
 
 

TOPIC:  

 

PARAMOUR FAVORITISM IN THE COLLEGE WORKPLACE  

 

INTRODUCTION:  

 
In April of this year, in a much-publicized story, the University of Arkansas fired its head football 
coach, Bobby Petrino, for “unfairly hiring his mistress and intentionally misleading his boss about 
everything from their relationship to her presence at the motorcycle accident that ultimately cost him 
his $3.5 million-per-year job.” [1] The University discovered that the coach had hired the young 
woman with whom he had been having an affair for the position of student-athlete development 
coordinator, selecting her over 159 other applicants for the position just sixteen days after it was 
posted – much quicker than the University’s normal thirty-day hiring process. [2] In May, the 
University of California at Berkeley faced a similar incident and fired a former vice chancellor who 
had tripled the pay of her subordinate – and secret lover – from $41,000 to $120,000 in just five 
years. [3] [3]
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DISCUSSION:
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when employees claim that an adverse action was taken against them for speaking out against 
alleged paramour favoritism. For example, in 2006, a Georgia district court found that an employer 
was not liable for retaliation under Title VII for any actions it took against a female employee for 
complaining that her male supervisor gave preferential treatment to a female co-worker with whom 
the supervisor had a romantic relationship. The court reasoned that: (i) the female employee did not 
have an objectively reasonable belief that the employer violated the law, given the unanimity with 
which courts have declared favoritism of a paramour to be gender-neutral; (ii) a reasonable person 
would have concluded that any hostile environment grew out of the employee’s personal conflicts with 
the supervisor and co-worker; and (iii) the employee did not allege that she was evaluated or judged 
on the basis of her sexuality. [29] 

The Fifth Circuit rejected a similar claim in Wilson v. Delta State University, [30] where a male sued, 
contending that the University declined to renew his contract in retaliation for his complaints to the 
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harassment policy may address situations that rise to the level of traditional sexual harassment, it 
does little to help institutions recognize and address workplace relationships that may not rise to that 
level, but are nonetheless unfair or harmful to the institution by causing conflicts of interest or creating 
the beginnings of a hostile work environment. Moreover, having no policy at all can cloud the position 
of the university if an adverse action against one of the employees ever becomes necessary in the 
future.  
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