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The academic community, practitioner literature and newspapers have all taken an
interest in workplace romance. This paper aims to review the literature on workplace
romance and to argue that the issue of power is key to understanding the negative
consequences for individuals and organizations, linking workplace romance with theories or explanatory models of power. The paper first examines definitions of workplace
romance, presents evidence of its prevalence, distinguishes between different types of
workplace romance, and then looks at the main issues that managers and organizations
face when considering the issue. The approaches taken by research in management, law,
psychology and sociology are contrasted. The motivations for romance and the place of
culture are described. Secrecy, gender differences and the negative and positive outcomes for men and women are discussed. The link between romance and harassment is
explored. The paper looks at what organizations have done to manage romance. The
research methods that have been used are reviewed, as are the gaps and weaknesses in
order to make recommendations for future research. The review synthesizes accumulated knowledge in both research and practice, ending by identifying recommendations
for managers.

Introduction
Since the late 1970s, workplace romance has been
researched and debated by scholars and academics. It
is likely that the first definition of workplace romance
was ‘a relationship between two members of the
same organization that is perceived by a third party to
be characterized by sexual attraction’ (Quinn 1977,
p. 30). More recently workplace romances have been
defined by Pierce and Aguinis (2001, p. 206) as
‘mutually desired relationships involving sexual
attraction between two employees of the same
organization’. Sexual attraction is thus a defining
feature of workplace romance.
Surveys over the last few decades have clearly
illustrated the prevalence of workplace romance. In
the UK more than 70% of employees have experienced a workplace romance (Clarke 2006). It is
thought that up to a fifth of us meet our partners at
work, and a quarter to half of office romances lead

to marriage (Furnham 2012). In the US, a 2011
survey by CareerBuilder.com showed that 40% of
respondents had dated a co-worker, while a third
said they had married the person they dated at
work (Adams 2012a, 2012b; see also Society for
Human Resource Management (SHRM) 2011).
Crail (2006) reported that 71% of survey respondents were aware of a romance currently happening
in their office. Nearly a quarter of managers said
they had been involved in a workplace romance
at least once during their career (Peak 1995).
Workplaces are now seen as having an important
sexual component (Fleming 2007; Kakabadse and
Kakabadse 2004). Social–sexual behaviour is
common in organizations, with a majority reporting
that they experience it (Burke and McKeen 1992).
Kakabadse and Kakabadse (2004) found that 60%
of their survey of 221 participants of different
nationalities admitted to an intimate experience in
the workplace.
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The literature fails to draw out the different types
of romance, but there are two essential factors:
whether both parties are ‘single’, and whether there
is an issue of consent. A workplace romance between
single workers may be simply a ‘one night stand’ or
the beginning or continuation of an established partnership. However, workplace romance relationships
where one or both partners are involved in an existing relationship may potentially bring about the
infamy of extramarital affairs. A romance in which
consent is in question may or may not result in accusations of harassment. These distinctions apply
across relationships of same-gender or differentgender couples.
Only two types of workplace romance are identified in the literature: lateral and hierarchical (e.g.
Karl and Sutton 2000; Pierce and Aguinis 1997). A
lateral romance is a relationship between employees
of equal status. A hierarchical romance is one where
the two employees are at different organizational
levels, as when a manager is romantically involved
with his or her subordinate. Hierarchical workplace
romances are both more frequent and more problematic than lateral romances, involve power differences
between those in the partnership, and are often a
source of hostility (Powell 2001).
Romantic behaviour is frequently contrasted with
sexually harassing behaviour, which is unwelcome,
non-consensual and a form of sex discrimination. For
example, Pierce et al. (1996) refer to workplace
romance as a consensual relationship between two
partners of opposite sex that does not constitute
unwanted or harassing activity. Definitions also tend
to assume that the romance is between two partners
of the opposite sex (e.g. Dillard and Witteman 1985;
Mainiero 1986; Pierce et al. 1996; Powell 1993;
Powell and Mainiero 1990). The workplace romance
literature has been fairly silent on the topic of samesex romances (Powell and Foley 1998). While
Rumens (2008) discusses gay men’s friendships at
work, and Bowring and Brewis (2009) look at how a
group of lesbian and gay employees manage their
identities at work, neither examines workplace
romance. The definitions also tend to exclude crossorganizational romances.
Workplace romance presents a number of questions. One of the most important is: should workplace romance be banned because it can potentially
hurt the organization and the couple? The research
literature on workplace romance has been driven by a
concern about potential negative impacts of workplace romance: in particular, impacts on productivity

and claims of favouritism or sexual harassment. The
literature offers advice to managers on questions
such as whether managers should treat romantic relationships as private affairs, external to the organization and its business, or should intervene with an
anti-fraternization policy. This question has been
debated since 1978, when Margaret Mead, an anthropologist, stated her opinion: ‘You don’t make passes
or sleep with people you work with’ (Mead 1978).
People who believe that expressions of sexuality
should never appear at work get upset and expect
management to do something (Powell and Foley
1998). ‘Sexuality’ and ‘work’ are seen as ‘somehow
at odds with each other’ (Hearn and Parkin 1987, p.
7). Blending the boundaries of personal and work life
is considered a ‘risky business’ (Burke 2010), as it
raises conflicts between professional codes of
conduct and the right to privacy (Mainiero and Jones
2013). Consensual workplace romance can lead to
negative outcomes such as job loss, litigation or
negative publicity in newspapers (Williams et al.
1999). McDonald (2000) illustrates the dangers that
managers face by entitling his article ‘Failed workplace romances: If you’re lucky you’ll just get sued’.
The issue of workplace romance becomes highly
topical when well-known individuals lose their jobs
or professional reputations. Cases that have been
widely discussed in the media include Clinton–
Lewinsky (Powell 2000), in which consensual sexual
relations between a married man and a single intern
resulted in the impeachment of the US president, and
the case of a then-married Mary Cunningham who
was accused of ‘sleeping her way to the top’ at the
Bendix Corporation (Harrison and Lee 1986; Swartz
et al. 1987). The Red Cross fired its married president because of a personal relationship with a subordinate (CNN 2007); the World Bank president
resigned following a conflict of interest from his
relationship with an employee; Boeing’s chief executive lost his job after an ‘improper relationship’ with
a colleague (Isidore 2005); and more recently, a CIA
chief resigned after his extramarital affair was uncovered (BBC News 2012).
The research literature in human resource management and law has been driven by concerns about the
harmful outcomes of workplace romance; this
perspective has led to their contribution being functionalist and prescriptive. However, in sociology
and organizational theory, the approach has been
quite different. This literature first notes how the
issue of sexuality in organizations has been largely
untouched (Burrell and Hearn 1989; Hearn and
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Parkin 1987), as organizations are portrayed as being
about control, instrumental rationality and the suppression of emotion. This view is particularly evident
in neoclassical ideals of management. The literature
goes on to acknowledge the place of gender, sex,
eroticism and sexuality in organizations (Brewis and
Grey 1994; Brewis and Linstead 2000; Shilling and
Mellor 2010). Rather than assume a Freudian perspective portraying sexuality as inherently disorderly
and dangerous, these theorists argue that workplaces
define and shape sexual desire. Groups will often
negotiate and resist pressures toward conformity
with social norms (Williams et al. 1999). It is argued
that a social constructionist perspective is required,
one which acknowledges that sexuality is a historical
construct (Burrell 1984), coupled with a nuanced
view of workplace sexuality.
Other sociologists take the argument a step further,
for example suggesting that sexuality should be
encouraged at work as a way of exploiting labour
power and productive potential (Marcuse 1968).
Gherardi (1994, p. 600) argues that our first act on
meeting someone is to ‘ascribe a gender identity’,
while Brewis (2005, p. 497) adds that attaching a
label of heterosexual, homosexual or bisexual is ‘as
common a practice’. Re-eroticization theory suggests that the removal of all oppressive structures
will allow the full emergence of eros, making organizations more passionate, human and exciting places
(Brewis and Linstead 2000; Burrell 1992). While not
specifically addressing workplace romance, sociology and organizational theory discusses sexuality in
organizations and a range of practices ‘from feelings
to flirtations to sexual acts, accomplished willingly,
unwillingly or forcibly by those involved’ (Burrell
and Hearn 1989, p. 13), demonstrating how sexuality
is infused in all aspects of organizational life and
how organization pervades every aspect of our sexuality (Brewis and Linstead 2000; Hearn and Parkin
1987). The discipline looks at how expressions of
sexuality are sanctioned and used by management
(Abbot and Tyler 1998; Fleming 2007). It also
acknowledges sexuality’s pivotal role in the imbalances of power between genders. The struggle for
power lies at the core of love and sexuality; men
continue to have the upper hand (Illouz 2012). Love
is one of the main causes of the divide between men
and women, for when in love, men and women continue to perform the deep divisions that characterize
their respective identities. Gender identities and hierarchy are played out and reproduced in the experience of workplace romance. This literature tends to

3
look beyond whether expressions of sexuality are
good or bad. Sexual harassment may be understood
as a sexualized abuse of power, or more positively
sex can perhaps provide the basis for re-energized
relationships between work colleagues (Burrell
1992; Pringle 1989). Gallop (1997) goes as far as
arguing that banning amorous relationships may be
shutting down the possibilities that make relationships productive.

Methods for this review
This review draws from research on workplace
romance published in academic journals in the
fields of management, law, psychology and sociology, as well as practitioner journals such as Personnel Today and business magazines such as Forbes.
There is a large literature; by 2010 there were about
400 articles on the topic. The vast majority of these
originated in the US: for every 10 articles originating there, there is just one from outside (Boyd
2010). For this review, ECSCO host was used as a
bibliographic database and a search was done with
keywords ‘workplace romance’ for the period 1972
to the present. This produced 662 articles, many of
which were actually on sexual harassment, but had
‘workplace romance’ in their keyword selection.
Those articles not about workplace romance were
removed, though the present review does consider
the links between sexual harassment and romance,
as this is an issue raised in the workplace romance
literature. A review was conducted of those
approximately 120 articles left with a particular
emphasis on key researchers in the field, those most
cited by others.
While the definitions of workplace romance
assume a sexual relationship, there are studies of
non-sexual love relationships at work (e.g. Lobel
et al. 1994). This review is about workplace romance
where there is physical intimacy, and sexual attraction is assumed, as this is how the concept is defined.
It is these relationships that provoke the more intense
reactions and have the greater consequences. It will
not include relationships such as strong friendships
and will not include romantic relationships between
those who do not work, for example adolescents
whose formative experiences of romance are studied
by social psychologists, or the general population
who respond to surveys about romance (e.g. questions about their perceived romantic competence),
but may not be in work.
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‘Managing’, power and romance
Although organizations have historically attempted
to suppress, control and contain sexuality (Burrell
1984; Roy 1974) as sexuality and other ‘personal
forces’ have been perceived to be at odds with
productivity, inappropriate, ‘out of place’ in
organizational life (Schultz 2003), management
attempts to desexualize the organization may have
the opposite effect if subordinates’ resistance leads
them to engage in behaviour simply because it is
forbidden (Burrell 1984). Attraction at work usually
happens between those who work together closely,
collaborate, are similar in attitude to each other and
find it easy to interact (Byrne and Neuman 1992;
Quinn 1977; Salvaggio et al. 2011b). The increase in
interaction as well as a sense of common purpose
increases the likelihood of personal attraction.
Sharing an experience, such as the same reaction to
an event or a co-worker, can also lead to interpersonal attraction (Pinel et al. 2006) and romance.
The difficulties of managing intimacy and attraction in working relationships are particularly evident
in the mentor–protégé relationship: it has been estimated that 10% of mentors and protégés become
sexually intimate (Burke 2010), which raises issues
about power. Similarly, the prevalence of romance in
universities presents managers with concerns about
the abuse of power and conflicts of interest. However,
sexual relationships between staff and students flourish (Reiss 2008). In US universities, approximately
17% of female graduate students said that they had a
sexual relationship with at least one of their professors while at university (Glaser and Thorpe 1986;
Pope et al. 1979), and 26% of male faculty reported
sexual relationships with female students (Fitzgerald
et al. 1988). In the UK, it was found that just 50 of
102 educational institutions had policies requiring
staff to declare sexual or other relationships with
students that might give rise to a conflict of interest.
Of those who had a relationship, only 30 of 100 staff
declared it to avoid conflict of interest (Reiss 2008).
In these research findings, we have a clear illustration of Lukes’ (1986) three-dimensional model of
power. In the one-dimensional view of power, person
A has power over person B; this power comes from
A’s higher rank in the organization and their ability
to use some reward such as higher marks or positive
evaluations in return for sexual favours. The second
dimension draws on Bachrach and Baratz (1962) to
acknowledge the ways in which decisions are prevented from being taken on issues over which there is

an observable conflict of subjective interests, where
there is a structural face of power lurking in the dark.
A minority of relationships between staff and students are declared or taken into account. Policies on
intimate relationships are ignored, and the romantic
relationships, with their inherent conflicts of interest,
are rendered invisible. The failure to make decisions
ensures that it is unlikely that the status quo will
change. The third dimension incorporates the first
two, but also ‘allows that power may operate to shape
and modify desires and beliefs in a manner contrary
to people’s interests’ (Lukes 1986, p. 9). The existence of relations of dominance, in this case the powerful over the less powerful, prevents grievances and
conflict from forming by shaping the perceptions and
cognitions of subordinate groups so that romance is
seen as harmless fun, natural and unchangeable.
This third dimension of power is illustrated again
in the research (e.g. Powell and Foley 1998) that
attempts to explain the prevalence of romance with
three reasons. First, it notes how workplace romance
has increased as a result of the influx of women into
the workforce, ‘upsetting traditional organizational
behavior modes’ (Swartz et al. 1987, p. 22) and creating ‘numerous new problems for the personnel
management function’ (Ford and McLaughlin 1987,
p. 100), as if women are to blame (Riach and Wilson
2007). The increasing number of women in the workplace then leads to greater opportunity for individuals to form romantic relationships. Secondly, people
work longer hours (Worrall and Cooper 2001) and so
are spending more time at work and less time with
family. Third, the tendency to marry later and the
higher divorce rate is likely to result in a greater
incidence of workplace romance (Dillard et al.
1994), although divorce may also be a consequence
of workplace romance. Research has also looked at
the motivation for romance.

Motivation and the place of culture
in romance
Research has identified a number of different
motives for participation in a workplace romance. It
may be: a love motive – a sincere desire to seek a
long-term companion; an ego motive – a desire to
seek adventure, excitement, sexual experience or
ego satisfaction; or a job-related motive – a desire
to seek advancement, security, power, financial
rewards, lighter workloads or increased holiday time
(Anderson and Fisher 1991; Brown and Allgeier
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1996; Dillard and Broetzmann 1989; Mainiero
1986; Quinn 1977). It is the ability to offer rewards
such as advancement, security, power, financial
benefit, lighter workloads or increased holiday time
that gives the superior the opportunity to exercise
their power and fulfil the employee’s motive.
Employees may have multiple motives for participation in the romance, and a pair may have different
motives. Culture, too, can influence motivation.
Contextual factors such as organizational cultures,
types of jobs and patterns of work have been shown
in research to have an impact on friendship at work
(Cohen 1992; Wellman 1992), so it is likely that they
will also have an impact on romance. Some professions provide fertile grounds for romantic and sexual
relationships. Marketing and advertising score high,
while architecture scores low (Burke 2010). Long
work hours coupled with high work demands encourage individuals to spend increasing amounts of
time at work (Gautier 2007; Pierce et al. 1996).
Organizational culture acts as a signal to employees
regarding what types of behaviour will be tolerated
(Salvaggio et al. 2011b). Those that signal to workers
that mutual attraction is acceptable are more likely to
witness romance. Little attention has been given to
the context in which workplace romances occur
(Williams et al. 1999), but research has found that
they are more likely to occur if the environment is
characterized by both men and women being
sexualized through flirting, joking and provocative
dressing (Society for Industrial and Organizational
Psychology 2013). The psychological and structural
context of work, such as the norms for sexual behaviour, are more relevant for understanding workplace
romance than basic demographic characteristics of
employees such as age or gender ratios (Salvaggio
et al. 2011a). Research has also found that slowpaced, traditional and conservative organization cultures (e.g. found in banking and finance) are
associated with fewer workplace romances, while
fast-paced liberal cultures (as found in advertising)
are associated with more. Romance is also more
likely in ‘hot’ workplace climates: those characterized by a hedonistic orientation and a focus on physical attractiveness (Mano and Gabriel 2006), for
example spa resorts. Jobs that are characterized by a
sexual simmer (Giuffre and Williams 1994) or a high
level of sexual innuendo and flirtation offer a more
hospitable climate for romance: for example, restaurants (Salvaggio et al. 2011a). The psychological and
structural context of work, for example the norms for
sexual behaviour, are important to understanding the
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antecedents of workplace romance. Applied psychologists have looked at workers’ reactions
to sexual advances and have demonstrated gender
differences.

Gender differences and
workplace romance
Men and women see sexual behaviours differently
(Gutek 1985). Men tend to view the same sexual
behaviours as less offensive and harmful than women
do (Berdahl 2007) and hold more favourable attitudes towards romance and sexual intimacy at work
(Pierce 1998). Some men report wanting to experience more social behaviour at work (Berdahl et al.
1996), probably because of gender differences in
power.
Reactions may differ, depending on who workers
find attractive. In a study of restaurants, Giuffre and
Williams (1994) found that waiters and waitresses
engaged in flirtatious, sexual bantering with
co-workers of the same race, ethnicity, class and
sexual orientation. However, they defined identical
behaviours between co-workers of different backgrounds as sexual harassment. This suggests that it is
the characteristics of the individual rather than the
sexual behaviour that is objectionable.
While sexual behaviour at work is primarily
between peers (Gutek 1985; US Merit Systems
Protection Board 1994), individuals with more power
who initiate sexual behaviour should be perceived as
more threatening and coercive than those with equal
or less power (Bourgeois and Perkins 2003). As men
tend to have more power in organizations, sexual
behaviour initiated by men should be more potentially threatening and coercive than that initiated by
women (Berdahl and Aquino 2009). In a study of
sexual behaviour at work (e.g. sexual jokes and
propositions), Berdahl and Aquino (2009) found that
some women and many men enjoyed that behaviour
at work. Over one-quarter found it fun or flattering,
while almost half saw it as benign, but slightly more
found it stressful or bothersome. Men tended to enjoy
ambient sexual behaviour (sexual jokes, language
and materials) and particularly direct sexual behaviour (direct sexual comments and advances), but
women tended to dislike both. Employees’ workrelated outcomes (withdrawing from work, neglecting tasks, considering quitting) were worse the more
they experienced sexual behaviour in their workplaces, regardless of whether they disliked or enjoyed
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the behaviour. These results suggest that sexual
behaviour at work causes harm. A study by Collins
(1983) also showed that many of the women felt that
sexual liaisons at work had been harmful to them.
Sexual behaviours may not be considered ‘romantic’.
Much social sexual behaviour is unclear and ambiguous (Sias 2008). For example, what one person may
consider ‘flirting’ may be viewed by another as harassment. Flirting is ‘risky’ behaviour in that the
target of the flirting may reject the overture and/or
interpret the behaviour as harassment (Yelvington
1996). There is a very thin line between harassment
and romantic behaviour, and it can be difficult to
separate mutually consenting romances from sexual
exploitation, both empirically and philosophically
(Fitzgerald et al. 1988).
There are reasons why women might be more cautious than men about being involved in a workplace
romance. Women’s and men’s experiences in workplace romance are very different (Dillard and Miller
1988; Powell and Foley 1998; Quinn 1977), at least
partly because of their differences in power and
status in organizations. A woman who has a mentor
at a higher level in the organization can be unfairly
accused of ‘sleeping her way to the top’ (Clawson
and Kram 1984; Quinn and Lees 1984). There is also
distrust about women: a belief that they will use and
lie about sex (Berebitsky 2012; Goudreau 2012).
This belief has recently been reinforced by Hakim
(2011), who has coined the term ‘erotic capital’ to
refer to the combination of beauty, sex appeal, skills
of presentation and social skills that make men and
women agreeable company and colleagues (Hakim
2011, p. 1). She argues ‘that women should be taught
to use their sex appeal to exploit men’ (Penny 2011).
In one example, she talks of ‘Jade’, who had an affair
with her boss. She says that, while some might regard
Jade’s boss’s interest in her as sexual harassment,
she would describe it as ‘a mutually rewarding relationship’ (Hakim 2011, p. 46). As long as the relationship is consensual, she may perceive the
relationship as mutually rewarding. However, there
are many moral as well as research-supported arguments that would dissuade women from having an
affair with their boss. The relationship, like so many,
could end in harassment (Pierce et al. 2004).
Research has shown that lower-level participants in
hierarchical romances are more likely to lose their
jobs or be relocated than higher-level participants,
especially if they are female (Devine and Markiewicz
1990; Pierce et al. 1996; Quinn 1977; Riach and
Wilson 2008). Quinn and Lees (1984) reported that

women were twice as likely to lose their jobs as the
men with whom they were involved. Riach and
Wilson (2007) found that employees believed that if
a relationship between two people at different levels
in the organization broke up, the more junior person
should leave; this was usually the female. Women
were described as ‘over emotional’ and ‘unstable’. In
contrast, men were ‘coping’. Women have been
found to be more negatively evaluated than men in
their motivation for participation in workplace
romance (Anderson and Fisher 1991; Anderson and
Hunsaker 1985; Morgan and Davidson 2008; Quinn
1977). Anderson and Hunsaker (1985) found that,
while respondents could easily identify the motivation for the female participant, about 15% could not
identify it for the male. Women are more likely to be
perceived as being involved in a workplace romance
to move up the organizational hierarchy, whereas
men are perceived as being involved to satisfy their
ego needs (Anderson and Fisher 1991). Women elicit
more negative reactions from colleagues than men do
for being involved in workplace romance (Dillard
1987; Dillard et al. 1994). Negative stereotypes of
‘slut’, ‘tart’ and ‘slag’ are attached to women for
being involved in a workplace romance, whereas this
is not the case for men (Riach and Wilson 2007).
Women, then, are more likely to be at risk of harm
from romance at work. Workplace romances may
also be particularly hazardous for same-sex couples
because of fellow employees’ negative reactions
(Powell and Foley 1998). There are good reasons to
keep the romance secret.

Romantic secrecy and the reactions of
co-workers
Romantic secrecy refers to the deliberate concealment of one’s ongoing romantic relationship from a
person or persons outside the relationship (Foster
et al. 2010) and is omnipresent in workplace
romances (Powell and Foley 1998). Most try to keep
the romance a secret, but fail (Anderson and
Hunsaker 1985; Quinn 1977; Quinn and Lees 1984).
It is claimed that fewer people now keep their workplace romance secret than was the case in 2005: 65%
of workers are public with them now (Adams 2012a).
There are good reasons why the couple try to keep
their romance secret. When the romance becomes
public knowledge, it provokes reaction (Foley and
Powell 1999) and gossip (Dillard and Miller 1988;
Quinn 1977). It can stimulate discussion about love,
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sex, family, power, justice, ethics and norms regarding acceptable behaviour at work (Powell and Foley
1998). Hierarchical romances stimulate more
response as they involve issues of power and dependency (Mainiero 1986). The couple may be perceived
as forming a coalition that gives them power. As a
result, team members may feel that they are no
longer on an even playing field when one co-worker
has formed a coalition with the supervisor. The
couple is perceived as a unit, and any communication
with either partner is assumed to be repeated to the
other (Jones 1999). As career rewards (e.g. pay
increases, favourable job assignments and promotion) can be exchanged for personal favours in hierarchical romances, other organizational members
may fear that the relationship is being exploited for
personal gain; this then raises issues of equity and
justice for co-workers (Greenberg 1987). The issue
of fairness and equity is also as salient for the participants as if the relationship involves hierarchical
difference. There is a risk that employees will lose
respect for the higher-level participant, fearing that
their judgement about performance is clouded
(Anderson and Hunsaker 1985; Spelman and Crary
1984). For the lower-level participant, there may be
risks to career, self-image and esteem if they feel
uncertain whether their progress in the organization
is due to competence or favouritism (Collins 1983;
Spelman and Crary 1984).
Reactions from co-workers are intensified if the
relationship is extramarital, and this can lead to a
greater deterioration of the work group’s social
climate (Dillard et al. 1994). Powell (2001) found
that respondents perceived a hierarchical romance as
representing a more serious problem for the organization when they thought that the lower-level participant was motivated by job concerns. The most
negative reactions were reserved for a lower-level
female participant being involved with a higher-level
male participant. This review will now look in more
detail at the impacts of romance in the workplace,
both negative and positive.

The negative and positive impacts of
workplace romance
Swartz et al. (1987, p. 34) conclude that ‘overt sexual
behaviour and business do not mix’. Strong sexual
attractions interfere with work. Quinn (1977),
drawing on a survey asking about romance among
co-workers, found that most employees cite negative
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consequences from workplace romance and say that
organizations generally do not take effective action.
Job productivity can be negatively affected by
romance, because of long lunches, extended discussions behind closed doors, missed meetings, late
arrivals, early departures, and errors (Quinn and
Judge 1978). A review of the literature by Pierce
et al. (1996) on the effect of workplace romance on
productivity concludes that ‘a substantial proportion
of the literature indicates that job productivity can be
negatively affected by workplace liaisons’ (Pierce
et al. 1996, p. 19), though Pierce (1998, p. 1726)
later reports that ‘participating in a workplace
romance may not be entirely detrimental to an individual’s performance at work’, while Pierce and
Aguinis (2003, p. 161) found romance not to be
predictive of ‘ levels of job performance’. As Boyd
(2010) notes, there is no benchmark evidence in the
literature of any attempt to compare productivity
gains or losses resulting from romance, so it is
impossible to draw firm conclusions on the impact of
romance on productivity.
Negative effects also include co-worker disapproval, cynicism and hostility (Anderson and Fisher
1991), as well as concerns that there will be favouritism and employment benefits given to one party
in the relationship by the other (Anderson and
Hunsaker 1985). Swartz et al. (1987) found that
romantic relationships adversely affect those
involved and the co-workers who witness them. Cole
(2009) found that no one reported positive effects
of workplace romance on the performance of
co-workers or work environment. Any impact was
invariably negative. Negative outcomes include conflicts of interest, flawed or biased decision-making
and other workplace inequities that have a negative
impact on both individual and organizational performance as well as the careers of one or both partners
(Powell 1993).
Research has also shown that employees involved
in a workplace romance can be more productive at
work (Dillard 1987; Dillard and Broetzmann 1989;
Pierce 1998; Quinn and Lees 1984). Levels of productivity may be lower at the start of the relationship,
as large amounts of time and energy are invested in
it. Once the initial excitement of the new romance
lessens, productivity tends to rise steadily (Pierce
et al. 1996). The motive for the relationship also
impacts on productivity. Individuals who participate
with a ‘love’ motive or a sincere desire for companionship tend to show an increase in productivity,
while those who participate with an ‘ego motive’, the
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desire for excitement, or with a job-related motive,
the desire for advancement, security or power, tend to
show no change in performance (Dillard 1987).
Those who show a love motive avoid the negative
consequences of inadequate performance by demonstrating increased effort in order to impress their
supervisors. Job satisfaction and organizational commitment also increase (Pierce and Aguinis 2003).
Workplace romances that lead to marriage could help
individuals to work to their maximum potential, as
their personal needs are being satisfied; this in turn
benefits performance (Mainiero 1989).
There are positive outcomes of organizational
romance for others too. For example workplace
romance can increase workplace morale and motivate other employees, encourage creativity and innovation. It can create more relaxed and happier work
environments (Biggs et al. 2012) and can soften personality conflicts, because the workplace romance
partners are more content and easier to get along
with. It can improve teamwork, communication and
cooperation (Cole 2009). However, the research also
clearly notes the negative impact of romance, in particular its link to harassment.

Romance and sexual harassment
There has been a good deal of public confusion and
controversy over the distinction between sexual
behaviour and sexual harassment, but court opinions and harassment scholars (e.g. Schultz 2003;
Williams et al. 1999) have been careful to maintain
one. Not all sexual behaviour at work is harassing
(Berdahl and Aquino 2009). There will be employees
who enjoy some forms of sexual behaviour some of
the time. There are forms of sexual harassment that
are clear. However, much is unclear and ambiguous
(Markert 1999). Behaviour that one individual considers a romantic overture or harmless fun, another
might perceive as harassing. Requests for sexual
favours in exchange for job security or enhancement
are likely to be identified as sexual harassment.
However, this clarity becomes ‘somewhat murky’
(Sias 2008, p. 129) depending on who is involved. If
the initiator is male and the target female, the situation is most likely to be perceived as sexual harassment; if the initiator is female, male targets are
slightly less likely to interpret it as sexual harassment. The overtness of the behaviour also helps to
identify the thin line between romance and sexual
harassment (Markert 1999).

Workplace romance is portrayed in the literature
as a major source of sexual harassment (Mainiero
1989; Pierce et al. 2008; Slovak 1991). If a workplace romance breaks down, one partner’s attempts
at reconciliation may be perceived by the former
partner as harassment. Sexual harassment is sex discrimination, and the employer can be held responsible for not protecting that employee from such
harassment. There is a clear link between failed
romance and sexual harassment. Specifically, 24% of
respondents in one survey indicated that sexual harassment claims had been raised in their organization
as a direct result of workplace romance (SHRM
1998). Roughly 10% of all women have left a job
because of sexual harassment (Gutek et al. 1990). As
we know that nearly 48% of workplace romances
dissolve (Henry 1995), it could be argued that we
should better understand the conditions under which
such terminated relationships result in sexually harassing behaviours at work. Pierce and Aguinis (2009)
estimated that there will be one harassment case for
every 704 romances and proposed that a number of
factors play a critical role in influencing the likelihood that terminated romances lead to sexually harassing behaviour. These factors include the type of
romance (e.g. how genuine the love motive is), the
partner’s social power (e.g. if one person in the relationship is a supervisor who can exchange a reward
such as a lighter workload for sexual favours), who
initiated the dissolution of the romantic relationship,
the male partner’s sexual proclivity, and the organization’s tolerance for sexual harassment. Having a
history of romance also impacts on how decisionmakers judge a subsequent incident or complaint of
sexual harassment (Pierce et al. 2000, 2004;
Summers and Myklebust 1992). (For a review of the
literature on sexual harassment, see McDonald 2012)
The law courts too have noted the close association
between workplace romance and sexual harassment
(Clarke 2006). For example, in the US, a court recognized that a workplace romance between a supervisor and a subordinate could generate a hostile
environment for the other employees (Bercovici
2007). What does research tell us about how organizations have responded?

What organizations have done to
manage romance
Most organizations allow romantic relationships, as
romance is seen as a ‘fact of life’ in the workplace
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(Lickley et al. 2009). Some have banned them (Boyd
2010; Gautier 2007). Organizations such as the
Catholic Church ban friendships as well as sexual or
romantic relationships in monasteries to avoid
adverse affects on the dynamic of the community.
Similarly, the military ban fraternization to promote
good order and discipline and to avoid the appearance of partiality (Case 2009). The US armed forces
have prohibited adultery with military or nonmilitary personnel (Powell and Foley 1998); a similar
situation exists in the UK forces (Sylvester 1998).
There are clear legal reasons why employers and
professional organizations enforce strict guidelines
on relationships in the military, between doctors and
patients, teachers and pupils, therapists and clients.
However, the consensus appears to be that a complete
ban is in all organizations is unworkable (Personnel
Today 2010). Many organizations that allow romance
are silent on the issue of sex in the workplace (Clarke
2006). While they may not wish to have couples
engaging in sexual relationships at work, these do
occur and may have to be managed. For example, the
prison service in Britain has banned conjugal visits
for prisoners because cells are deemed to be public
places. However, other countries have taken a different view, and more than half of European countries
allow them (Casciani 2012).
Given the association between terminated workplace romance and sexual harassment, and the fact
that ‘numerous’ human resource (HR) managers and
consultants believe that workplace romance should
be prohibited due to the possibility of harassment
claims (Pierce and Aguinis 2009), it might be argued
that it is surprising that organizations do not develop
policies for managing workplace romance. In the
UK, the most recent survey has found that one in
seven employers have banned relationships between
employees in the same team (Personnel Today
2012b). However, there has been extensive debate in
the law journals on how much an employer can constrain matters of romance (Boyd 2010). There are
those who argue that organizational policies that try
to ‘legislate love’ (Jones 1999) are violating individual rights (Dillard and Broetzmann 1989). One
poll found that 70% of respondents felt that office
romances were none of the company’s business
(Fisher 1994), while a state in the US (New York)
passed legislation that inhibits companies from
having policies prohibiting dating among employees
(Jones 1999). As a result, some organizations take no
action, while others have intervened to tell the couple
of the risks involved in forming romantic relation-
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ships, give a verbal reprimand or written warning, or
transferred or terminated employees (Karl and
Sutton 2000; Personnel Today 2012a). Others have
introduced informal policies on romance. Riach and
Wilson (2007) found that in their research, based in
the public house sector, there were informal ‘house
rules’ about romance at work. These informal rules
were often simply ignored.
Perhaps because of the fear of violating human
rights, relatively few organizations have formal
workplace romance policies (Appelbaum et al.
2007). Research from the SHRM demonstrated that
only 13% of organizations had a workplace romance
policy (SHRM 1998); by 2006, fewer than a third had
policies (Parks 2006). In the UK, fewer than onethird of companies have a policy (Personnel Today
2012b). Most policies cover only the most blatant
instances in which workplace romance may disrupt
the conduct of work. The most frequent restrictions
are bans on romance between supervisors and subordinates and on public displays of affection (SHRM
1998). It could be argued that more organizations
need to develop and enforce policies to manage
romantic relationships at work, particularly those
relationships that are hierarchical and involve a difference in social power (Paul and Townsend 1998;
Pierce and Aguinis 1997, 2009). It could equally
easily be argued that, if workplace romance were
being managed fairly and consistently, there would
be no need for a policy. While professional HR managers may want to avoid intervening in workplace
romances, employee non-participants in workplace
romance say that HR intervention is needed more
frequently than indicated by the HR practitioners
themselves (Michelson et al. 2010). Fair managerial
action appears to be the main concern for both
co-workers (Cole 2009; Riach and Wilson 2007) and
job-seekers (Pierce et al. 2012).
Organizations vary considerably in their response
to consensual relationships at work. Wal-Mart in
Germany tried to introduce an ethics policy to ban
romantic liaisons at work (Personnel Today 2005).
Wal-Mart was well known for its anti-fraternization
policy in the US before 1994, when they lost a case in
court. In 1993, they fired an employee who acknowledged committing adultery (Amaral 2006; Boyd
2010; Halverson 1993). Wal-Mart later revised its
policy to exclude any reference to married employees, but banned dating between supervisors and individuals who report directly to them (Powell and
Foley 1998), only to lose its court appeal in Germany
when it tried to ban these relationships there
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(Personnel Today 2005). Other organizations to
introduce strict non-fraternization policies include
Staples (the office supplies retail chain) and Lloyd’s
of London (Schaefer and Tudor 2001).
Consensual dating agreements have been introduced by some employers. These are sometimes
referred to as ‘love contracts’. They request a
couple to sign a document affirming that their
workplace romance is consensual, that they will not
engage in favouritism, and that they will not take
legal action against the employer or each other if
the relationship fails. Schaefer and Tudor (2001)
and Wilson et al. (2003) provide examples of specimen contracts. However, Kramer (2000) questions
whether these contracts are possible violations of
the privacy rights of employees. The manager may
find that an employee will bring a sexual harassment suit anyway (Zachary 2012). Other organizations have introduced codes of conduct. For
example, NatWest and Royal Bank of Scotland ask
staff to inform the organization if there is any
potential for a relationship to cause a conflict of
interests; security is cited as a reason (Guest 2005).
Wilson et al. (2003) conclude that an employer’s
legitimate interests in maintaining a peaceful and
productive work environment and avoiding liability
outweigh an employee’s right to privacy. Policies
should be reasonable and should not impose on
employees’ private lives.
Organizations such as Southwest Airlines, AT&T,
Xerox (Budak 2012) and Ben & Jerry’s actively
promote romance by recruiting couples. Southwest
Airlines boasts 1200 married couples from its staff of
35,000 (Budak 2012). Ben & Jerry’s HR manager is
quoted as saying ‘We expect that our employees will
date, fall in love, and become partners’ (Amaral
2006, p. 10).
Having looked at how organizations have
responded, we now turn to and critique the research
methods that have been used to develop knowledge
and understanding of workplace romance.

Research methods used in workplace
romance research
The main research method used to explore workplace romance is surveys. Surveys or polls of workplaces are undertaken by organizations such as:
Business Wire; OfficeClick (Schaefer and Tudor
2001); Career Builder, who polled 7780 full time
workers in 2011; Vault, who have run office surveys

for seven years, recently with a sample of 2083
employees (Adams 2012b; Vault 2011); XpertHR,
who publish their UK findings in Personnel Today
(2012b); and the US SHRM (1998, 2002; Bureau of
National Affairs 1988; Parks 2006). Early research
by Quinn (1977) found that part-time graduate students were hesitant to respond to questions about
romantic relationships, so recruited a sample of
white-collar employees willing to share their observations on romance. Quinn questioned people
waiting at two airports in the Boston area of the
US. This and other surveys using convenience
samples such as MBA students and soliciting thirdparty observation (e.g. Anderson and Hunsaker
1985) could have led to actor–observer effects
(Pierce et al. 1996). For example, an employee’s
motive for initiating a romance can be seen differently by the participant in the liaison and by an
observer. The individuals may or may not have any
personal experience of such relationships. By 1996,
Pierce et al. reported that, of the 56 studies of
workplace romance they reviewed, there had been
14 surveys with between 100 and 1300 participants,
conducted mainly by mail or telephone (Pierce
et al. 1996). Almost all the studies used closed-end
surveys, which also paid little attention to
organizational context (Williams et al. 1999). Much
of the research was from case studies (19 drawing
on between 1 and 12 cases) or was anecdotal evidence from opportunistic or convenience samples.
While these cases and anecdotal material help
outline the dynamics of organizational romance,
they lack methodological rigour (Mainiero 1986).
Recent surveys, too, have used convenience
samples: for example, Salvaggio et al. ’s (2011b)
survey of 197 working adults who had been
recruited by undergraduate psychology students as
part of an assignment, and their 2010 survey of 113
working adults from local businesses recruited by
two graduate students. The strength of the surveys
is that they have clearly demonstrated the prevalence of romance. However, methodologically we
need to move beyond the surveys towards deeper
qualitative research that fully explores the lived
experience of romance at work. Much more
research and attention to the topic is required for
management and management researchers to understand better the nature, conduct and experience,
emphasizing the important connections with power
relations both in organizations and across them. But
how has the literature to date enhanced our theoretical understanding?
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The theoretical contribution of
workplace romance research
Both the practitioner-oriented and the academic literature on workplace romance is of interest to managers and management scholars, not least because
these bodies of literature offer insight into why individuals enter into workplace relationships and why
those affected behave as they do. They also offer a
theoretical perspective on personal and professional
lives as well as a practical perspective on whether
romance impacts on productivity (Gautier 2007) and
how employers manage the effect of employees’ intimate relationships on productivity (Salvaggio et al.
2011b). The first scholarly review of workplace
romance was published back in 1977 by Quinn. He
defined it and identified factors relevant to the
formation of workplace romance, the impact of
workplace romance on co-workers and on the wider
organization, and subsequent management actions
(Quinn 1977). He presented a model of organizational romance that is theoretically important, as
it acknowledges a natural, but at least according to a
Weberian model (Weber 1947) deviant, behaviour in
organizations. This is because particularistic relationships are deemed inappropriate. The psychologists, drawing on equity and justice theory, note the
impact on co-workers’ sense of what is fair and equitable (Adams 1965; Cole 2009). As the negative
effects of the romantic relationship increase, the
coping strategies become more extreme, and the
negative impact tends to be greater. While the couple
and those who manage them may want the romance
to be a private affair, it is public in that it has an
impact on others. This model is of value because it
explains why workplace romance may be hurtful to
individuals and organizations and why employees
may be more aware of the negative impact of
romance on the workplace and expect managers to
take action.
Since Quinn, Mainiero (1986) has developed a
model of how theories of power, dependence and
social exchange influence the dynamics of workplace
romances and co-worker reactions. She also
reviewed the antecedent conditions contributing
to organizational romances, the decision factors
involved, the internal dynamics of relationships, the
impact of the romance on the work group and the
implications for management intervention. Power is
the key variable necessary for understanding the
effects and consequences of the romance. The power
dynamic is a function of the relative dependence of
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each partner on the other for resources that are
exchanged in the relationship. Workplace behaviour
will only be affected if the relationship is marked by
the exploitative exchange of resources in an unbalanced power relation. Where the power relationship
is balanced and both members are equally committed
to their organizational and personal roles, work
group performance is unlikely to be affected. Pierce
et al. (1996) then built on Mainiero’s model, producing a detailed and comprehensive model to elaborate
on the formation and impact of workplace romances.
Portions of this have been tested empirically,
and there have been several experimental studies
on workplace romance (e.g. Pierce et al. 2004).
However, before Pierce et al.’s (1996) theory-based
model and subsequent tests of this model, papers on
workplace romance were largely lacking theory.
There are many atheoretical papers that discuss the
morality of the phenomenon or document its consequences without a consideration of power differences. As women tend to have less power to provide
salient rewards (Ibarra 1993), power is an essential
component to consider. Also, as we have seen in this
paper, women, as the less powerful, are the most
likely to be hurt by the negative consequences of
their participation in romance. Much of the research
is lacking methodological rigour, recruiting convenience samples and those without first-hand experience
of romance, either for themselves or others whose
romance they have witnessed. Further, it is ironic,
given the literature’s concern with the impact of
romance on productivity, that there has been no
attempt to compare productivity gains or losses
resulting from romance; so far, the results have been
‘mixed’ (Pierce and Aguinis 2009). There needs to be
an increase in the level of empirical research to
support or disconfirm theories of workplace romance
that are already available (Powell and Foley 1998)
and explore new areas identified here, particularly
given how often individuals meet their partners at
work. From sociology and organizational theorists,
we learn that, while one of the first tasks of
bureaucracy is to suppress sexuality (Burrell 1984),
managements have contented themselves with the
incorporation and close containment of sexual relations in the non-work sphere. However, there has
been widespread resistance to such suppression, and
Burrell (1984) concludes that it seems that resistance
is to be found where control over sexual relations
would appear most developed. Workplace romance
should not be thought of as good or bad, tolerated or
forbidden, but as an expression of sexuality that per-
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vades every aspect of organizations. Banning
romance may be shutting down some possibilities
that make relationships productive, and the statistics
show how many people meet their partners at work.
However, this does not mean that we have to accept
re-eroticization theory’s uncritical acceptance of
the full emergence of workplace romance making
organizations more passionate, human and exciting
places (Brewis and Linstead 2000; Burrell 1992).
There are a number of reasons for caution. First, it
is clear that sexual behaviours at work are more
harmful to women. Secondly, power can be abused in
workplace relationships, and there can be conflicts of
interest. Thirdly, greater expression of romance and
sexuality may be regarded as less appropriate or
acceptable in some settings.

Future directions for research
The vast majority of the research is based in the US,
and more research is needed in a variety of countries
and cultures in which workplace romance occurs, in
order to look more deeply at the influence of culture
in organizational romance. Owing to the sensitive
nature of the topic, it has been assumed that obtaining interviews with those actually involved in
romance at work will be problematic, but this is not
necessarily the case. As most studies are conducted
with convenience samples, the samples are unrepresentative in terms of gender (e.g. 85.6% of Harrison
and Lee’s sample were male) as well as class and
status. Where investigators have used third-party
observations of romantic behaviour (Anderson and
Hunsaker 1985; Harrison and Lee 1986; Quinn
1977), the individuals questioned may or may
not have had first-hand experience of workplace
romance. The research on workplace romance has
been guided primarily by a positivist perspective
relying on self-report survey data to gauge prevalence and to test hypotheses. More qualitative
interview research is needed to glean first-hand experience of workplace romance (Gautier 2007;
Williams et al. 1999) and to examine how culture
and context impact. Where qualitative interview
research has been used, some interesting findings
have emerged. For example, Cole’s results showed
no positive impact of organizational romance on
co-workers. Could this be replicated in a different
study? What harm would interviewees discuss if not
presented with possible answers? If a social constructionist perspective were adopted, would harm or

negative impacts be more likely to be construed as
the result of romance by co-workers rather than those
involved?
We know little about policies, in particular informal policies or ‘house rules’ that attempt to manage
intimate relationships such as the one that Riach and
Wilson (2007) uncovered. Further research is needed
on workers’ reactions to workplace policies and
their implementation. It is clear that managers in
some organizations are still transferring employees
involved in romance to ensure that a couple does not
work closely together, formally reprimanding or dismissing them (Personnel Today 2012a). The surveys
show how pervasive workplace romance policies are,
but how consistently are they enforced? What is
their impact on the behaviour of others? How do
employees respond to the policies and their punitive
consequences? Are the consequences that sexual
relationships and activity go ‘underground’? While it
is suspected that much activity of a sexual nature
takes place in organizations, sexual relations do not
take place uniformly in time and space. We may learn
much from the time–space movements of individuals
through an investigation of the location and episodes
in the sexual underlife of the organization (Burrell
1984; Giddens 1981). Riach and Wilson (in press)
begin to do this in their research, exploring the
lived experience of sexuality in one particular
organizational setting, in a pub. However, much more
research in different locales is needed.
More research is also needed to understand gender
differences. Are women still being more negatively
evaluated than men in their motivation for participation in workplace romance? Research on sex stereotypes shows ‘remarkable durability’ over time and
place (Burgess and Borgida 1999); are sex stereotypes still in evidence, so that women are construed
as warm, caring and deferential in relationships at
work, whereas men are strong and controlling? Are
women seen as more romantically competent than
men? (Romantic competence – a self-perceived
sense of how good one is at dealing with romantic
situations – is a relatively new concept that has been
studied among adolescents (Bouchey 2007), but not
as yet with those working in organizations.) Or do
myths endure, such as, ‘It is women who sleep their
way to the top’, despite evidence from Gutek (1989)
and Swartz et al. (1987, p. 3) suggesting that this
myth is ‘more a figment of vivid imaginations’?
Little research has looked at how sexual intimacy
with a superordinate can enhance career status. The
exception is Harris and Ogbonna (2006), who found
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that four out of 112 interviewees admitted to enhancing career status through sexual intimacy with a
superordinate.
Tourigny and Dougan (2004) suggest that the literature has typically focused on a relationship
between two people. However, a partner could be
experiencing more than one intimate relationship at a
time within their network of relationships; future
research is needed on this. In addition, there is little
conceptualization and empirical investigation of infidelity and extramarital affairs as an organizational
phenomenon (for exceptions, see Jones 1999; Brown
and Allgeier 1996). The literature has also ignored
unrequited love in organizations (Baumeister et al.
1991).
More research is needed for a better understanding
of how romantic relationships affect others who are
not involved in workplace relationships, but who are
aware of them (Bellas and Gossett 2001). More
research is required about the context of romance: in
particular, how it is viewed among the less well educated and how it unfolds in blue-collar and nonprofessional settings (Riach and Wilson 2007), as to
date most of the research has been in white-collar
office settings and with executives.
What is completely missing from the research to
date is an understanding of what the couple themselves think about how they are treated as a couple.
For example, given that research has reported negative attitudes from other employees towards married
couples in the workplace (Werbel and Hames 1996)
and that other employees may see a couple as a power
coalition (Mainiero 1986), do the couple feel that
people at work treat them as an invincible duo with
extra power, rather than as two separate individuals
with more limited power? Is power being accrued to
the partners in the romantic relationship by the partners themselves and/or by those who witness the
romance? Do they use this power to collude to gain
objectives they find desirable (e.g. a role in the
organization for a relative)? Are they being treated
like one and the same person? Do their work colleagues assume that if one feels strongly on a particular work issue, the other will agree? If one of
them goes to a meeting, when both are on the invitation list, is that seen as acceptable?
We also have little understanding of the inconsistency of espoused views on romance and actual
behaviour. Research has found that, while a manager
might advise staff against having romantic relationships with their subordinates, they may be having
relationships themselves (see Wilson and Riach
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2008). Further, little is known about the norms of
behaviour that are considered acceptable, the rules of
engagement (Wilson and Riach 2008), who can do
what to whom, and the effect of hierarchy, class and
gender on this.
Definitions of romance need to include the possibility of same-sex romance and cross-organizational
romance. No research appears to have looked at
cross-organizational romance, though some employers have rules forbidding dating the employees
of competitors, customers or clients (Boyd 2010;
Personnel Today 2012b). A cross-organizational
romance might be with a client, customer, vendor,
independent contractor or member of a rival organization. This is another area ripe for research, particularly in situations where there is confidential
information at risk or where people are involved in
issues of business-related trust, such as a relationship
between an auditor and a staff member involved in
the inspection (Harrison and Lee 1986). Would those
with least power be hurt most when the relationship
ended?

Recommendations for managers
Some commentators have argued that organizations
should desexualize the workplace and treat romantic
relationships as a kind of ‘corporate incest’, prohibited behaviour, in order to create a safe space free
from sexual demand or threat (Case 2009; Mead
1978). Case (2009) argues that she would like to see
the discouragement of sex initiated between those in
a direct reporting relationship. One option is to create
an organizational climate that discourages romance
(Ford and McLaughlin 1987). Most commentators,
however, agree that expressions of sexuality at work
and workplace romance cannot easily be discouraged
or prevented. It may need to be managed, particularly
if it is hierarchical. Collins (1983) has a number of
recommendations for managers as to how to handle
romance between two executives at work. Managers
clearly need to limit negative outcomes and exploitative, destructive or non-consensual interpersonal
behaviour. The current general advice to employers
appears to be to establish a policy or guidelines about
workplace romance that is clearly communicated to
employees, so that all employees understand the
potential consequences (Appelbaum et al. 2007;
Colby 1991; Paul and Townsend 1998; Pierce and
Aguinis 2009). Paul and Townsend (1998) lay out
two sets of guidelines – one for employers advising
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them to establish policies and study law, and another
for employees. Kiser et al. (2006) offer some ideas
on how to draft a policy on consensual relationships.
The policy needs to be communicated and then
applied fairly and consistently. Policies and guidelines should be placed in the company handbook
(Kiser et al. 2006). An alternative is to make the
policy an integral section of an organization’s code
of ethical conduct (Pierce and Aguinis 2009).
Organizations are advised to be cautious of
overly strict anti-fraternization polices (Amaral
2006). Workplace romances cannot be banned and
should be ignored unless they present a serious
threat. Romances where a lower-rank employee has
a job-related motive and a higher-rank employee
has an ego motive (i.e. one participant satisfies
personal/sexual needs in exchange for the other participant satisfying task-related and/or career related
needs) are thought to present the greatest threat
(Powell 2001; Powell and Foley 1998). Even in
organizations where there is a positive view of
workplace romance, managers may wish to try to
manage hierarchical romances. For example, Southwest Airlines employ a policy of moving one person
in a couple where there is a supervisor–subordinate
relationship (Budak 2012). Yet the interests of both
parties have to be protected, so the outcome for
both must not be detrimental to themselves or
others in the organization. If productivity or job
performance drops, if work is disrupted or if there
is inappropriate conduct (Clarke 2006), management are advised to intervene. Human resource
leaders should manage the risks and rewards of
workplace romance as part of a performance management system (Aguinis 2009; Pierce and Aguinis
2009). The employer’s interests in maintaining a
peaceful and productive work environment and
avoiding liability appear to outweigh an employee’s
right to privacy (Wilson et al. 2003). While
the law appears to be moving towards protecting
employer rights to choose a romantic partner, but
not privacy, it still has to offer hard and fast
answers to questions that managers face (Gallo
2006), particularly how to minimize the hurt that
workplace romance can cause.
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