintain, even though the company was growing too fast for this 
thread to hold. Because of the celebrated “flat structure” I wasn’t afraid to stay and chat with 
senior staff. Also, as I have studied and worked in male-dominated environments before, I was 
used to associating with men without feeling at risk. 

As the CEO (substantially older than me) worked in a different department from mine, I had 
barely spoken to him before but was sitting with him and a number of other staff of mixed levels 
after dinner. The conversation turned to a few “teething problems” at the company, and 
individuals became quite vocal about various issues they had had. I had brought up issues of 
diversity, and the CEO had welcomed my comments and indicated that I was “brave” for 
bringing them up. We chatted for another two hours or so, and he continued to tell me I was 
courageous to talk to him honestly about diversity and my issues with some of the work we did 
as a company. Everything was still OK at this point. 

Eventually, he walked out to use the restroom, squeezing my shoulder in an avuncular way as 
he walked past me (we had been sitting a few seats apart at that stage). When he came back 
he sat in the seat next to me and told me I was sexy. I turned away from him, rejected the 
advance (which had seemed to come from nowhere), changed the topic for a few minutes, and 
then left the room and went to bed. I expected to have to go through the awkward experience 
of having him bring it up with me in the following week or so. But he never did. He simply 
avoided me completely, and we didn’t have a conversation again. 

I did almost nothing about the situation, except immediately investigating opportunities to leave 
the company and, to a large extent, losing any passion for my work. I do not feel that what he 
did is in any way OK, but I am a forgiving person, and if he had faced it, and spoken to me 
afterward to apologize for the disrespect, I would have been more comfortable letting it go. The 
fact that he simply avoided me from that day on obliterated all respect I had for him. I felt 
incredibly powerless, as he was so high up in the organization, and I was so low down. 

I took a male colleague into my confidence, and he was very supportive but agreed with my 
suspicion that other people, who had been close colleagues of the CEO from the “family” days, 
would potentially not believe me. He also believed that one reason that the CEO had not 
brought it up with me was that that would be a kind of confirmation that it had happened, 
opening up the opportunity for me to make a formal complaint. 

I felt disempowered and stupid–having been told for two hours that I was brave and strong, 
only to be reduced to an object in one single sentence.

Story #6


