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GENERAL PROHIBITIONS 

Harassment 

Harassment that creates a hostile work environment, based on the protected 
categories discussed in this Handbook, is unlawful pursuant to the Human Rights 
Law.  (See also subsection on Sexual Harassment, above.)  State employees are 
entitled to a work environment which promotes respect for all, and actions that 
demonstrate bias, harassment, or prejudice will not be tolerated. 

Harassment consists of words, signs, jokes, pranks, intimidation or physical 
violence that is directed at an employee because of his or her membership in any 
protected class, or perceived class.  It also includes workplace behavior that is 
offensive and based on stereotypes about a particular protected group, or which 
is intended to cause discomfort or humiliation on the basis of protected class 
membership.   

Harassment is unlawful when it becomes severe or frequent enough to alter the 
terms or conditions of an individual’s employment. 

Appropriate supervision is not harassment. 

Normal workplace supervision, such as enforcing productivity requirements, 
requiring competent job performance, or issuing disciplinary warnings or notices, 
is not harassment.  If these actions are imposed on the basis of protected class 
membership, then this may be discrimination in the terms, condition or privileges 
of employment. 

Harassment must be reported. 

The employing agency is not responsible for harassment by co-workers, unless 
the agency knows about the harassment and fails to take appropriate steps to 
correct the situation.  Harassment should be reported to a supervisor, manager, 
human resources officer, or EEO officer.  The individual who reports harassment, 
or who is experiencing the harassment, needs to cooperate with any 
investigation into the harassment so that a full and fair investigation can be 
conducted and any necessary remedial action can be promptly undertaken. 

An employee with supervisory responsibility has a duty to report harassment that 
he or she observes or otherwise knows about.  A supervisor who has received a 
report of harassment from an employee has a duty to report it to management, 
even if the employee who complained has asked that it not be reported.  Any 
harassment or potential harassment that is observed must be reported, even if 
no one is complaining about it. 
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Harassment must be investigated and appropriate corrective action taken. 

The employing agency has the duty to investigate any report of harassment.  If it 
is determined that the harassing behavior is occurring, the employing agency has 
a duty to take prompt and effective corrective action to stop the harassment and 
take such other steps as are appropriate. 

Unlawful Inquiries 

It is an unlawful discriminatory practice for an employer to print, circulate, or use 
any form of application, or to make any inquiry which expresses directly or 
indirectly, any limitation, specification or discrimination as to any protected 
category, unless based upon a bona fide occupational qualification.71 

Even if an inquiry is not asked with the apparent intent to express a limitation, it 
can become evidence of discriminatory intent in a subsequent action, by creating 
an appearance of discriminatory motivation.  Those interviewing candidates for 
State positions or promotions should exercise extreme caution so as not to ask 
any unnecessary question or make any comment that could be interpreted as 
expressing a discriminatory motivation.  This is simply a good employment 
practice. 

Information gathered in furtherance of an affirmative action plan may be lawful, 
so long as the affirmative action is pursued in a lawful manner (which is beyond 
the scope of this booklet).  Information on protected category membership which 
is collected for statistical purposes should be retained separately from a 
candidate’s other information. 

Retaliation 

Retaliation by an employer is unlawful pursuant to the Human Rights Law and 
the Civil Service Law.72  The federal statutes mentioned in this handbook also 
prohibit retaliation. 

The Human Rights Law protects any individual who has filed a complaint, 
testified or assisted in any proceeding under the Law, as well as one who has 
opposed any practices forbidden by the Law.  Even if the practices the individual 
has opposed are not in fact a violation of the Human Rights Law, the individual is 
protected if he or she had a good faith belief that the practices were unlawful. 

                                                
71 Human Rights Law § 296.1(d). 
72 Human Rights Law § 296.7; see also Civil Service Law § 75.(b), which gives 
protection to “whistleblowers.” 
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Division or court proceedings. 

A complainant or witness is absolutely protected against retaliation for any oral or 
written statements made to the Division or a court in the course of proceedings, 
regardless of the merits or disposition of the underlying complaint. 

Opposing discriminatory practices. 

Opposing discriminatory practices includes filing an internal complaint of 
discrimination with the employing agency, or reporting discriminatory actions to a 
supervisor or other appropriate person, either verbally or in writing.  It also 
includes complaining that another person’s rights under the Law were violated or 
encouraging a fellow employee to report unlawful discriminatory practices. 

However, behaving inappropriately towards a person deemed to be engaged in 
discrimination or harassment does not constitute protected opposition to unlawful 
practices.  Employees should instead complain to a supervisor, manager, human 
resources officer, or EEO officer. 

There is no protection for a person who opposes practices the person finds 
merely distasteful or wrong, despite having no reasonable basis to believe those 
practices were in violation of the Law or State policy  Furthermore, the retaliation 
provision is not intended to protect persons making false charges of 
discrimination. 

Adverse employment action. 

Retaliation consists of an adverse action or actions taken against the employee 
by the employer.  The action need not be job-related or occur in the workplace.  
Unlawful retaliation can be any action, more than trivial, that would have the 
effect of dissuading a reasonable worker from making or supporting a charge of 
discrimination. 

Actionable retaliation by an employer can occur after the individual is no longer 
employed by that employer.  This can include giving an unwarranted negative 
reference for a former employee. 

A negative employment action is not retaliatory merely because it occurs after 
the employee engaged in protected activity.  Employees continue to be subject to 
all job requirements and disciplinary rules after having engaged in such activity.  
In order to make a claim of retaliation, the individual must be able to substantiate 
the claim that the adverse action was retaliatory.  

Political Activities 

The Civil Service Law provides that no appointment or selection or removal from 
employment shall relate to the political opinions or affiliations of any person.  No 
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person in the civil service of the State is under any obligation to contribute to any 
political fund or render any political service and no person shall be removed or 
otherwise prejudiced for refusing to do so.  No person in the civil service shall 
discharge or promote or reduce or in any manner change the rank or 
compensation of another for failing to contribute money or any other valuable 
thing for any political purpose.  No person in the civil service shall use his or her 
official authority or influence to coerce the political action of any person or body 
or to interfere with any election.73  This provision has been enforced by the New 
York State Commission on Public Integrity, which will be replaced on or before 
December 12, 2011, by the Joint Commission on Public Ethics.  Complaints 
regarding this provision should not be filed with the Division of Human Rights. 

Diversity 

New York State is committed to a nondiscriminatory employment program 
designed to meet all the legal and ethical obligations of equal opportunity 
employment.  Each department develops affirmative action policies and plans to 
ensure compliance with equal opportunity laws.  To assist in building cooperative 
work environments, which welcome an increasingly diverse workforce, the 
Department of Civil Service Staffing Services Division, and courses on diversity 
in the workplace, are available to agencies through the Governor’s Office of 
Employee Relations (GOER).  Contact your personnel office for more information 
about specific agency affirmative action policies and plans.  Diversity training 
information is available under Training & Development on the GOER website at 
www.goer.ny.gov.  

Reporting Discrimination Complaints Internally 

As noted throughout this Handbook, any employee who has been subjected to 
any discrimination, bias, prejudice, harassment or retaliation, based on any of the 
areas covered by the handbook, should promptly report the matter to his or her 
supervisor or manager, to the agency’s human resources department, or to the 
agency’s Equal Opportunity Officer. 

Each agency has policies and procedures in place to respond to such 
complaints, and can advise employees as to appropriate steps to take pursuant 
to the agency’s procedures.  All agency procedures are designed to ensure that 
the State’s anti-discrimination policies are followed, including the State’s policies 
forbidding retaliation, as set out above.  All agency procedures provide for a 
prompt and complete investigation as to the complaint of discrimination, and for 
prompt and effective remedial action where appropriate. 

                                                
73 Civil Service Law § 107. 
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Pursuing Discrimination Complaints Externally 

Agency policies and procedures are intended to address all complaints of 
discrimination within the agency.  They are not intended to satisfy, replace or 
circumvent options available to employees through negotiated union contracts; 
federal, state or other civil rights enforcement agencies; and/or the judicial 
system.  Thus the use of these internal complaint procedures will not suspend 
any time limitations for filing complaints set by law or rule, and will not fulfill any 
other requirements set by law or rule.   

Employees are not required to pursue their agency’s internal complaint 
procedure before filing a complaint with any agency or with a court, based on 
federal or state or local law (though as mentioned previously, an agency may not 
be held responsible for harassment by coworkers if it was not made aware of the 
harassment).   

Listed throughout the Handbook are citations to the various laws that pertain to 
discrimination.  Employees may be able to file complaints pursuant to these laws 
with administrative agencies and/or in court.  There may also be additional 
remedies available to employees, and employees may wish to seek an attorney’s 
advice prior to determining appropriate steps to take.   

The following agencies can provide information to employees, and receive and 
investigate complaints of employment discrimination pursuant to the New York 
State Human Rights Law (State Division of Human Rights) or Title VII, ADEA, 
ADA or GINA (U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission).            

• New York State Division of Human Rights (“SDHR”) 
        Website:               www.dhr.ny.gov 

            Telephone:           (888)392-3644  
        TTY number:        (718)741-8300 

• United State Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (“EEOC”)  
           Website:                 www.eeoc.gov 
           Telephone:            (800)669-4000 
           TTY number:         (800)669-6820 
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"It's The Cuomo Way": Former Staffers
Describe Toxic Workplace Under
Governor’s Relentless Thumb

BY GWYNNE HOGAN, WNYC (/STAFF/GWYNNE-HOGAN)

MARCH 4, 2021 5:00 A.M. • 180 COMMENTS

NEWS (/NEWS)



Ana Liss was in her twenties when she won a fellowship to work in Governor

Andrew Cuomo’s o ce in 2013. She was surprised, upon arriving, to be quickly

invited by senior staffers to sit at a desk positioned right near the governor — in

his “line of sight,” as she described it.

At rst, she didn’t understand why. Another woman in the o ce offered Liss some

insight, telling her Cuomo “likes blondes,” particularly those in stiletto heels.

“You gotta wear heels when he’s in Albany sweetie, that’s the rule,” Liss, who is

blonde, said the woman told her. So, although Liss was more accustomed to ats

or boots, she soon amassed a small collection of stilettos — not because it was a

written rule, but because it seemed necessary to succeed.

Nearly a dozen current and former staffers of Cuomo’s o ce who spoke to

Gothamist/WNYC this week said Cuomo has cultivated an intense work culture

that was brutal for some, traumatic for others. We are withholding all of their

names because they fear professional or personal retaliation from the governor

and his senior staff. Many still reside in New York where Cuomo’s reach extends far

and wide.

Their comments follow a tumultuous week for the governor, who is accused of

sexual misconduct (https://gothamist.com/news/third-woman-accuses-

governor-cuomo-sexual-harassment-says-he-grabbed-and-kissed-her-cheek-

wedding) by three women, including two former staffers who said he harassed

them at work, allegations he has denied and the Attorney General is investigating

(https://gothamist.com/news/cuomo-apology-letitia-james-referral-

investigation).

Gov. Cuomo, 2015. GOV. ANDREW CUOMO'S OFFICE

(HTTPS://WWW.FLICKR.COM/PHOTOS/GOVERNORANDREWCUOMO/16380652485)



The former staffers said they weren’t surprised by the allegations, in part because

they described a workplace where outdated gender binaries were the norm,

bullying was constant, and where people worked non-stop, blurring the lines

between personal and professional lives.

They said they were expected to answer texts and phone calls and attend

meetings at all hours of the day and night, any day of the week. They faced

personal attacks on their professional worth and competence for seemingly small

mistakes. And loyalty, rather than creative thinking, problem-solving, or passion

for public service, was valued above all else.

“There’s no right or wrong way. It’s the Cuomo way,” one former staffer said she

was told when interviewing for the job. “He wants people who are literally going to

fall on the sword for him, and they all will.”

As Liss told us, "We all would have taken a bullet for the governor. He was the most

important person.”

While at rst Cuomo said his alleged actions may have been misinterpreted as

unwanted irtation (https://gothamist.com/news/cuomo-apology-letitia-james-

referral-investigation), on Wednesday he apologized, saying he kissed and hugged

many people in his role as governor and did not intend to offend or harass anyone.

“You can nd hundreds of pictures of me making the same gesture with hundreds

of people, women, men, children,” he said. “It is my usual customary way of

greeting... by the way, it was my father’s way of greeting people.”

None of the staffers who spoke to Gothamist/WNYC said they witnessed sexual

harassment or sexual misconduct by the governor. Liss said she received kisses

on the cheek, just as one of the women (https://gothamist.com/news/third-

woman-accuses-governor-cuomo-sexual-harassment-says-he-grabbed-and-



kissed-her-cheek-wedding) who spoke out against the governor described. At the

time, Liss said it felt like a fatherly gesture. Cuomo also asked her personal

questions, including if she had a boyfriend, which she did not consider out of line.

“I felt like I was special,” Liss said, adding she preferred a kiss on the cheek to the

screams she heard directed at staff members who’d angered Cuomo or his top

aides. She watched other women who didn’t t the archetype get bullied and

mocked.

“I knew by looking cute, and not being obstinate or opinionated, and doing what I

was told and looking polished... That is the only way I would survive there," Liss

said.

Some former staffers who spoke to Gothamist/WNYC had a more generous

interpretation of what it’s like to work for Cuomo. Some refuted the

characterization that it was a toxic workplace or that there were dress codes, but

they conceded the environment was not for everyone.

“I think everyone there wants to do the best work they can. Sometimes that work-

life balance is sacri ced. I was de nitely burned out by the end of my time there,”

one said, adding, “I didn’t take it personally.”

Micromanager "to the 100th Degree"

Cuomo needed to personally approve every detail of every project, down to which

photos were sent to the press, and what backdrop he would stand in front of, the

former staffers said. They had Google alerts set for his name, and sent him

messages anytime he was mentioned in the press. He would pit people against

one another, assigning them the same project to see who could do it better or

faster.

“A micromanager to the 100th degree,” one former staffer recalled. “One of the

worst I’ve ever seen.”



Setting up events for the governor was an endlessly complicated assignment.

They were canceled or changed at the last minute because Cuomo decided he

didn’t want to do them, or rescheduled with just a few hours notice. Sometimes

workers in other agencies were told to cancel their regular work schedules to

accommodate the last-minute plans.

“It’s not just chaos for his close staff,” another former employee said. “It’s chaos for

his whole administration.”

Everything down to the room temperature (between 67-71 degrees) had to be just

so. Year-round, staff would place two small fans behind his speaking podium to

keep him cool. Sometimes Cuomo would call staff on site from a blocked number

just to double-check the room was cold enough.

“So that way he didn’t sweat,” another former staffer said. More than once, staff

scrambled to locate a full air-conditioning unit to place near the governor. “If you

do any Andrew Cuomo event you know it has to be a particular temperature.”

And you had to be ready to work at all times.

“They ew me back from vacation once because they needed something done,”

one former staffer said, adding she still jumps at the ping of a Blackberry. “You had

go-bags. You literally had to be ready to go at a drop of a hat.”

Bursts of anger from Cuomo and his top aides came quick, often, and without

warning. The most vitriolic personal attacks, former staffers said, were often

reserved for men in Cuomo’s close orbit. If something happened that made the

governor feel he looked stupid or foolish, he’d lash out at the person he thought

was to blame.

One staffer described an incident in Buffalo in 2017, where an aide brie y left his

side, and Cuomo walked out onto the stage before being formally introduced by

the loudspeaker. Embarrassed, he’d retreated back into the wings, ripping into the



young staffer. Cuomo red the man on the spot, another staffer described, though

his bosses kept him on without the governor’s knowledge.

“Cuomo red a lot of people and we just didn’t put them in front of him,” the

woman said. “This guy continued to [work] but we would hide him at events.”

The micromanaging also expressed itself in how people were expected to dress

when the governor was around, and not just women. Men in Cuomo’s inner orbit

wear white shirts. Their shoes must be spotless. One staffer said they witnessed

the governor taking a knee and polishing someone’s shoes himself.

“There was a general sense that when the governor was in the building that you

were to walk on eggshells,” another said. “And while you’re walking, make sure

those shoes are nice and shiny.”

"Stockholm Syndrome"

Melissa DeRosa and Gov. Andrew Cuomo, May 2020. GOV. ANDREW CUOMO'S OFFICE

(HTTPS://WWW.FLICKR.COM/PHOTOS/GOVERNORANDREWCUOMO/49931457602)



You were either in the governor’s good graces or you were out. Cuomo and his top

staffers either liked you, or they didn’t. If the Albany o ce had the feel of an old

boys’ club, the New York City o ce was ruled by top-level female staffers who

acted as gatekeepers to the governor. They jokingly referred to themselves as

“mean girls," and others in the o ce knew them as such, several former staffers

con rmed.

At the center were Melissa DeRosa, the secretary to the governor, and Stephanie

Benton, his executive secretary, as well as several other female aides. DeRosa

defended the o ce as a place where women could thrive professionally when

asked about the recent allegations against Cuomo on Wednesday afternoon.

“We’ve seen more women rise to the highest levels in terms of commissioners and

senior staff members, and senior staff levels,” she said. “We’ve promoted one

another, we’ve supported one another, and I don’t think that this diminishes any of

that.”

Asked speci cally about whether “mean girls” was used in the o ce to describe

top aides, spokesperson Rich Azzopardi dismissed it, saying “that

characterization is sexist and offensive.”

“These are some of the highest ranking women in state government and some of

the smartest, hardest working public servants I have ever met,” Azzopardi added.

Three former staffers used the words “Stockholm syndrome” to describe life in

Cuomo’s o ce, a psychological reaction when hostages or abuse victims bond

with their captors. Another described it as a textbook abusive relationship.

“They push you until you want to be there. You want them to like you,” one former

staffer said. Another, who said she’s been talking with former employees since the

allegations broke, put it this way: “We’re all kind of waking up to the fact that we

were in a cult.”



People stayed because of what working in the Cuomo administration could mean

for their careers; many former staffers hold top positions in government, public

relations, technology, nance, and other companies. If things were not going well,

administration o cials could withhold a referral letter for their next job, or thwart

their career in New York politics. If they couldn’t handle the environment, some

staffers were made to believe it was their own personal failing.

“That’s what we were all led to believe, ‘Well I can’t hack it. That means I’m a failure.

I’m a loser,’” a former staffer said.

Open Secret

Stories of Cuomo’s management style have extended as far back as 2000

(https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/2000/10/18/discrimination-

complaint- led-in-dispute-at-hud/77fd0457-d43c-4601-b8fb-62f3ee7c6b75/?

utm_term=.03bad1a01a3f) when he worked as the U.S. Secretary of Housing and

Urban Development. They bubbled up again around election time.

(https://www.politico.com/states/new-york/city-hall/story/2018/06/06/cuomo-

leans-into-the-bully-moniker-under-the-image-of-strong-leadership-452511)

They were more recently brought back into the public eye by Assemblymember

Ron Kim, who in mid-February (https://gothamist.com/news/cuomo-unleashes-

tirade-on-queens-lawmaker-and-threatens-to-destroy-him-after-nursing-home-

deaths-criticism) described a threatening phone call from the governor after Kim

had criticized him for his handling of COVID-19 in nursing homes.

Since then, New York City Mayor Bill de Blasio, reporters, elected o cials and

federal employees have stepped forward, describing similar threatening phone

calls (https://nypost.com/2021/02/22/inside-andrew-cuomos-history-of-

bullying-foes-staffers/). Albany’s open secret, once again unearthed, is that

Cuomo, despite glowing national coverage and an Emmy for his televised

pandemic brie ngs, can be a bully.



In recent weeks, as news coverage of Cuomo has snowballed from nursing homes

to bullying to sexual harassment, morale inside the o ce has worsened.

“Staff members are blaming each other for the way things are unfolding,” one said.

“No one ever tells the governor he’s wrong about anything. People who are in a

position to do that don’t... the rest of us have to deal with the fallout.”

Cuomo’s defenders, old-guard political allies as well as some new supporters he

picked up during the pandemic, deny or downplay the allegations. Some tend

toward conspiratorial thinking (https://gothamist.com/news/cuomo-comforted-

them-during-covid-now-they-see-conspiracy-destroy-him), that some sort of

plot orchestrated by Donald Trump has been set in motion to oust him. Others say

this is how Albany is.

“I think they play hardball up in Albany, there’s no question about it. And you have

to have a thick skin to work up there,” said Jay Jacobs, State Democratic Chair

and Cuomo’s long-time ally and con dant on NY1 Tuesday night.

(https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/politics/2021/03/03/cuomo-sexual-

arassment-allegations-governor-cuomo-scandal-jay-jacobs-reaction) “There’s

this misconception that producing good government results is going to be nice, or

sweet, or easy — it’s not.”

Cuomo spokesperson Azzopardi said New Yorkers have trusted the governor to

deliver results for 14 years.

“Yes, they have seen him get impatient with partisan politics and disingenuous

attacks,” he said. “We have a top-tier team and the Governor is direct with people

if their work is subpar because the people of New York deserve nothing short of

excellence from us.”

By the time Liss left the governor’s o ce, she was de ated. Despite

accomplishing some work she was proud of, the cost was too high: She told

Gothamist she had lost weight, drank too much, cried all the time. With the



bene t of hindsight, she now feels differently about those years.

“I hate the fact that I viewed it as a professional, personal failure that I couldn’t

survive because of how f ed up and mean and nasty everyone was,” Liss, who is

now 35, said. “Power was the number one goal. It wasn’t really about making things

right or making things better for New Yorkers.”

Editor's note: The original version of this story, published on March 4th, 2021,

withheld Ana Liss's name and used a pseudonym to refer to her, at her request. On

March 6th, Liss came forward publicly, describing her allegations to the Wall Street

Journal (https://www.wsj.com/articles/third-former-andrew-cuomo-aide-

describes-inappropriate-workplace-treatment-11615081956). Liss has since

granted Gothamist permission to identify her, and this article has been updated

accordingly with her name.
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Deputy Cartman • 2 months ago

The more news comes out about how Andrew Cuomo operates, the more I view his
antagonistic relationship with Donald Trump, another old white guy from Queens, in
the same light as the US vs. Russia or two brothers who constantly fight; they are
more alike than they want to admit.

From an era where gender norms were clearly delineated? Check. 
From Queens? Check. 
Born into a powerful family and all the privilege and expectations he got used to?
Check

Gothamist Comment Policy
Gothamist welcomes relevant, constructive, and interesting comments. Please be
respectful and stay on-topic!
Please read our Comment Policy before commenting.
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