
Sex harassment scandal scoops up Silicon 
Valley's Slimy Scoble

'Tech evangelist' apologizes but sympathy in short supply
By Kieren McCarthy in San Francisco 
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Analysis The rolling saga of rich and powerful men being identified as serial sexual harassers has 
returned to Silicon Valley, having spent a few week slicing through Hollywood. Now it's scooped up 
another well-known tech figure: Robert Scoble.

Late last week, technology journalist Quinn Norton decided to go public with her story following a 
week in which of hundreds of women shared stories of their own sexual harassment online.

Norton told of how at a conference, in the evening, she had seen Scoble making out with a very drunk 
woman and was later introduced to him. "And then, without any more warning, Scoble was on me. I 
felt one hand on my breast and his arm reaching around and grabbing my butt," she wrote. She struck 
Scoble on the chin and threatened to break his nose if he tried to touch her again. He didn't.
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What's driving people out of tech biz? Unfair treatment, 
harassment, funnily enough – study
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It's not clear why Norton decided to go public with her account now but in a week in which the film 
industry faced the fact that movie mogul Harvey Weinstein's allegedly predatory behavior was widely 
known, it is notable that Norton writes that it was also an "open secret" in the tech industry that Scoble 
behaved inappropriately toward women.

As has happened repeatedly, Norton's post led to other women coming forward with their own tales of 
harassment. In response to that post, Michelle Greer, a former coworker of Scoble's at Rackspace, also 
said she has been groped by the influential blogger. Others chimed in, noting that they had personal 
experience of Scoble pestering women.

Scoble's constant use of social media and seemingly endless well of opinions has also contributed to a 
sense of outrage. Greer, for example, was infuriated when Scoble "liked" a Facebook post of hers back 
in July complaining about sexual harassment in the tech industry.

Foul 

That post was itself sparked by widespread allegations of harassment in Silicon Valley following the 
decision by Susan Fowler to go public with details of her time at Uber: an event that eventually led to 
the ousting of Uber CEO Travis Kalanick.

When Scoble liked Greer's post she responded: "You're a bad actor. I can't tell you how awful I felt 
after working with you. Watching you like this post angered me."

Scoble responded by apologizing. As he did as well in response to Quinn Norton's account, and again 
in an interview with USA Today over the allegations.

An earlier Scoble apology has also drawn attention. Earlier this year, UploadVR was sued for 
discrimination and sexual harassment by a female former employee who described an extraordinary 
tech bro culture in which management and staff encouraged marijuana use and microdosing with LSD, 
told lurid tales of sexual experiences, harassed female staff, and had a "kink room" where staff 
members could go and have sex during the day.

The lawsuit was settled but not before Scoble publicly defended UploadVR – where he was a 
consultant. The resulting outcry led to another written public apology. "I initially supported Will Mason
and Taylor Freeman when the UploadVR lawsuit from Elizabeth Scott broke in the press," he wrote. 
"Part of that support was my own fear and loss as those at Upload, including me, were suddenly thrown
into pain."
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Confession time 

He then talked, again, about his own vague behavior and preemptively forgave himself: "I must admit 
my own role in sexism in this industry and world. I am flawed too, and am working to fix those flaws. 
Have I caused others pain? Yes. Does that make me happy about myself? No. Looking in the mirror is a
tough thing."

In his most recent apology, Scoble said much the same thing. "I apologize. I have damaged the trust 
many people had in me," he wrote on Facebook. "I have made many steps in my life to try to improve, 
including getting sober more than two years ago… I'm deeply sorry to the people I’ve caused pain to."

While many subsequent commenters accepted Scoble's apology and even applauded him for writing it, 
others were notably less impressed.

In response to comments noting that Scoble has admitted to having been an alcoholic and was sexually 
abused as a child – with the explicit connection that he has changed for the better since facing up to his 
issues – others posted articles that questioned whether the redemption story was truly honest or a 
calculated effort to save his career.

Another woman, NASA analyst Sarah Seitz, wrote in a comment to Norton's article that Scoble had 
repeatedly propositioned her even after the time he said he was in therapy for his drinking.

Several other anonymous accounts have also emerged claiming that Scoble has continued to harass 
women and behave inappropriately. Those accounts were then, somewhat predictably, questioned by 
others. And those comments resulted in more comments from people complaining about victim 
blaming.

Vent 
In short, as with the broader conversation over sexual harassment this month, a huge number of angry 
opinions have been vented but with very little effort put into understanding the issue and how to tackle 
it.

There have been a few constructive efforts to tackle the issue of sexual harassment beyond engaging in 
online name-calling.

Back in July, when Silicon Valley was reeling from a wave of complaints that saw several high-profile 
venture capitalists named and shamed for their behavior – including David McClure, Chris Sacca, 
Justin Caldbeck and Pavel Curda – one woman, Cheryl Sew Hoy, proposed that one fix would be to 
recognize that there are different degrees of harassment and that it would be useful to address them 
individually rather than put everything into one bucket called "sexual harassment."

That approach was supported by female VC Brittany Laughlin who argued the system for reporting 
harassment was part of the problem. "We can reduce bad behavior by having more open conversations 
when someone crosses the line, instead of an all-or-nothing approach. Creating smaller feedback loops 
will help make change faster," she wrote.
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However, it is notable that in the social media age, with iconic powerful men across a number of 
industries and covering all political leanings facing sexual harassment and/or assault allegations (Bill 
Cosby, Bill O'Reilly, Roger Ailes, Donald Trump, Harvey Weinstein, and so on) that the vast majority 
of discussions have comprised people shouting at one another and questioning their motives rather than
collectively agreeing to end the sexual abuse once and for all.

Old model, new media 

What will be interesting to see is if the classic American confession-and-redemption approach is able to
withstand a flood of new contenders in the modern digital world.

Weinstein has so far stuck with the tried-and-tested approach as used by Bill Clinton, Ted Haggard, 
Jimmy Swaggart and David Vitter, among others, but it may not be working for him given the enormity
and severity of the accusations against him and the willingness of more than two dozen women to go 
public.

The Hollywood producer attempted to emerge from one week's rehab in Arizona on Saturday, with his 
team lining up interviews with his psychologist to talk about how well he had done and how seriously 
he was taking it. But public anger and yet more accusations of his predatory behavior saw them quickly
reverse course and announce that the movie supremo will instead go back into rehab – this time for a 
month.

Recent confession-redemption attempts – such as Anthony Weiner – have not been successful, and 
joined the list of Lance Armstrong, Jim Bakker, Mark Foley, Cardinal Bernard Law, Eliot Spitzer and 
others in being wholly unsuccessful.

Whether Scoble's efforts at redemption are successful only time will tell. Regardless, the issue that is 
almost as big as the allegations themselves is how to get people talking about sexual harassment in a 
much more productive and healthy way. ®
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