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My wife 
She puts me on hold 
My wife 

Makes people do as they're told 
They type her letters 
They read her ma il 
Order her burgers 
Order her sna ils 
Replace her pencils 
And place her calls 
Run off her memos 
They do it all, because 
She's an executive 

That "girl" is an executive 
My wife's an executive 
And she's got her own key to the ladies' room. 

—Songwriter Unknown 

The office has changed. No longer 
is it the exclusive domain of high-
level male executives flanked by 

females with lukewarm ambitions. It is an 
electrified setting for goal achievement by 
powerful professionals of both sexes. As 
a result, organizations face an old but 
altered challenge: how best to deal with 
the sparks generated by men and women 
working together. 

T h e challenge of dealing with sexual at-
traction in the office is different today and 
demands different tactics. Yet manage-
ment commonly abides by an outdated 
rule: Ignore it and it will go away. Lester 
Talbot, director of human resource opera-

tions at T h e Penn Mutual Life Insurance 
Company , believes men have tried to 
keep organizations sterile and without 
emotion, which, they fear, will erode the 
organization. "Sexual attraction is a highly 
emotional issue, so they try to ignore it 
and hope it goes away." 

But the fact is that sexual attraction in-
cidents are increasing, they are getting 
more serious, and they will not simply 
fade from the organizational scene. 

The new office and its 
new sex 

Women are climbing a wider and 
steadier ladder to success today. More are 
striving for and attaining top management 
positions—positions to which they bring 
advanced degrees and a wealth of 
valuable experience. Talbot points out 
that organizations are compet ing fiercely 
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for these women and purposefully study-
ing what makes them stay. Th i s is 
evidenced by the once nonexistant and 
now taken for g ran ted p r e g n a n c y 
benefits . 

T h e soaring growth of day care centers 
and government attention to their opera-
tion, plus endless reports on the super-
woman tell us that women are commit-
ted to balancing personal lives and 
careers. Fewer are choosing to stay 
home, or to go home once their babies 
are born. Th i s increasing population of 

women in management poses new 
problems. 

"Powerful women in the work force is 
a new thing for men and women to deal 
with," says organization development 
consultant Kaleel Jamison. "It's not what 
they were brought up to expect." Many 
organizations, she says, expect women to 
leave their femininity in the parking lot 
when they enter the office. But this can-
not and should not be done. 

J a m i s o n ' s p a r t n e r , o r g a n i z a t i o n 
development consultant Frederick Miller, 
adds, "Organizations want women to be 
men. But by requiring women to be men, 
you limit the product iv i ty of the 
organization." 

What happens when powerful women 
are women and powerful men are men, and 
they work side by side? 

"Sexual attraction is inevitable," says 
Chester Wright, chief of the work force 
effectiveness and development division 
for the U .S . Of f i ce of Personne l 
Management—Atlan ta Region. " T h e 
whole exci tement of men and women 
sharing a high-power work environment 
and working together to solve problems 
is a stimulus." 

I lorn and I lorn, in their 1982 publica-
tion Sex in the Office, discussed the 
psychological and physical incentives to 
the development of office romance. 
"Practically every emotion you can 
name —from despair to exultation—is ex-
pressed routinely in offices and corridors. 
If you arc working on a risky venture with 
an attractive partner, your adrenalin level 
is high. You feel good, nervous, excited. 
T h e sense of high risk can be easily 
translated into sexual attraction for your 

partner." Succeed or fail, they conclude, 
falling into one another's arms seems right 
and natural. 

Other characteristics of the new office 
besides increased women in management 
stimulate sexual at traction. Barbara 

Riddle, an advertising professional in 
Washington, D . C . , tells how she fell in 
love with a co-worker whom she even-
tually married. 

"Richard and I had been working 
together for about six months when a 
health club opened nearby. T h e agency 
bought a corporate membership and the 
two of us started to go. We went together 
at lunchtime, became good friends and, 
two months later, the friendship blos-
somed into love." 

C o r p o r a t e c l u b m e m b e r s h i p s , 
chartered excursions, even new office 
Christmas parties—they're bigger and fan-
cier, and fewer spouses attend —all in-
crease the likelihood of co-workers fall-
ing in love. 

Why attraction must be 
addressed 

Jamison asserts that in the future, even 
more women will work on even more 
stimulating projects with men, and we 
must learn how to deal with it now. "Sex-

ual attraction can't be s topped and it can 
enhance the organization. It should be 
managed so it has a positive, not negative, 
effect on the organization and its people." 

"It wouldn't be disruptive as often if 
managers would stop burying their heads 
in the sand," says Talbot . "If they would 
be open about sexual attraction and 
would educate employees about it, the 
people attracted would feel less guilty and 
wouldn't feel the need to be sneaky. T h a t 
is what's disruptive." 

It is the rare, but not unheard of, sex-
ual attraction case that attracts media at-
tention. Public relations professional 

F. Charles Graves, partner and executive 
vice president of Michael Klepper 
Associates, advises management to 
"acknowledge sexual attraction and find 
ways to deal with it ahead of t ime. When 
it strikes, if it strikes big and you're un-

. . .men have tried to keep organizations sterile and 
without emotion, which, they fear, will erode the 
organization 
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prepared, it can turn into a public rela-
tions problem. It can be disruptive to the 
company and its image in the communi-
ty, especially if the company is the main 
employer in the community." 

Can organizations benefit 
from sexual attraction? 

In "The Sexual Side of Enterprise." 
Jeanne Bosson Driscoll and Rosemary A. 
Bova reported the following reasons why 
o r g a n i z a t i o n s c o m m o n l y d i s f avo r 
attraction: 
• Personal distractions interfere with 
productivity. 
• People may avoid working together 
because of fear of attraction. 
• Sexual relationships have power im-
plications within the organization. 
• Promotions may be lost or gained 
through sexual favoritism. 

In the past, wrote Driscoll and Bova, 
organizations that did not ignore relation-
ships frequently dealt with them by ter-
minating the employment of the women 
involved, who usually occupied lower-
status positions. This practice may not 
be in the organization's best interest 
because, many times, large sums have 
been spent on developing and training 
both employees.1 

causes happiness and creates energy. If 
the energy is channeled properly, it will 
flow into everything the employees do. 
It will flow into the memos they're 
writing, into the joint venture they're 
working on. It will have a positive, 
energizing effect on the organization." 

Jamison acknowledges that the level of 
the relationship and the conditions sur-
rounding it determine how deeply in-
volved two employees can become with-
out doing harm to themselves and to their 
organization. She developed a touch 
spectrum (its originator is not known) that 
combines touch and words appropriate 
for each level of a relationship: 
• Step I: Acceptance—marked by a 

handshake. 
• Step 2: Caring— marked by assisting 
gestures, such as helping someone with 
a heavy package. 
• Step 3: Trust—includes casual, acci-
dental touches that are not perceived as 
sexual in motive and do not cause 

embarrassment . 
• Step 4: Affection—includes friendly 

gestures, such as an arm around some-
one's shoulder, hugs and kisses on the 
cheek—all without sexual intent. 
• Step 5: Eroticism and Step 6: Genital-
ity—touches at these stages are explicit-
ly sexual in nature. 

their <e« l i n i n i t V 

t o l e a v e t h e l 

e x p e c t ^ t b e o f f i c e 

o T 4 a o ^ a t , o 0 S
 h e n t h e * e l i t e 

> V a t i y \ o t 

i n t h e 

Kaleel Jamison finds another fault with 
the traditional dismissal practice: It no 
longer is viable with more women in 
management positions. Women now are 
equally valuable and organizations cannot 
afford to lose them. 

She also finds fault with organizational 
conclusions that employee attraction 
always spells trouble. "Sexual attraction 
m a k e s p e o p l e feel good a b o u t 
themselves. If we can position people to 
feel positive about themselves and their 
co-workers, organizations will be en-
hanced. productivity will be increased and 
employees will work better together." 

Lester Talbot agrees that sexual attrac-
tion can affect the organization positive-
ly. "It's a positive, exciting emotion that 

Jamison believes that in general, the 
highest level on the touch spectrum for 
productive work is affection, and com-
panies should accept the steps leading up 
to and including affection as norms. T h e y 
can enhance the organization. 

If handled properly and if they are not 
taboo, some relationships can ascend the 
touch spectrum to genkality without 
negatively impacting work, says Jamison. 
Here's w hat she considers taboo: 
—a relationship that includes a person 
with personnel functions or any other 
f u n c t i o n t h a t i nvo lves p e r s o n a l 
confidences; 
—a relationship shared by co-workers in 
the same reporting tine—they either 
report to the same supervisor or one in 

the relationship reports to the other; 

—a relationship involving one or two mar-
ried people . 

Taboo relationships cause disruption in 
the organization, says Jamison. 'There 
must be appropriate public behavior and 
the relationship must not be taboo in 
order for it to reach genitality and still be 
enhancing to the organization. 

"When sexual tension starts interfering 
with our w o r k - w h e n we start getting 
preoccupied with whether or not we 
should go to bed with someone—it's 
disruptive," says Jamison. "But it isn't 
always disruptive. T h e attraction is okay, 
as long as it leads to more productive 

work." 
Co-workers outside of the relationship 

may feel differently, whether the relation-
ship affects their work or not. Mere in-
terest or justified anxiety commonly cause 
them to gossip, pass judgment or fear for 
their job security. But some outsiders re-
main uninvolved if they determine that 
the relationship is none of their business 
or will have no negative impact on their 
work. 

Lynn Walker, an account executive for 
a major communicat ions corporation, 
works within a tightly knit project group 
that, until recently, included three men 
and herself. Another female is now in the 
group. Speculating about the addition. 
Walker said, "I have to rely on the sup-
port of the others in my group—customer 
and product service reps—in order to do 
my job as account executiv e well. If she 
(the new woman) and one of the men get 
involved, I'll only be concerned if it has 
an impact on my work and my ability to 
achieve." 

In Walker's opinion, sexual attraction 
can have a positive effect on a work rela-
tionship and the organization. "The 
stronger sense of togetherness can make 
a couple work stronger toward their com-
mon goals." 

Attraction in mentor 
relationships 

Pair a male mentor with a younger, 
female protege and sexual attraction is 
likely to result. In Mentoring at Work, 
Kathy E. Kram discusses typical roles 
assumed by mentors and proteges when 
they attempt to defuse feelings they fear 
will prove harmful. 

Father/daughter roles most common-
ly are assumed in the efforts to avert sex-
ual danger. But while the professionals 
may s u c c e s s f u l l y play o u t t he i r 

father/daughter parts and feel safer and 
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more c o m f o r t a b l e in their w o r k relation-

ship, t h e careers of bo th still suffer . The 

w o m a n w h o colludes in playing a helpless 

and dependen t role forfeits the opportuni-

ty to d e m o n s t r a t e her skills and c o m -

pe tence . T h e male mentor who maintains 

the role of tough , invulnerable expe r t 

forfe i ts t h e oppo r tun i t y to ask for help 

w h e n it would be useful for needed sup-

por t or in fo rmat ion . 2 

T h e i n s i d e s t o r i e s , r e s p e c t e d 

r e f e r ences and o p e n doors a m e n t o r in 

uppe r m a n a g e m e n t can p rov ide are in-

valuable to the professional woman. Men-

t o r / p r o t e g e re la t ionships are also impor-

tant to the organiza t ion; they are an in-

tegral part of the g r o o m i n g p rocess that 

sexual a t t ract ion b e t w e e n managers a n d , 

based on her conc lus ions , of fered t h e s e 

guidel ines to organiza t ions : 

• Treat t h e re la t ionship as a confl ic t of 
in teres t . 

• Advise the couple to get ou ts ide help. 

• P e r s u a d e the coup le that e i ther t h e 

p e r s o n least essent ia l t o t h e c o m p a n y or 

bo th have to go. 

• H e l p the o u s t e d execu t ive f ind a n e w 

and p e r h a p s be t t e r j o b . 5 

Jamison t akes issue with the conc lu -

sion. "It says there ' s no way to m a n a g e 

sexual a t t rac t ion in the office. 1 d isagree . 

As an o u t c o m e of that a p p r o a c h , unwit-

tingly, we p e r p e t u a t e the w o m a n bear ing 

the b run t of the issue." 

tion and related issues. 'Through e d u c a -

t ion, P e n n Mutual h o p e s to k e e p p a c e 

with a rapidly chang ing work env i ron-

men t and offer its employees concre te ad-

vice for working product ive ly amid the 
n e w condi t ions . 

In a d d i t i o n , 'Ta lbo t h a s w o r k e d 

specifically at creat ing in his d e p a r t m e n t 

a less rigid, m o r e a f f e c t i o n a t e at-

m o s p h e r e . "I es tabl ished as a n o r m that 

w e w e r e to b e o p e n and a f fec t iona te . A 

lot of peop le in the d e p a r t m e n t had t rou-

ble with it at first. It felt unusual . But , 

eventually, everyone, with one except ion, 

really e n j o y e d it. And produc t iv i ty was 

e n h a n c e d . " 

T a l b o t achieved this a t m o s p h e r e by 

0 r k - i f 8 d i a n • 8 n ,Ptjve. h u t 

provides t h e organization with successive 

qual i ty m a n a g e m e n t . Jamison sugges ts 

that to avoid the particular pitfalls of sex-

ual at tract ion in men to r relationships, the 

men to r /p ro tege couple take their relation-

ship to the af fec t ion level and k e e p it 

there. T h e problem also can be put to the 

organiza t ion . T o p reven t the c rumbl ing 

of e f fec t ive m e n t o r / p r o t e g e coupl ing, to 

p r e v e n t e m p l o y e e s a s suming roles that 

p r o d u c e less than quality work , t h e 

o rgan iza t ion should help e m p l o y e e s 

m a n a g e their a t t rac t ion . 

Suggestions to management 

T h e r e are no e t ched- in - s tone policies 

for manag ing sex in t h e office. N o t even 

f rom the U . S . g o v e r n m e n t . C h e s t e r 

Wright be l ieves "it's still sort of a m y t h 

to the g o v e r n m e n t that w o m e n are at-

t racted to m e n , that mutual attraction oc-

curs . 'The in t roduc t ion of a large n u m b e r 

of profess ional w o m e n in the w ork p lace 

has m a d e a subs tant ia l impact , and 

n o b o d y has really c o m e to grips with it 
ve t . 

In an article last year in t h e Harvard 

Business Review, Eliza Coll ins e x a m i n e d 

Jamison m a k e s t h e s e sugges t ions to 

organizat ions : 

• P rov ide clear guidel ines to m a n a g e r s 

o n wha t is c o n s i d e r e d t aboo in t h e 

organizat ion. Also, de f ine sexual a t t rac-

t ion and dis t inguish it f rom sexual 

h a r a s s m e n t . 

• Teach m a n a g e r s to deal w ith sexual 

a t t rac t ion in the mos t h u m a n and car ing 

w ay possible . T e a c h t h e m to t ake special 

care in cases of t aboo re la t ionships . Re-

mind t h e m t o b e nondisc r imina tory in 

dea l ing with h o m o s e x u a l re la t ionships . 

M a n a g e r s also should learn to help 

e m p l o y e e s de f ine t h e levels and ap-

propria te behaviors of their relat ionships. 

Through this, e m p l o y e e s will b e c o m e 

m o r e aware and m o r e in control of sex-

ual t ens ions . 

• Teach managers to deal w ith relation-

ships that affect work negat ively by 

d i s c u s s i n g t h e p r o b l e m s wi th t h e 

e m p l o y e e s involved. Ta lk first with the 

higher rank ing of t h e two, t h e n talk with 

the o t h e r . 

Les t e r 'Talbot agrees with the educa -

tion app roach . H e is involved in P e n n 

M u t u a f s cur ren t e f for t s to t each its 

e m p l o y e e s about sexism, sex discr imina-

m a k i n g his own behavior a m o d e l and 

d i s p l a y i n g p e r s o n a l c o n c e r n f o r 

e m p l o y e e s . "I let t h e m k n o w that ex-

press ing emo t ions is okay." 

W h e n the air of the off ice is m o r e con-

duc ive to the express ion of natural e m o -

t ions , w h e n it no longer is s t range and 

unusual for co-workers to exchange affec-

tions, the disruptive qualities of sexual at-

t rac t ion in the off ice will b e l e s sened . 

W a r m t h will replace sterility, and a m o r e 

p r o d u c t i v e work e n v i r o n m e n t will grow. 
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