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Harassment risk high, study say s
__________________________________

Su rve y sh ows 23% of adult women repor t sexu al pre ssure at wor k

BY ALANNA MITCHELL
Social Trends Reporter

Ne arly one in fou r Cana dian women ove r18
– or 2.4 mil lio n – hav e been sex ually harasse d
on the job, according to a groun d-bre a king
study by Statis ti cs Cana da.

Five per cent repor ted unwa n ted sex ual
touching rela ted to their work and anot he r 1
per cent said they had been forced into hav-
ing sex as a res ult of bei ng em p l oye d. If
accur ate, that 1 per cent of the sample wou ld
repre sent about 100,000 women. The mos t
frequ ent assaila n t s we re co-wo rke rs and
bosses.

The figure s co m e fr om the landmark Vi o-
len ce Agai nst Wom en Sur vey conducted by
St ats can in 1993. It was the first nation a l
survey of its kin d anyw here in the world and
involved tele phone int e rvie w s with 12,000
randomly-selected women across the cou ntr y.
Its initia l fin d ings on the prevalenc e of attacks
ag ain st women were pub lis hed a year ago.

Ye s terday, the sur vey’s figure s on wor k-
rela ted sex ual harassment were pub lis hed in
the age n cy’s quarterly Per spect ives on La-
bour and Incom e. They are the first nation a l
fig ure s publis hed on a topic that has become
pres sing ove r the past decade as women en-
tered the wor k fo rce in unprecedent e d num-
bers. Last year, 45. 2 per cent of the Cana-
dian labou r fo rce was fem ale.

As wel l, such incid e n t s as the testim ony
of Anita Hil l ag ain st U.S. Supreme Cou rt
Ju s tic e Clarenc e Thomas, the success of
Davi d Ma m et’s play Olea nna and the just-re-
le ase d Hollyw ood mov i e Discl o sure st arring
Demi Moore and Michael Dou glas hav e
brou ght the topi c of sex ual harassment to
public att entio n. Hol ly Johnson, a senior an-
alys t at Stats can who was in charge of the
Vi olen ce Agai nst Wom en Sur vey, said the
data provi de empir ical proof that women’s
fe eli ngs of vul nerability are accur ate.

The earli er res earch from the sur vey
sh owe d that 51 per cent of Cana dian women
repor ted at lea st on e in cid e n t of phy sical or
sexu al viole n ce sin ce age 16.

Tw enty-nin e per cent of wiv es said they
ha d been viole n tly tre ated by a husband .
And 60 per cent of women fel t wo rried
abou t wa l king alon e after dark.

"The evi denc e is ver y cle ar that far too
ma ny women are abuse d in the con tex t of
thei r fa m ili es. And we als o know that in-
crea singly women feel uns a fe in the stre ets,"
said Rober t Glo sso p of the Vanier Ins titute

of the Family. "This evi denc e now tel ls us
that abou t a quarter of women feel at risk in
thei r jo b s. Where do women feel safe? "

The sur vey fou nd that mos t re spondents who
ha d ev er exper ienc e d wo rk-rela ted sex ual har-
assment were harasse d in more than one way.
And it fou nd that the lea st seve re for ms of
harassment were the mos t co mmon.

Fo r ex ample, 77 per cent of the women who
repor ted harassment (st atis ti c a l ly repre senting
abou t 1.9 mil lio n women) said that the man
ha d ma de inappro priat e co mments about
thei r body or sex life. On the othe r hand,18
per cent said they were pre ssure d to have
sex on the threat that their job mig ht suf fer
if they did not.

Mo re than half the women who had been
sexu ally harasse d said the person who had
done it was a male co-wo rke r. Another 39
per cent said it was a male bos s. Thi rteen
per cent said it was a male cli ent or custo -
me r and anot he r 3 per cent said it was a
ma le student. The sur vey did not catalogue
fe male viole n ce aga inst men.

The sur vey als o fo und that 6 per cent of
women who were cur rently wor king repor-
ted exper iencing at lea st on e fo rm of sex ual
harassment rela ted to wor k in the 12 mon ths
befo re the sur vey was taken. This wou ld
wo rk out to nearly 400,000 women.

Yo ung women were more likely than olde r
women to be harasse d. In 1993, 10 per cent
of women age d 18 to 24 had been harasse d
on the job, compare d to 6 per cent of all
wo rking women. And unmarrie d women, no

matt e r what their age s , we re als o mo re li kely
to be sex ually harasse d on the job than mar-
ried women.

The amoun t of mon ey a woman makes
does not appear to influe n ce whether she wil l
be sex ually harasse d.

Davi d No rthrup, manage r of the sur vey
re search cent re at the Ins titute of Socia l Re -
search at Yor k Un ive rsity in Toron t o, said
the mag n itude of the problem is dow nright
fr ightening. He has wor ked on a sma l ler,
unpublis hed study of wor k-place sex ual ha-
rassment.

THE DEFINITION

The Viole n ce Aga inst Women Sur vey
defin ed thes e unwel come actio ns by
men – co-wo rke rs, bos s es,
custome rs, patients or students --
as wor k-rela ted sex ual harassment:

• Ma king a woman uncomfo rtable
by com menting inappro priat ely
abou t he r body or sex life;

• Ma king her uncomfo rtable by
repeatedly ask ing for a dat e and
refu sing to take no for an answe r;

• Leaning ove r he r unne c essarily,
ge tting too clo se, or cor ner ing her;

• Hin ting that she cou ld los e he r jo b,
or that her emplo ym e n t situation
might suf fer, if she did not have a
sexu al rela t ion s hip with him .

SOURCES OF SEXUAL HARASSMENT
AG AINST WOMEN
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"I t doesn’t feel good to be a male and rea d
this stuff," he said. "Yo u ge t ir rit ated becau se
ot he r men are such asshole s."

He said he feare d the actual number of
women who are harasse d in the workplace
is large r than the study fou nd. His wor k –
in whi c h he rei nter vie w s people who have
ju s t been que s tion ed for a sur vey – shows
that people tend to hold back tel ling int e r-
vie wers such things.

Patr ici a O’Haga n, a  sociologi st at Sim on
Frase r Un ive rsity in Bur nab y, B.C., and its
harassment poli cy co-ordin at or, als o said
wo rk-place sex ual harassment is probably a
mu ch big ger problem than the study fou nd.

The study confin ed its elf to a nar row defi ni-
tion of sex ual harassment, ask ing only about

men who made inappro priat e co mments a-
bout a woman’s body or sex life, got unnecess -
arily clo se to or cor nered a woman, repeated -
ly aske d fo r a dat e and ref use d to take no
fo r an answe r, and threatene d to hur t he r jo b
se cur ity if the woman did not have sex .

Dr. O’H aga n said such types of harass -
ment as tel ling a woman she oug ht to be at
home havi ng babies woul d not be cov ere d
un d er such a defi nit ion, nor wou ld things
li ke wor kplace-rela ted stalk ing or graffiti.

Despit e this , sh e said she expects the sur-
ve y re sul ts to be att ack ed by those who do
not wis h to believe them. But she said the
fact that Stats can is able to con duct such a
survey and pub lis h it s re sul ts shows that the
subj ect of wor k-rela ted sex ual harassment is

fin a l ly coming out of the clo set.

The study was not able to mea s ure whether
wo rk-rela ted sex ual harassment is inc rea sing.
Bu t speculation run s both ways . Mr. Nor th-
rup said he feels that as women achieve a
cr iti c a l ma s s in the labou r fo rce, they wil l
dema n d and receiv e bett e r treatment.

Elle n Gee, chair woman of sociology and
ant hro pol ogy at Sim on Frase r, said that the
opposit e may hap pen. She exp lain ed that
sexu al harassment is a reflection of the
powe r differenc e between men and women
in socie ty. As more women enter the wor k
fo rce, men may perceiv e them as an eve r-
gr owing threat and make gre ater att emp t s to
discou rag e them from wor king.

REFERENCE: St atis ti cs Cana da – Hol ly Johnson: Wor k-rela ted sex ual harassment. Per spect ives on Labou r and Incom e 6(#4):
9-12 (Win ter, 1994). Cat alogue 75- 001 E, ISSN 0840 -8750. [Ar ts Lib r ary call number: CA1 SC 75-001]

In the first sent enc e of the thi rd parag raph of the middle colum n of the article EM9422 reprint e d ov erleaf on pag e 2.157,
ex pla in what is meant by the phrase .... sta tis tically represe nting about 1.9 million wom en .... .

1

At the top of the rig ht-hand colum n of the article EM9422 reprint e d ov erleaf on pag e 2.157, a box wit h the hea ding THE
DEFINITION is giv en; dis cus s br ief ly:

• the sta tis tical im por tanc e of this infor mation to the sur vey ;

• the sta tis tical re ason(s) for inclu ding the infor mation in the box wit h the newsp aper article.

2

The last parag raph of the middle colum n of article EM9422 reprint e d ov erleaf on pag e 2.17 repor ts that Yo ung wom en wer e
more lik ely than older wom en to be hara sse d. In1993, 10 per cen t of wom en age d 18 to 24 had been hara sse d on the job,
co mpare d to 6 per cen t of all work ing wom en. And unmarr ied wom en, no matter what their age s, wer e also more lik ely to be
se xua lly hara sse d on the job than mar rie d wo men . Describe brief ly the sta tis tical is s ues inv olved in thes e two stat ements.

• Outlin e how the issues you hav e id e n tified mig ht be addre sse d in a future inv estig a t ion of the same topi c.

3

Discus s br ief ly the stre ngt h(s) and weakness(e s) of the diag ram at the lowe r right ove r leaf on pag e 2.157 as a picto ria l
method of dat a pres entation; include in you r discus sio n sugg estio ns for ove rco m ing the weakness(e s) you identify.

4

Fo r the diagr am give n ov erleaf at the lowe r right, identify the parag raph of the article EM9422 whe re the data are giv en.

• Discus s cr iti c a l ly the fol low ing statement: Among the fou r ca tegories of sou rces of wor k-rel ate d se xua l hara ssm ent agai nst
wo men , th e di agr am shows that male co-work ers are mos t li kel y, and male studen t s le ast li kel y, to eng age in such behavi our.

5

St atist i cal and othe r is s ues of int e rest arise in the secon d paragr aph of the left-hand colum n abov e: He sai d he feare d th e
actual number of wom en .... peop le ten d to hol d back telling inter vie wer s such things.

• Which of our six error cat egor ies, and the res ulting lim itation impos ed on Answe rs, are inv olved in this parag raph?

• What oth er paragr aphs of the article EM9422 deal wit h the same sta tis tical is s ue? Exp lain brief ly.

6

The secon d-last parag raph of the article EM9422 reprint e d abov e st ates that The study was not able to mea sure wheth er
work-rel ate d se xua l hara ssm ent is incre asi ng; sugge s t possib le rea son(s) for this lim itation on the Answe rs.

• Outlin e how an inv estig a t ion mig ht be con duct e d to quantify the change in lev el of wor k-rela ted sex ual harassment ove r time.

7
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