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#METOO ADDRESSING
SEXUAL HARASSMENT IN

THE WORKPLACE: AN
OVERVIEW FOR EMPLOYERS

Sexual harassment is a topic discussed in earnest at all levels of our organizations. Businesses are now looking
backwards and questioning past accepted behavior in light of today's public allegations. While this may demonstrate
enlightened reflection on the part of business, it can also shed light on cultural, accepted norms and vulnerabilities

which may impact these organizations.

Each business has a specific DNA or culture and can range from large publicly-traded, very traditional organizations to
those organizations which are described as less conventional, less defined and more challenged with regards to formal
process and structure. Regardless, each entity is responsible and can be held liable if it fails to provide appropriate
ways to report allegations and handle investigations regarding inappropriate workplace behavior, including sexual

harassment.

We are frequently asked what are some of the most efficient ways to make sure organizations are being proactive
relative to allegations of sexual harassment. Below we provide some basic things to think through as your organization

works to effectively handle the issues around sexual harassment.

Leadership has to be in sync.

An organization reflects its leadership’s values. If the leaders do not demonstrate a commitment to fair and impartial
handling of sexual harassment allegations, employees will not feel comfortable nor supported in the reporting of this
inappropriate behavior. It is important to remember most employees consider their immediate supervisor as their
version of leadership so the values supporting the reporting of sexual harassment must cascade throughout the

organization.

Training has to be relevant.
Many organizations provide some training on its expectations regarding workplace behavior, including sexual

harassment. However, training must be well suited for the organization, using specific examples which are easy to
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relate to and clearly understood. Management, at all levels, needs to be trained to identify inappropriate behavior,

address it immediately and thoroughly and know the process by which to escalate issues for further action.

Reporting processes need to be in place, understood and respectful of both the victim and the alleged offender.

With the sensitive topic and personal nature of sexual harassment, it is important to listen to the information, work to
corroborate the information and investigate discreetly and impartially. Many companies utilize a 24/7, third-party tip
line allowing for the reporting of workplace allegations. The reporting may include anonymous complaints and should
be well known throughout the organization. A multitude of reporting mechanisms can be employed including by phone,

email and in person through appropriately identified individuals and management.

Impartial investigations must be undertaken immediately.

Protecting both the victim and the alleged should be important given that any inference relative to a sexual harassment
matter can be uncomfortable for either. Using external, objective and unbiased resources is critical to protect the
organization and the individuals involved. Without an impartial investigation respectful of all parties, future
investigations will be hampered, fewer victims will report issues and witnesses and offenders will be less likely to
cooperate. Having an efficient and respectful process will demonstrate the commitment by the organization to those

involved.

Determine if immediate action is needed.

Quick action is sometimes required of businesses based either on a risk of potential, additional harm to a victim or
others or additional risk to the organization. Organizations working with both internal and external partners need to
understand what behavior requires an immediate organizational response. Having a core team able to quickly take in
and assess specific information relative to serious allegations, provide counsel as to the risk and liability of the
organization, provide appropriate resources for the victim and make sure the privacy and rights of both the victim and

the alleged offender are protected, goes a long way in developing a culture of responsiveness.
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