The Economic Risk of Workplace Harassment

Sexual harassment continues to be one of the most persistent and damaging problems in our Canadian workplaces. 
For employees, the consequences of workplace sexual harassment include physical and mental health issues, lost earnings, and damaged career paths.  There is also the likelihood of significant economic loss for employees. 
As a result of their experiences, in addition to lost working hours due to missed work, sick leave, tardiness and leaving work early, employees can experience negative consequences for their careers including being transferred, suspended, fired, or being denied a promotion, pay increase or good performance rating.
Those who witness harassment may also experience the need for time off work given the conflict and stress caused by incidents of workplace sexual harassment.  Bystanders may ultimately feel compelled to leave the workplace due to the harassment they witnessed. 
For employers and companies, workplace sexual harassment can lead to profound economic losses and have a significant impact on their bottom line.      
Employers incur costs due to lower productivity levels, increased absenteeism, sick leave, increased premiums for health benefits, and staff turnover.   Dealing with sexual harassment incidents and their impacts can take time away from a manager’s time to complete other tasks.  
Sexual harassment claims can also result in monetary damage awards to victims and legal expenses.  
The economic cost of incidents of sexual harassment in the workplace are often paid twice – once by the employee, and again by the employer. 
Studies have repeatedly shown that workplace sexual harassment impacts the bottom line of companies where it is occurring.  Managers, supervisors, Boards, and company owners do not always recognize this economic risk.  
Workplace sexual harassment policies often do not work without a major shift in workplace culture.  Those in the best position to help address the harmful behaviour – managers and/or supervisors – often fail to act, or even worse, retaliate against the individual.  
The challenge for those in authority is to ensure that their policies are effective and yield real results in the lives of workers and in the economic health of their companies.  
Significant changes to workplace practices, procedures and culture need to occur, not only for the benefit of society, but to reduce the risk of economic loss for both employees and employers. For these reasons, effective workplace education and training are necessary.
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