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In the past year, the #MeToo movement has brought to the forefront many longstanding issues 
surrounding sexual harassment and gender inequality in the workplace. One year on from the 
movement gaining widespread media attention, these concerns have not gone away. In fact,  
they have become an even bigger part of public discourse.

While many of the high-profile news stories about the issue have focused on misconduct and misbehavior in the  
often-insulated power halls of Hollywood and Washington, it is a highly important and significant issue for corporate 
workplaces everywhere. Indeed, a greater focus on Preventing Discrimination & Harassment (or PDH) training is of 
increasing concern to those responsible for managing workplace culture, such as human resources supervisors.  

This is not a problem that can be ignored or one that will simply disappear on its own. According to one report, since the 
New York Times first wrote about allegations of serial predation by movie mogul Harvey Weinstein a year ago, at least 
425 prominent people across industries have been publicly accused of sexual misconduct, a broad range of behavior 
that spans from lewd comments and abuse of power to forcing unwanted physical contact on victimsi. It should be 
noted that this number is a conservative estimate, as it is based on publicly reported allegations of sex-related bad 
behavior in U.S. national, state and local media, trade publications and the public record. The data does not include 
alleged instances of broader gender discrimination, non-sexual bullying and racial insensitivity.

This may be a difficult issue to tackle from a professional training standpoint; many people might feel awkward or 
uncomfortable addressing these topics. However ignoring the matter will only make things worse. Beyond the obvious 
pitfalls of lawsuits and bad press, harassment in the workplace, whether experienced directly or witnessed happening 
to others, lowers employee morale. Surveys of human resource managers show that a third of them have changed their 
practices on this issue because they believe a workplace culture that tolerates sexual harassment lowers both morale 
and productivityii.  

Some research has shown that productivity could decline by up to 40% when workers are distracted by harassment. 
Aside from the distraction, bullied employees also feel a loss of motivation, causing them to avoid putting in extra 
effort or working extra hoursiii. 

Just recently, we have seen how not having a strong workplace culture around PDH can negatively affect a company. In 
November 2018, 20,000 Google employees staged a coordinated walkout at various Google offices across the U.S. 
and India in response to the perceived inappropriate handling of various sexual harassment cases by the tech giant. 
The walkout garnered huge media interest and shed a poor light on Google. It also led to the company eliminating its 
policy of using forced arbitration in cases of sexual harassment and assaultiv.  

PDH does not have to be a problem in your workplace. With clear protocols in place, effective education and training 
programs, and strong support from leadership, you can have an environment free of harassment and discrimination, 
which then results in more productive employees and higher morale. 

It is important not only to have policies in place, but to apply them as well. We will share some best practices on 
exactly how to do this, which in the end will create a safe and compliant work environment.
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Even with the increased focus on sexual harassment in the media, there still tends to be confusion 
as to what it comprises. Broadly speaking, it is any unwanted sexual pressure or intimidation, 
whether in physical or verbal form. Beyond that, there are many nuances that harassment takes. 
Visual harassment, or the sending of unwanted photos or images to a recipient, is also something 
that violates discrimination laws in most countries. We should pause here to note that a person of 
any gender can be a victim of harassment. Although women are the subject of the offensive 
behaviour in the majority of reported cases over the last year, men too can be victims of 
harassment and discrimination and their claims should be taken just as seriously. 

There are also different types of harassment. Most fall under the category of “hostile work 
environment,” which means the behavior is causing an uncomfortable workplace environment for 
the victim or undue stress or interference with their work performance. 

Quid pro quo harassment is less common, but just as severe. It typically takes the form of one 
person in power (a manager or executive) attempting to use their authority to make another 
employee submit to sexual favors in exchange for a job perk, perhaps a salary increase. Conversely, 
it also could be used to threaten the victim if they refuse, i.e. a loss of job or demotion. 

Of course, harassment today extends beyond just inappropriate physical touching or an offensive 
comment. In fact, the rise of the Internet and digital media in many ways makes it easier for people 
to engage in this type of behavior. Sharing offensive videos, making comments on social media or 
distributing people’s personal information digitally are all forms of harassment. These are on the 
rise - nearly one-third of all organizations have been hit with sexual harassment claims stemming 
from abuse of computer networks.

The most important thing to bear in mind is that every claim must be thoroughly investigated. 
Nothing can be assumed,  neither the guilt of the accused, nor the validity of the accusation, until 
all the relevant facts can be examined. This is why having a PDH policy and enforcing it is so 
critical; it is not enough to just stick a notice on the wall of the cafeteria about laws on harassment. 
You need to have your own set of protocols and procedures so that harassment can be clearly 
defined,  recognized when it occurs, and then dealt with in the appropriate manner. 
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Education is key
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Having a clear and enforceable policy around PDH is critical in creating a safer and more 
productive work environment. This is crucial, as awareness of these actions and the #MeToo 
phenomenon has spread far beyond the U.S. where the movement originated. According to U.K. 
public interest group The Fawcett Society, the majority of British people now acknowledge a 
change in what is considered acceptable behavior since #MeToo gained momentum. Meanwhile, 
countries such as India have seen an increase of public protests against this behavior in
recent years. 

Sometimes, employers post informational bulletins about harassment in some common areas, but 
it is important to do more than that and to let your employees know your company’s specific policy 
in plain language. This is because many people do not read these public notices, as they are 
typically written in legalese, and they may have a hard time deciphering it if they are not a lawyer.

According to the Society for Human Resources Management, companies should include real-life 
examples of unacceptable conduct in their policy, and these examples should be ones that are 
easily understandable and that will resonate in your organization's culturev.  

Also, organizations can set definitions of what is unacceptable in their PDH policies that go beyond 
what is legally considered workplace harassment. Something that technically might not be illegal 
in your country or locality could still be considered inappropriate. Explicitly define and list these 
behaviors in your policy, with a note pointing out that such actions are prohibited by your company, 
even if not considered unlawful in and of themselves. 

It is not enough to simply have a policy in place, no matter how robust and well-defined. You 
should also schedule periodic harassment training throughout the year. This is something that 
may not be required by law in your geography, but it builds awareness and can help prevent 
harassment and various types of discrimination. It also serves the purpose of keeping both 
employees and supervisors up-to-date on harassment rules and regulations at your company. 
Finally, if a harassment claim is filed, the fact that your company has offered or required training 
will demonstrate that you took reasonable steps to prevent harassmentvi. 
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Creating and enforcing successful 
harassment policies and 
procedures
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As workplaces continue to become more diverse, so the potential for harassment around issues of 
race, gender and cultural differences increases. That is why it is imperative to be even more vigilant 
in confronting and enforcing cases of legitimate harassment. Continuing education for both 
supervisors and general employees can help prevent incidents before they happen. 

It is important to deal with these issues appropriately when they arise. The federal Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission reports that 75% of workplace harassment victims 
experienced some kind of retaliation for reporting their claim. This highlights that far too many 
businesses still do not have an adequate grasp on this very important issue. 

However, with a clear policy and regular training, your company can successfully deal with – and 
hopefully prevent – these types of incidents. To set your company on the right path, you need to 
ensure your employees are properly trained on matters of harassment and discrimination.  It is 
perhaps the most vital investment you can make in your business. 

A series of periodic, online training sessions can help keep this topic top of mind among your 
employees. Educational, engaging online videos produced by a credible firm with deep experience 
in this field can make all the difference in creating a culture of compliance. 

The way forward
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Visit legal.tr.com/compliance-learning

Build your culture 
of compliance 
With sexual harassment and discrimination becoming an increasingly prominent part of our 
working environments now, more than ever, it is essential to provide your employees with the 
tools and knowledge to make the right decisions.

Our Thomson Reuters Compliance Learning courses deliver engaging online training to 
support your business in building a respectful and inclusive workplace, helping to create a 
culture of integrity and compliance.

Click here to learn more about our online training courses.

http://financial-risk-solutions.thomsonreuters.info/PDH-course
http://legal.tr.com/compliance-learning

