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Sexual harassment at work is against the law in Ontario under both the Ontario Human Rights Code and the Occupational Health and Safety Act.  However, it is not a thing of the past as much as we would like to think otherwise.   

According to Harassment and Violence in Canadian Workplaces: It’s [Not] Part of the Job, April 2022, 65% of survey respondents experienced at least one behavior or practice of harassment and violence at work in the past two years.

It can happen to anyone. 

Every situation is unique, and there is no right or wrong way to deal with sexual harassment in the workplace.  In each case, there are choices you can make in how to respond to the harassment.

If you feel safe, and only if you feel safe, you could be direct with the harasser.  Let the person know the conduct is unwelcome and must stop. 

You could try to keep a written record of the incident(s) while the harassment is happening.   Include actions, conversations, dates, times, the location, and people involved to help keep memories fresh and create an ongoing record of the harassment.

In a unionized workplace, the collective agreement will have built-in and prioritized human rights protections that you can research and act upon if you choose.

In a non-unionized workplace, you can find out if the company has a harassment reporting policy.    The workplace should have policies in place that state how internal complaints will be handled.  

A good policy will tell you who to report to, the parameters around confidentiality, protections you have from reprisals or threats, mechanisms for investigations, and how long the process might take.  

You can then choose to report the incident in accordance with the policy or to a person in the company who you trust.  Using an internal complaints process does not usually replace your right to file a human rights claim, or to proceed in other legal forums.

You can choose not to report the incident at all or you can wait until you’re comfortable doing so.  It is an individual choice.

Reporting sexual harassment may not be easy for you because of barriers.  Some of those barriers may be:

Uncertainty if the behaviour crossed the line into sexual harassment in the workplace.

Stigma of reporting.

Fear of losing employment and loss of income.

Reprisal.

Barriers of language, accessibility, culture and/or immigration status.

Not knowing where to get help or legal advice.

Research has shown that not everyone experiences workplace sexual harassment in the same way.    In each case, there are choices you can make in how to respond to the harassment.
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