How Boards Make a Difference

In 2017, former Vice-President, Joe Biden, told students at Rutgers University the following: “Sexual Assault is not about sex.  It’s about power.  It’s about the abuse of power”.
During that year and in the years following a number of powerful men were fired due to allegations of workplace sexual harassment, including Harvey Weinstein, Roger Ailes, chairman and CEO of Fox News, and Roy Price, head of Amazon Studios.
The Boards of Directors (Boards) of the companies these men led faced a new level of scrutiny about how they handled the sexual harassment allegations.  What did they know? When did they know it?  What did they do?
Boards have a fiduciary duty to act in the best interest of their company or organization.  Boards manage risks, ensure that updated policies are in place and, most importantly, ensure that policies are followed by everyone.  
Employers and their governing bodies are legally responsible to provide a safe environment for all staff members, volunteers and clients. 
Sexual harassment is increasingly being recognized as a serious governance issue.   To that end, Boards are taking steps to prevent and manage the risk by shifting their focus from response to prevention. 
Boards can make a difference by performing risk assessments of their company or organization to determine if there are concerns about sexual harassment complaints which are not or have not been properly addressed.  Such risk assessments should be performed on a regular basis.
Boards should review and update existing policies, procedures and handbooks.  The update should include examples of unacceptable behaviour, provide multiple lines of reporting, and emphasize that retaliation will not be tolerated.  
Workplace policies must also address other kinds of harassment such as those based on race, religion and disability.
Mandatory and meaningful training should be provided to everyone - Board members, managers, supervisors, employees and volunteers.  Training should be tailored to the organization or company and have an interactive component. 
Boards set the tone by ensuring that everyone understands that there are clear-cut consequences for those engaged in sexually harassing or other discriminatory harassing behaviours, and that those behaviours will not be tolerated at any level.  There should be no exceptions.
Once a complaint is received, Boards should immediately acknowledge the allegation, advise the complainant that the organization will investigate immediately, and then proceed with an investigation in the manner set out by the policy.   
Community-oriented citizens wanting to make a difference in their community often volunteer their time and expertise by sitting on a Board.  Sometimes hard, uncomfortable questions must be asked by Board members because they are accountable for the behaviour of those within the organization or business.
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