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The topic of sexual harassment conjures up some very 

negative thoughts.  Often, this form of harassment 

seems to bring images of sexual assault and salacious 

behaviour by one party against the other.  Contrary to 

popular belief, sexual harassment can be more subtle 

than that.  This article will examine what constitutes 

sexual harassment and its negative effects on both the 

workforce and the organization.   

 

Under the Ontario Human Rights Code, sexual 

harassment is “engaging in a course of vexatious 

comment or conduct that is known or ought to be 

known to be unwelcome.”  We often hear that in order 

for a behaviour/conduct to be considered sexual 

harassment, there must be a pattern of such behaviour; 

however, in some cases, one incident could be serious 

enough to be considered sexual harassment.  In this 

latter case, an act of sexual aggression against a co-

worker would likely be considered a blatant form of 

sexual harassment.  As alluded to earlier, harassment 

of this nature does not have to be so flagrant, 

examples of more subtle forms of sexual harassment 

may include one of the following acts/behaviours: 

 

 demanding hugs; 

 invading personal space; 

 unnecessary physical contact, including 

unwanted touching;  

 using language that puts someone down and/or 

comments towards either men or women, sex-

specific derogatory names; 

 leering or inappropriate staring; 

 making gender-related comments about 

someone’s physical characteristics or 

mannerisms; 

 making comments or treating someone badly 

because they don’t conform with sex/gender  

stereotypes; 

 showing or sending pornography, sexual pictures 

or cartoons, sexually explicit graffiti, or other 

sexual images (including on-line); 

 sexual jokes, including distributing written 

sexual jokes (for example, by e-mail); 

 rough and vulgar humour or language related to 

gender; 

 using sexual or gender-related comments or 

conduct to bully someone; 

 spreading sexual rumours (including on-line); 

 making suggestive or offensive comments or 

hints about members of a specific gender 

 making sexual propositions; 

 verbally abusing, threatening or taunting 

someone based on sex/gender; 

 bragging about sexual prowess; 

 demanding dates or sexual favours; 

 making offensive sexual jokes or comments; 

 asking questions or talking about sexual 

activities; 

 making an employee dress in a sexualized or 

gender-specific way; 

 threats to penalize or otherwise punish a person 

who refuses to comply with sexual advances 

(reprisal or “payback”). 

 

There is often a fine line as to what is considered an 

innocent joke or a form of sexual harassment.  It is 

important to note that what may constitute an 

innocent gesture to one person may not be perceived 

in the same way by another.  What differentiates the 

situation is how the receiver of the message (i.e., 

joke) perceives it.  If the recipient of the message 

perceives the joke to be offensive, then one may come 

to the conclusion that the remark was indeed a form 

of sexual harassment, even though the sender may not 

have intended it to be offensive.  With respect to this 

type of scenario, policies often stress the need for the 

offended party (i.e., receiver) to advise the sender that 

the comment/joke was unwelcome and wishes the 

conduct to cease and desist.    
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Although sexual harassment in the workplace has 

been studied extensively over the past 20 years or so, 

most of the research has concentrated on its effects on 

individuals (i.e., employees).  Not much has been 

written concerning the effects on the organization as a 

whole.  It is usually obvious what the impact is on the 

individual, but it is not so obvious when it comes to 

the workforce in general. 

 

A study undertaken by Profs. Jana Raver and Michele 

Gelfand uncovers some very interesting conclusions 

on the impact of sexual harassment on the workplace 

and the organization.  The study breaks new ground 

by investigating whether sexual harassment of a team 

member is linked to the improving or worsening of 

the performance of the entire team. 

 

The results of the study reveal that there is a strong 

link.  It found that sexual harassment is associated 

with appreciably more conflict in work teams.  

Additionally, it was discovered that teams showed 

less cohesion and less success in meeting financial 

goals on an organizational basis. 

 

Profs. Raver and Gelfand also found that different 

types of harassment are associated with widely 

different outcomes. Thus, what is called sexist 

hostility (behavior that casts aspersions on women or 

exhibits prejudice against women) proved to have 

surprisingly little relationship to group performance, 

even though it has been shown to be seriously hurtful 

to individual women.  Conversely, unwanted sexual 

attention was associated with increased team conflict. 

Moreover, sexual hostility (i.e., telling offensive 

sexual jokes or making offensive sexual remarks or 

gestures) was linked to even greater conflict.  These 

latter forms of sexual hostilities also contributed to 

diminished group cohesion and lower financial 

performance. 

 

The study found that sexual hostility was “particularly 

damaging for team processes, because the acts are 

both clearly hostile and overtly sexual.”  Overall, 

sexual hostility contributed more negatively to the 

erosion of team cohesion and amplified group 

conflict.  Higher team conflict was, in turn, linked to 

worse financial performance.   

 

The findings of the Raver and Gelfand provide greater 

impetus for organizations/employers to ensure a 

harassment free workplace.  Management should 

“make it clear that all sexually harassing behaviours 

are forbidden, even mild behaviours that perpetrators 

think are ‘just good fun’.” 

 

In attempting to mitigate the behaviours that may 

constitute sexual harassment, organizations are 

encouraged to undertake training (i.e., Bill 168 

harassment training) that emphasizes the negative 

outcomes associated with sexual harassment for the 

entire team so that members realize that they may 

ultimately be harming everyone on a team when they 

perpetrate harassment.  This type of training may 

create a deterrent for individual team members to 

engage in harmful behaviours, or may empower 

individual staff to confront their fellow co-workers 

about ceasing their harassing conduct.  

 

In conclusion, it is clear that eliminating sexual 

harassment is wise not only from a moral, ethical, and 

legal perspective, but it also makes good business 

sense.   

 


