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Abstract

Sexual harassment has gained a lot of attention in recent times. Research has indicated that both men
and women are victims of sexual harassment and that gender is not a predictor of sexual harassment.
One research has suggested that men were harassed twice as much as women, but women were
harassed more frequently. The findings in this paper indicate that sexual harassment impact victims in
many ways including psychologically and economically. Sexual harassment also impacts productivity and
the economy due to low morale, productivity, absenteeism and presenteeism. Since human resource is
the most important resource, sexual harassment is a human resource administrator function. Therefore,
sexual harassment is gender neutral as both men and women are victims but women are harassed more
frequently and pay a higher price physically, mentally and economically. It is therefore recommended
that HRA can take steps to create a safe environment for workers where it clearly communicates
acceptable behavior and educate the workforce about acceptable behaviors and investigate to eliminate

harassment in the workplace.
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Introduction

Sexual harassment is widespread and has become a
global spotlight in recent times as more women,
especially female celebrities, activists and others
from the professional status quo began to speak up
and speak out more about their experiences
(Garrido & Zaptsi, 2021; Jain-Link, Bourgeois, &
Kennedy, 2019; Center for Talent Innovation, 2018).
This fiery issue has had its flames fanned in recent
times, driven largely by the #MeToo social media
campaign. Men of power and prestige, fame and
wealth, and the upper echelons of society who have
enjoyed the global spotlight have had ‘bad light’
shun on them as they have been accused of sexual
harassment.

What is Sexual Harassment?

The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
(EEOC) provides a comprehensive definition of
sexual harassment as the “unwelcome sexual
advances, requests for sexual favors and other
verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature
constituting sexual harassment when this conduct
explicitly or implicitly affects an individual's
employment, unreasonably interferes with an

individual's work performance or creates an
intimidating, hostile or offensive work environment”
(Equal Employment Opportunity Commission,
2018).

Merriam-Webster (2018) Dictionary informs that
sexual harassment negatively affects the victims’
work performance as well as psychological health
and well-being. Additionally, it may create an
offensive, hostile or intimidating work environment
resulting in emotional deterioration and reduction
in productivity. Succinctly stated, sexual harassment
hurt victims and has a negative spin-off on
businesses. Sexual harassment can come in many
forms “ranging from offensive materials in the
workplace to sexual comments and inappropriate
touching” (Gruber, 1990). Sexual harassment “can
occur as either a single isolated incident or repeated
incidents over time” (MacKinnon, 1979). Sexual
harassers can be anybody from customer to client
and from subordinate to superior, man or woman of
any profession or socioeconomic status (Wikipedia,
2018).

While delivering his throne speech in the Jamaican
parliament, the Governor General, Sir Patrick Allen,
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announced that the sexual harassment Bill will be
tabled this year and will seek to protect women and
men from various sexual harassments that
negatively affect their “quality of life by creating an
intimidating, hostile or offensive environment.”
Furthermore, he noted that the “Gender Advisory
Council is also to be established....to provide direct
oversight for implementation of the National
Strategic Action Plan for Gender-based Violence
(The Jamaica Gleaner, 2018; Smith, 2018). This
council may be akin to the EEOC in the US which
provides oversight and enforcement of the
Discrimination and Harassment Actt (Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission, 2018).

Sexual harassment in the workplace

Aaron (2018) pointed out that in Jamaica, men have
the habit of “forcing their sexual desires on women
in society” in very strong and sometimes subtle
ways. He cited that “there are numerous cases of
sexual harassment of women that exist in our
Jamaican society almost daily.... such harassment
exists on our streets, in our workplaces and in
virtually in every sphere where men and women
interact.” Khumalo (2021) in her study of female
principals in South Africa concluded that sexual
harassment is entrenched in schools, given the
prevalence and frequency at which female principals
are harassed by superiors and subordinates alike.

Komaromy, Bindman, Haber and Sande (1993) in
their research on the prevalence of sexual
harassment in medical school indicated that “a large
percentage of medical students (36 to 52) reported
experiencing some form of sexual harassment
during medical school” and that “such harassment
creates a high level of stress.” In addition, the
experience of sexual harassment “created a hostile
environment or interfered with their performance
at work.” Rotenstein and Jena (2018) seem to agree
with Kamaromy and colleagues, arguing that
harassment is quite “common in academic
medicine” and begins early in training. They insist
that due to sexual harassment and discrimination,
female doctors are more likely to leave academic
medicine which would have serious “social and
economic costs, from compromised patient
outcomes and satisfaction to hampered health care
availability” on the health care system. Not only is
sexual harassment common among medical
students, but it is also endemic among health
professionals. Campbell (2019) reported that one
fifth of doctors surveyed in the UK indicated that
doctors have been sexually harassed by both

patients and their colleagues alike. This issue
weakens doctors mental health, places patents’
health at risk and is financially burdensome as funds
are budgeted for mental health support (Campbell,
2019).

While research has clearly publicized that the
victims of sexual harassment are mostly women
(Folkes, 2017), McCabe and Hardman (2005)
informs that “women are not the only targets” of
sexual malpractice. In fact, sexual harassment is
“gender-neutral” (Aaron, 2018, Lazard, 2020) for “in
recent times, more men are reporting cases of
sexual harassment.” Folkes (2017) and Wilson
(2013) concur by saying that “sexual harassment
continues to be a major issue for members of both
sexes who are being harassed by other men or
women in the workplace.” In one study, it was
revealed that “30.6% of the male respondents had
been harassed compared to 11.1% females” and
that women harassed men twice as much as men
did, but women were harassed more frequently.

Another study highlighted that gender was not a
“predictor of sexual harassment perpetrators”
(Boateng, Bismark, Akaffo, & Yamoah, 2015). In a
2017 YouGov poll conducted in the US, “15% of men
reported having been sexually harassed at
work” while 30% of “women had been subjected to
harassment.” The poll results also inform that “one
in four US adults (25%) have witnessed a colleague
being sexually harassed in the workplace” (Bame,
2017). Rabinowitz (2018) stated with brevity that,
“sexual harassment in the workplace is ubiquitous.”

The Double Edge Sword of Sexual Harassment

Au (2019) pointed out that “sexual harassment
causes tremendous damage to employees who
experience it, leading to higher employee turnover,
lower employee productivity, increased
absenteeism and increased sick leave costs for
companies.” The World Bank (2020) in its annual
publication of its research findings on the impact of
gender inequalities and sexual harassment and

violence against women and its impact on
economies around the world stated, “sexual
harassment not only reduces employees’

productivity, leading to a higher employee turnover
and increased absenteeism, but also is associated
with a decrease in companies’ returns and
profitability” (p. 15). The revelations imply there are
two major ways in which sexual harassment is
detrimental. It hurts both people and the economy.
It affects victims
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Several women who have reported being sexually
harassed have experienced “marginalization,
retaliation and stigmatization” (Jags, 2018). On the
other hand, Lazard (2020) shared that men who
have been sexual harassed have been marginalized
and suffer psychologically. Researchers have also
discovered several other “negative effects” linked to
sexual harassment “including emotional problems,
anger, stress and anxiety. Women experiencing
sexual harassment reported that their job
performance suffers. They take sick days and may
transfer or quit rather than continue to endure
harassing behaviors (Welsh, 1999; MacKinnon,
1979). Folkes (2017) stated that “in many sexual
harassment cases, women either have been
dismissed or have left their job” out of frustration.

Houle, Staff, Mortimer, Uggen and Blackston (2011)
in their study of the association between sexual
harassment and signs of depression were able to
“confirm that sexual harassment is a stressor that is
associated with increased depressive symptoms.”
Their research also reveals that “women and men
who experience more frequent sexual harassment
at work have significantly higher levels of depressed
mood” when compared to those not harassed.
Fitzgerald, Drasgow, Hulin, Gefland and Magley
(1997) postulated that as a stressor, sexual
harassment can “lead to work withdrawal, career
instability, job dissatisfaction and poor mental and
physical health.” The Feminist Majority Foundation
(2018) echoes a similar view, observing that “sexual
harassment affects women's mental and physical
health as well as their social and economic status.”

One meta-analysis of 41 studies involving 70,000
samples reveals that sexual harassment is one of the
most damaging and pervasive obstacles to women’s
careers and job satisfaction. The findings reveal that
some of the negative outcomes associated with
sexual harassment are “decreased job satisfaction,
lower organizational commitment, withdrawing
from work”, mental and physical illness and some
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder
(Willness, Steel & Lee, 2007).

As far back as 1979, Mackinnon posited that “sexual
harassment at work undercuts woman’s potential
for social equality in two interpenetrated ways: by
using her employment position to coerce her
sexually or using her sexual position to coerce her
economically.” Merchant (2017) contended that
sexual harassment impact has manifested itself in
the loss of skilled women and economic loss due to
the number of professional women quitting their

jobs to avoid being harassed or because they were
harassed. She suggested that every time a woman
has to start over it “diminishes her earning power.”
Jags (2018) explained that “standing up to
harassment is clearly hard” indicating that she “gave
up a valuable scholarly opportunity just to avoid” a
male colleague who she perceived was making
sexual advances towards her but didn’t confront
him.

It hurts Productivity
O’Blenes (1999) reasoned that there are several

“intangible  damages” connected to sexual
harassment “such as absenteeism, employee
turnover, low morale and low productivity.”

Anyangwe (2018) agrees with O’Blenes but went
further elucidating that sexual harassment not only
leads to poor morale, performance, and low
productivity but also to a “lack of respect for
management and reputational damage.”
Notwithstanding the considerable sums of monies
that some companies have paid out to settle sexual
harassment allegations, she pointed out that “the
costs to business are far harder to quantify” and
that “it is very hard to measure the cost of sexual
harassment at work.”

One study of top-level US firms listed on the stock
market with the worse sexual harassment rate from
2011-2017 found that not only do these companies
underperform by an average of 19.9 percent or
USS2.1 billion dollars per firm per year but also
result in loss of profitability, lower returns on
investment and an average rise of 7 percent in
labour cost (Au, 2019; Au, Dong and Tremblay,
2021).

In their study on sexual harassment in Cambodia,
Lawreniuk and Parson (2017) examined how
Turnover, Absenteeism and Presenteeism affected
the cost of productivity for the factory and the
workers due to sexual harassment. They reported
that “both men and women indicated that their
productivity was reduced by sexual harassment.”
While factory turnover cost was low (the costs to
hire and train new workers), they estimated that the
factory lost over US$630,000.00 monthly while the
costs to “workers who reported productivity losses”
amounted to more than USS$7,342,000.00 per
month due to presenteeism, which is “working
while not in a fully functioning state” of mind
leading to the generation of high cost. Their findings
revealed that “in total, the costs of absenteeism,
presenteeism and  turnover amount to
USS$88,742,695 per annum.”
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In 2005, it was estimated that companies in the
United States paid out at least one billion dollars
yearly in lawsuit relating to sexual harassment
(Boland, 2005) while it is “estimated that workplace
sexual harassment will cost Fortune 500 companies
in the U.S. approximately $6.7 million per year in
absenteeism, low productivity and employee
turnover (Sbraga & O'donohue, 2000). Boateng and
his colleagues (2015) indicated that turnover cost
has been the “largest single component of the
overall cost of sexual harassment in the U.S.” (p.
141). While the negative impact of sexual
harassment has been quite impactful on certain
companies around the world, the harsh reality is
that we still do not know the real financial cost due
to the loss of productivity on local and global
economies.

The Need for Sexual Harassment Legislation

In 2018, the World Bank studied 189 countries with
specific legislation that protects against sexual
harassment in employment and education and
whether there are civil remedies and criminal
penalties attached to those legislations. The findings
reveal that nearly 60 countries had no law that
protects against sexual harassment. It reported that
70 economies in Middle East and North Africa have
zero legislation, that one-third of countries in Latin
America and the Caribbean did not, while one
fourth of economies in Europe and Asia lacked
workplace protection against sexual harassment.
Furthermore, the reports point out that “without
such protections in place, sexual harassment at
work can undermine careers, the ability to work and
the employment climate” (The World Bank, 2018, p.
20). While most countries have some legislation
against workplace sexual harassment, more work
and effort needs to be done to change the tide.

Member Governments of the International Labor
Organization (ILO) on June 21, 2019 adopted a
global treaty aim to improve workplace protection
against violence and harassment. It sets out a
framework for governments to “take measures to
prevent and protect people from violence and
harassment and to establish monitoring and
enforcement systems, provide for complaints
mechanisms and ensure that victims have access to
support, services and remedies for victims, including

compensation. These policies should include
“adopting legal prohibitions of violence and
harassment at work and ensuring effective

inspections, investigations and protection from

retaliation” as well as training and risk assessment
measures (Human Rights Watch, 2019, 2020).

Four Ways HRA Can Deal with Sexual Harassment
The role and function of human resource
administration is aptly stated in the following words:

Human resources development is the
design, implementation and maintenance
of strategies to manage people toward
enhancing business performance. This
includes developing supporting policies
and processes. Human resource
constitutes the key factors in the success
of any organization. The core aspects the
firm must plan for include, getting and
keeping good people; training and
developing, motivating, and maintaining
them (Boateng, et al, 2015).

Dealing with sexual harassment clearly is a human
resource function (Kadaba, 2018; Lopez (2017);
Koch, 1998). Furthermore, developing strategies to
prevent and support victims of sexual harassment is
a function of HRA that cannot be overstated or
overlooked. Four ways to deal with Sexual
harassment are to create, educate, communicate
and investigate to eliminate as follows (Fitzwater,
1998):

1. To Create: Organizations must establish
polices and guidelines  that are
comprehensive, clearly defining and
explaining sexual harassment and propose
steps they will take to deal with harassment
in case of breach. A well-crafted policy can
serve as an employee relations tool, a
means to educate and to help prevent
litigation (Wagner, 1992).

2. To Communicate: Organizations should
communicate the policy through written
sources such as workers handbook or
employee manuals (Fitzwater, 1998) and
have it distributed to employees, posting it
on internet, intranet and other public places
in the company. A part of communication is
reporting. Proper reporting procedure must
also be established to document complaints
(Lopez, 2017). Organizations should also
establish different methods and channels of
reporting such as direct reporting to HR,
special hotline or HR unit set up for that
purpose (Koch, 1998).

3. To Educate: Organizations should conduct
regular training programs and seminars
annually for supervisors, managers and
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other senior staff members in addition to
regular employees — including new recruits
— on expected behavior in the workplace,
informing steps to take if harassed or
accused of harassment.

4. To Investigate and Take Action to Eliminate:
Investigation of harassment must be dealt
with promptly and disciplinary action where
necessary should be executed swiftly
(Workforce, 2013; Koch, 1998). Where
organizations fail to act, it might prove quite
costly.

In addition to these steps, Howard and Lakes (2007)
advice that remedies to sexual harassment must be
two-fold: restoring victims and preventing
reoccurrence. He also suggests a progression of
steps in dealing with harassment ranging from
warning, suspension and termination based on the
severity. Moreover, counselling or harassment
seminars (Orlov & Roumell, 1999) can also be used
as corrective methods to handle sexual misconduct.
Orlov and Roumell (1999) propose that victims of
sexual harassment should be “offered counselling or
some other reasonable assistance from employer to
deal with the effects of the sexual harassment”
which may include transfer, change of schedule or
even promotion (Webb & Norton, 2009).

Conclusions and Recommendations
This section presents the conclusions of the paper
and then gives the recommendations thereof.

Conclusions

Sexual harassment is real and is everywhere. Both
men and women are affected by and are guilty of
sexual harassment offences. This malpractice has
several negative consequences including physical
and mental illnesses in the form of stress, anxiety or
depression as well as financial and economic losses
to victims, companies and countries due to low
morale, performance and productivity. One thing is
clear: sexual harassment diminishes the human
resources capital in various ways. Sexual harassment
is a human resource issue and human resource
administrators should take preventative steps to
deal with sexual harassment in the workplace.
Eradicating sexual harassment can help to boost
productivity, the economy and can help to improve
lives.

Recommendations

While there are many ways to deal with sexual
harassment in the workspace/workplace, the
following are recommended:

1. That more Governments adopt the ILO
global treaty on sexual harassment for
legislation.

2. Every place of employment, academic
institutions and place of training and
development needs to develop clear and
comprehensive  strategic  policies for
handling sexual harassment prevention,
complaints and breach.

3. Organizational leaders should provide
appropriate communication and education
and training about sexual harassment in its
policies, including establishing systems for
reporting, investigating and documenting
complaints of sexual harassment.

4. Both public and private organizations should
appropriately publish their policies on
sexual harassment in keeping with national
policies.

5. Organizations, where possible, should
provide appropriate mental health support
and counselling therapy for victims and
perpetrators of sexual harassment as a
means of providing healing and elimination
of the problem. Compensation to victims
should also be considered.

6. As much as possible, victims should be
allowed paid time off for grief and recovery;
transferring to other departments or lines of
work within the organization maybe
contemplated to avoid stigma and even

retaliation.
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