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Dear employer,

Sexual harassment in the workplace can 

poison the working atmosphere, impair a 

company’s performance and demotivate 

employees who are affected, or even make 

them ill. This brochure shows you how you 

can prevent sexual harassment in the work-

place and what you can do to achieve a 

healthy, non-discriminatory working atmos-

phere. In the pages that follow you will dis-

cover: 

> what sexual harassment is and what 

forms it can take, 

> what the legal position is and what re-

sponsibilities you as an employer have 

towards your staff, 

> what you can do to prevent sexual

harassment occurring in your company, 

> what you must do if an act of sexual

harassment does occur or is suspected.

You can use the checklist on page 26 to find 

out how well your company is acting to pre-

vent sexual harassment in the workplace, 

and where you may need to improve. 

There is a website you can visit (www.

sexuelle belaestigung.ch) which contains 

proven materials in German, French and 

Italian that will help you take all the neces-

sary steps in your company to protect em-

ployees against sexual harassment.



The term sexual harassment in the workplace 

covers any behaviour with a sexual aspect or 

based on gender that is unwanted by and hu-

miliating to the recipient. Harassment can 

take place during working hours or at compa-

ny events. It can be perpetrated by employees, 

people working for partner firms or by the com-

pany’s customers.

Sexual harassment can take the form of words, 

gestures or deeds.

In concrete terms, this might mean:

> Insinuating and suggestive remarks about 

the appearance of employees. 

> Sexist comments and jokes about sexual 

characteristics, sexual behaviour and the 

sexuality of women or men.

> Showing or displaying pornographic mate-

rial in the workplace.

> Issuing unwanted invitations with unmistak-

able intent to colleagues.

> Unwanted bodily contact.

> Stalking employees at work or outside work.

> Attempting to get close to an employee in a 

way which involves promises of advantage 

or threat of disadvantage. 

> Sexual assault, coercion or rape.

There is a simple rule which can be applied to 

decide whether an observed act is harmless flir-

tation, a developing relationship between col-

leagues or sexual harassment: the key point is 

not the intention of the person carrying out 

the act, but how their behaviour is received by 

the other party, i.e. whether it is wanted or un-

wanted.
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what is sexism? 

Sexism is defined as any form 

of discrimination based on 

gender. Mocking women or men 

because of their appearance, 

behaviour or sexual orientation, 

for example, or making insinu-

ating remarks to them, is sexist 

behaviour.
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As an employer, it is not merely in your inter-

est to ensure that your employees can go about 

their duties in a good working atmosphere. You 

are also responsible for preserving their digni-

ty and protecting them from discrimination at 

work. This obligation rests on a number of le-

gal texts:

> article 328 paragraph 1 Swiss code of

   obligations

“Within the employment relationship, em-

ployers must acknowledge and safeguard em-

ployees’ personality rights, have due regard for 

their health and ensure that proper moral stand-

ards are maintained. In particular, they must en-

sure that employees are not sexually harassed 

and that any victim of sexual harassment suffers 

no further adverse consequences.”

> article 6 paragraph 1 employment act  

“Employers are obliged to take all the measures 

required to protect the health of their employ-

ees that experience has shown to be necessary, 

that may be used in accordance with the state 

of the art and which are appropriate to the con-

ditions in the workplace. They must also take all 

the measures required to protect the personal 

integrity of their employees.”

The guidance document covering ordinances 3 

and 4 to the Employment Act deals specifi cally 

with whether a particular incident is a case of 

sexual harassment. It draws on article 2 of ordi-

nance 3 to the Employment Act.
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The provisions of the Code of Obligations and 

the Employment Act require you to protect the 

personality rights of employees. The Federal Act 

on Gender Equality focuses on prohibiting dis-

crimination and classifies sexual harassment not 

only as an act that undermines human dignity 

but also as discriminatory conduct.

> article 4 Gender equality act

“Any harassing behaviour of a sexual nature or 

other behaviour related to the person’s gender 

that adversely affects the dignity of women or 

men in the workplace is discriminatory. Such be-

haviour includes in particular threats, the prom-

ise of advantages, the use of coercion and the 

exertion of pressure in order to obtain favours of 

a sexual nature.”

 

  

> article 5 paragraph 3 Gender equality  

   act

“In the case of discrimination through sexual 

harassment, the court or the administrative au-

thority may also award the person concerned 

compensation, unless the employer proves that 

it took measures that have been proven in prac-

tice to be necessary and adequate to prevent 

sexual harassment and which it could reason ably 

have been expected to take. The compensation 

must be fixed by taking all the circum stances 

into account and is calculated on the basis of the 

average Swiss salary.”

Protection against sexual harassment is part of 

the duty of care that you as an employer or man-

ager owe towards your staff. You can also be 

held responsible for harassment committed by 

temporary employees, suppliers or customers.

04   05
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Sexual harassment can affect employees of 

either gender and at any level in the com-

pany hierarchy. A study carried out in Swit-

zerland in 2007 1 found that 28 percent of 

women and 10 percent of men who were 

questioned had been upset by sexual har-

assment or similar behaviour in the context 

of their work.

1 Silvia Strub and Marianne Schär Moser (2008): Risiko 

und Verbreitung sexueller Belästigung am Arbeitsplatz. 

Eine repräsentative Erhebung in der Deutschschweiz 

und der Romandie, Bern. This study (full text in German 

and French, summary available in Italian) deals with the 

risk and prevalence of sexual harassment in the work-

place on the basis of a representative survey conduct-

ed in German and French-speaking Switzerland. It was 

commissioned by the Federal Office for Gender Equality 

and the State Secretariat for Economic Affairs.
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why does sexual harassment 

occur? 

People who engage in or suf-

fer harassment are not sick or 

neurotic. The main motivation 

behind sexual harassment is the 

exercise of power and domi-

nance. Erotic feelings, attraction 

or even love play a minor role. 

People are sensitive and vulner-

able about sexual matters, and 

this fact is exploited.

The study shows that three-quarters of cases of 

sexual harassment in which women are victims 

are carried out by men (usually individual men, 

but also groups of men). Women also report 

harassment by mixed groups (men and women), 

and in isolated instances by women.

Men stated that around half of all cases of 

harassment were perpetrated by men (individu-

als or groups), around a quarter by women, and 

also a quarter by mixed groups.

Most instances of harassment are carried out 

by colleagues, but customers often behave in a 

similar way. Superiors also engage in such con-

duct, but more rarely. Women report harass-

ment on the part of superiors much more often 

than men. In contrast, men are more likely than 

women to suffer harassment by colleagues fur-

ther down in the hierarchy.

06   07

what FormS oF har aSSment are

common ? 

Women and men are mainly confronted with 

insinuating, denigrating comments, jokes and 

innuendo. Women often also experience sit-

uations such as wolf-whistles, leering and un-

wanted bodily contact. Men mention phone 

calls, letters or e-mails with insulting or sexu-

al content, obscene gestures and pornographic 

material.



Sexual harassment has a negative impact on the 

company, interferes with good teamwork and 

reduces productivity. People who are faced with 

an atmosphere of insecurity and distrust do not 

work well, often do not turn up for work and 

call in sick. Sexual harassment often leads to res-

ignations and dismissals. A high staff turnover is 

costly and the company loses the experience of 

those who leave.

Employers can face additional costs if a court 

finds that sexual harassment has taken place, as 

they have to pay lawyers’ fees, court costs, com-

pensation of up to six months’ salary as well as 

damages for any financial loss and pain and suf-

fering caused.

The media often seize on court cases dealing 

with sexual harassment, which can be detrimen-

tal to the company’s image.
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People who suffer sexual harassment often 

feel extremely insecure and undermined. 

This affects their motivation to work. Their 

performance suffers and they often resign 

without giving a reason. They feel helpless 

and ashamed, lack concentration, and are 

afraid that it might happen again. Their self-

confidence is shattered.

Health problems often arise if the harass-

ment cannot be stopped: victims may have 

difficulty sleeping, become fatigued, suffer 

headaches and stomach pain and feel inse-

cure in their position at work. Harassment 

also affects family life and social relation-

ships.
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> You will reduce the likelihood of incidents in 

your company.  

> Preventive measures also protect both your 

employees and you as an individual to the 

same degree. 

> If sexual harassment does occur, you will be 

treated more leniently by the court if you can 

show that you took appropriate preventive 

steps.

Let us start with the most important thing: you 

must take a firm stand in favour of a harass-

ment-free environment, and intervene if you no-

tice, for instance, that sexist material is circulat-

ing in the workplace or if an employee becomes 

the target of humiliating comments and jokes. 

This clearly demonstrates your attitude.

Both the Gender Equality Act and the Employ-

ment Act require employers to take measures to 

prevent sexual harassment. It is in your interest 

to act in line with this legal requirement:
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Document outlInInG prIncIpleS

You should have a document outlining principles 

in place to prevent sexual harassment in your 

company, containing (at least) the following el-

ements:

> Declaration of principles 

 You as an employer or manager state that you 

are firmly opposed to sexual harassment and 

will not tolerate it in the workplace. 

> Definition 

 The document should contain a definition 

of sexual harassment in the workplace, but 

it is important that this abstract concept is 

expressed in tangible form. The best way of 

doing this is to list some examples that are 

relevant to the everyday operation of your 

company and that your employees will un-

derstand. You can also use the list on page 3 

of this brochure.

> offering support for victims

 You should urge your employees to take a 

stand against sexual harassment and to in-

tervene if they observe it. You should make 

it clear that victims of sexual harassment will 

receive help from the company. What this 

means in practice is that they need not worry 

about reprisals or losing their job. You should 

also indicate to victims where they can obtain 

information, help and advice. (There is more 

on this point under the heading “Where vic-

tims can go for help”, starting on page 16).

> Sanctions 

 Stating that the perpetrators of sexual har-

assment are likely to face sanctions makes it 

clear that such conduct will not be tolerated.

The document outlining principles with its four 

key points should be available in writing. It might 

take the form of a memo, a leaflet or a docu-

ment in a manual that is accessible to all employ-

ees. Other information can be added as required 

(useful addresses, external advice or counselling 

services, background information, etc.).

10   11



proVIDInG InFormatIon

All employees must be aware of the document. 

You can give information verbally or in writing. 

You can choose the presentation form that is 

best suited to you and your company culture. 

Providing information in both forms is most ef-

fective. Presenting the information verbally gives 

you the opportunity to express your firm stance. 

Written material has the advantage that it can be 

given to all employees, including new entrants, 

and that it can be used more than once.

VerBallY. . .

You can give verbal information as part of an 

event which all employees can attend. As this is 

a sensitive topic, you will need to prepare your 

presentation well. You might want to approach 

someone outside the company to help you. 

There are many experts who have been deal-

ing with the topic for years, and who can assist 

you in planning, conducting and overseeing the 

event.

The benefit of a single company-wide session is 

that all employees receive the information at the 

same time. If you have a large number of part-

time workers, you must choose the timing of the 

event carefully, or repeat it, so that all employees 

get the message.

Discussions that you hold with your employees 

at regular intervals to set targets or review skills 

can also create an opportunity for providing in-

formation about sexual harassment in the work-

place. You can hand over a copy of the docu-

ment outlining principles at that time.
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. . .  or In wrIt InG 

If the document outlining principles is avail-

able in written form, you must make sure 

that it is distributed to all employees. The 

brochure “Sexual harassment in the work-

place. A guide for employees” (see page 24 

for details of how to order the brochure) 

provides additional information. You can 

distribute this in addition to your own com-

pany document. Large firms produce their 

own brochures about sexual harassment 

in the workplace or agree procedures gov-

erning how the company deals with sexual 

harassment. You can find examples of docu-

ments at: www.sexuelle belaestigung.ch

Whichever option you choose for distrib-

uting information, it is important that you 

take a firm, clear stand and that your em-

ployees understand that your company will 

not tolerate sexual harassment.

a lonG -term approach

Simply holding one event about sexual har-

assment, or distributing your document 

outlining principles once, is not enough. 

The information must be repeated. You can 

do this in various ways, such as distributing 

the documents once a year with employees‘ 

pay statements, or referring to them in staff 

circulars. Displaying a memo on the notice 

board is a good idea, as this makes the in-

formation clearly visible. You may have files 

or manuals with important documents that 

all employees can access. In any event, the 

information must be easy to find without 

employees having to make a special effort 

to get hold of it.

12   13
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You may experience a case of sexual harassment 

in your company despite taking every precau-

tion and issuing information repeatedly. This is 

unpleasant and creates a bad atmosphere in the 

workplace. Rumours start to fly. People will inev-

itably take sides, supporting either the victim or 

the alleged perpetrator. This creates ideal con-

ditions for preconceptions. It is vital that com-

mon preconceptions are recognised, identified 

as such and contradicted. Preconceptions can 

cause the situation to be dismissed as trivial, and 

victims can be made to appear the guilty par-

ty, for example because of their gender or back-

ground.

Some examples of common preconceptions, 

and their explanation, are given below.

preconceptIon 1

women proVoke men BY the waY 

theY BehaVe or DreSS

On the contrary: women who are the 

target of sexual harassment often dress 

and behave in an unobtrusive manner. 

This kind of statement is an attempt to 

place the responsibility for inappropriate 

and aggressive conduct on the victim.

14   15



preconceptIon 2

Both women anD men lIke to Be 

complImenteD on theIr appear-

ance, DreSS anD (Sexual) at-

tractIVeneSS.

This may well be true. But if the person 

in question makes it clear, explicitly or 

implicitly, that such comments are un-

welcome, they should not be made.

preconceptIon 3

cuStomS VarY In DIFFerent 

countrIeS

It is true that what is acceptable in one 

country in terms of inter-gender rela-

tions may not be acceptable in another 

country. But the thing that remains the 

same in all cultures, and the point that 

really counts, is whether or not those at 

whom the behaviour is directed regard 

it as harassment and an attack on their 

sexual integrity. These boundaries must 

be respected.

the clothing issue 

Most employees know what type 

of clothing is appropriate for 

their position or for their usual 

duties. The appropriate type of 

clothing may vary depending on 

whether employees are attend-

ing a formal event or are work-

ing in a more relaxed setting. If 

the issue of dress really becomes 

a problem in your company, you 

should talk to the individuals 

concerned or ask an appropriate 

person to do so. It is best for the 

person having this conversation 

with the employee to be of the 

same gender.

Larger companies may have a 

dress code laid down by manage-

ment. This makes things clear.

14   15
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Preventive measures must include ensuring that 

victims of harassment know where they can ob-

tain information, advice or help. Make sure that 

your employees are aware of whom they can 

contact if matters become serious. You should 

designate a contact (an individual or an organi-

sation) inside or outside the company which can 

support people in need of advice.

what ShoulD contac tS Do? 

Contacts should perform the following tasks as 

a minimum requirement:

> Listen to the person who has suffered har-

assment or is seeking advice, believe them 

and reassure them that their statements will 

be treated confidentially and that any further 

action will only be taken with their consent. 

> Keep a brief written record of every event.

> List options for action. They should encour-

age people seeking advice to defend them-

selves actively, to set clear boundaries for the 

person who is harassing them, and indicate 

in writing what further steps will be taken if 

the harassment does not stop.

> Be aware of the options for further action 

and their consequences. They should discuss 

the situation with the victim and come to a 

decision as to which option is most appropri-

ate in this particular case. 

> If the victim is not in a position to stop the 

harassment, or tries to do so but is unsuccess-

ful, the contact can initiate a discussion with 

the perpetrator or with superiors. The victim‘s 

consent is required for this.

contac t proFIle

A contact should be someone who is respected 

by employees, who is regarded as trustworthy, 

impartial, discreet and credible. This provides vic-

tims with the assurance that their complaint will 

be handled confidentially. The contact’s role and 

position within the organisation allows him or 

her to take an independent position and defend 

this towards perpetrators and victims as well as 

16   17



their superiors. In cases that are not so serious, 

contacts should have the power to reach a de-

cision on their own. Contacts can be company 

staff members or external experts.

how to F InD an Internal 

contac t

If you have decided that an internal contact is 

the best solution, you need to look out for a 

suitable member of staff. You as the employer 

or manager know your workforce, and are best 

placed to decide who fits the profile of a con-

tact and who will be able to perform this task 

after undergoing appropriate training. As wom-

en are more likely than men to suffer sexual har-

assment, it can be advantageous to appoint a 

woman to this role. Ideally you should have two 

contacts, one of each gender.

In companies with fewer than 

50 employees, it is theoreti-

cally possible for the employer 

or a member of the manage-

ment team to act as the con-

tact. However, this can create 

more problems than it solves. 

Sexual harassment is an area 

dominated by shame and embar-

rassment. Victims can find it 

difficult to ask someone at a 

very high level in the hierarchy 

for help. It is also quite possible 

that employers and managers 

may themselves be suspected of 

sexual harassment.

In larger companies, contacts are often HR em-

ployees or members of an employees’ committee. 

Smaller companies will inevitably have a nar-

rower choice of people who could act as con-

tacts. Some individuals will not be suitable 

because of personal bias. Here are two tips that 

can help you come to a decision: 

> There might be a recently retired member of 

staff who would be ideal in this role.

> You could join forces with one or more 

other companies in your area, and each  

appoint one or more people to this role. Victims 

can then choose to approach a contact from 

their own company or one from a partner 

company.

contac tS neeD to Be tr aIneD 

For theIr DutIeS

Acting as a contact is no easy task. Preparation 

and specialised training is always necessary. The 

training will usually take one or two days. You as 

an employer will have to bear the costs of this 

training. However, you are investing to maintain 

a working atmosphere in which employees re-

spect each other and treat each other properly. 

This will pay off in the longer term.

16   17



tr aInInG Internal contac tS

In large companies, the HR department will 

organise training, or experts from outside the 

company will be hired to train contacts. This ap-

proach is too time-consuming and expensive for 

smaller firms. Here are a few practical tips:

> Find out whether there are courses avail-

able to the public in your region to train 

employees to work as sexual harass-

ment contacts (they may be offered by 

large training institutions or trade unions).

> If there are any large companies in your re-

gion, ask them whether they offer internal 

training which your contacts could attend. 

> There may be other companies near you that 

would be interested in sharing the cost of a 

joint training programme.

> You could approach employer organisa-

tions for help. You will certainly be a mem-

ber of a local or regional trade, profes-

sional or sectoral organisation, and could 

suggest that these bodies offer such training.

ex ternal contac tS

( InDIVIDualS anD orGanI -

SatIonS)

Finally, you could also go for an external solu-

tion:

> There are external specialists who could act 

as your company contact. They have experi-

ence in dealing with sexual harassment in the 

workplace. However, you would have to pay 

for using external resources. 

 Go to www.sexuelle belaestigung.ch for ad-

dres ses of external experts.

> In major towns there are advice centres that 

provide advice and support to the victims of 

sexual harassment. These centres are usu-

ally public and accessible to anyone seeking 

advice. Information can be obtained from 

various sources, such as local and regional 

social services, cantonal equality offices, 

victim support centres, employment advice 

centres for women and cantonal concilia-

tion boards.
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There are a number of options if a com-

plaint of sexual harassment is lodged within 

your company. You will probably first try to 

resolve the problem internally, either infor-

mally or via formal procedures. But allega-

tions of discrimination may well end up in 

court. 
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InFormal SolutIonS

Appointing contacts is an important step in 

resolving conflicts internally. In some cases, 

the contact can help the parties concerned to 

come to a mutual agreement. This is an informal 

process which may never even come to your at-

tention as the employer or manager. But not all 

conflicts can be resolved in this way. You should 

therefore also give some thought to what should 

be done if the informal route does not lead to 

agreement between the parties.

a Formal Internal proceDure

In order for the incident to be investigated, the 

person who suffered harassment must file a 

complaint. This should ideally be done in writ-

ing, but a verbal complaint may also be accept-

able. When filing a complaint, the person who 

suffered harassment is also consenting to a for-

mal procedure being launched. In this situation, 

you as the employer have a leading role. If the 

incident is a clear case of sexual harassment, you 

should immediately stop the person committing 

the harassment and issue a warning, redeploy or 

in very serious cases dismiss the offender.

20   21



InVeStIGatIon

It may well be that the facts of the case are not 

clear and that further investigation of the inci-

dent is needed. The investigation should be 

launched and completed without delay. This is 

part of your duty of care. You can appoint a suit-

able person from within your company to per-

form the investigation. However, it is better for 

all concerned (especially in small companies) if 

someone from outside the company conducts 

the investigation. 

an internal investigation must include

four steps:

> A hearing of the person making the com-

plaint;

> A hearing of the person against whom the 

complaint has been made;

> A search for and interviews of any witnesses;

> Compilation of an investigation report.

two points apply to all steps in 

the procedure:

> A written record must be made of the entire 

procedure.

> Both parties are entitled to inspect docu-

ments.

aVoID preJuDIce anD rumourS

An ongoing investigation usually involves sev-

eral people, and the case becomes the subject 

of discussion among employees. This is partic-

ularly true in small companies where everyone 

knows one another. You should therefore is-

sue a brief, objective statement about the inci-

dent. This prevents prejudice that could affect 

the person making the complaint, the wit nesses, 

and the person against whom the complaint has 

been made.

aF ter the InVeStIGatIon

Once the investigation has been completed and 

a decision has been reached as to whether sexu-

al harassment did indeed take place, certain con-

sequences follow:

> The person who committed harassment must 

apologise and receives a warning, is rede-

ployed or dismissed depending on the sever-

ity of the case. The same applies to people 

who made a false allegation.

> The person who suffered harassment is enti-

tled to compensation.

> The company must introduce stronger pre-

ventive measures. 

> All measures must once again be presented 

to the workforce in an appropriate way.
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It is useful to have a set of rules 

Of course, as an employer you 

operate on the assumption that 

sexual harassment in the work-

place does not happen in your 

company. The document out-

lining principles is in itself an 

important signal. However, a set 

of rules specifying how sexual 

harassment is dealt with will be 

helpful to you and your staff. 

The advantage is that, should an 

incident occur, the procedures 

have already been established. 

Many such rules have already 

been created and can be used 

as a basis for drafting your own 

version with less effort. See www.

sexuellebelaestigung.ch for some 

examples and guidelines on how 

to use them.

the concIl IatIon proceDure

If the problem cannot be resolved internally, you 

can call on the cantonal conciliation board. All 

cantons offer this service. The parties to the dis-

pute can contact them if a violation of the Gen-

der Equality Act is suspected. This also applies 

to cases of sexual harassment. The conciliation 

boards try to work out an agreement between 

the parties. Their role is restricted to negotiation. 

If no agreement can be reached, the party mak-

ing the complaint must file a claim in court with-

in three months. Some cantons require the par-

ties to go through conciliation procedure before 

taking legal action, but in others this step is op-

tional. The conciliation board is free of charge.

a court c aSe

Victims of harassment can ask the court to rule 

under article 5 of the Gender Equality Act that 

discrimination has taken place (as sexual harass-

ment is regarded as a form of discrimination) and 

that it should be put a stop to and refrained from 

in future. You as the employer may be required 

to pay compensation and damages for financial 

loss and pain and suffering. Article 10 of the 

Gender Equality Act also provides for protection 

against dismissal. This protection is in force for 

the duration of proceedings taking place within 

the company, with the conciliation board or be-

fore a court. It ends six months after the conclu-

sion of the proceeding. Proceedings can also be 

initiated after the person making the complaint 

has left your employment.
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InFormatIon For emploYeeS

The Federal Office for Gender Equality FOGE 

and the State Secretariat for Economic Affairs 

SECO have published a brochure for employ-

ees entitled “Sexual harassment in the work-

place. A guide for employees”, which is availa-

ble free of charge. You can order as many copies 

as you need from the Bundesamt für Bauten und 

Logistik [Federal Office for Construction and 

Logistics] BBL. The document is available in 

German (item number: 301.922.d), French 

(301.922.f), Italian (301.922.i) and English 

(301.922.e). Go to www.bundespublikationen.

admin.ch to place an order.
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memoS, ruleS

Go to www.sexuelle belaestigung.ch for further 

information and samples of memos and rules. 

This website is operated by the Federal Office for 

Gender Equality FOGE.

uSeFul aDDreSSeS

The website www.sexuelle belaestigung.ch also 

contains addresses of conciliation boards, ad-

vice centres, experts, training courses for con-

tacts, etc.

The addresses of the cantonal labour

inspec torates are to be found at

www.arbeitsinspektorat.ch.

puBlIc atIonS

> A handbook entitled “Sexuelle Belästigung 

– was tun?” by Véronique Ducret containing 

comprehensive information and advice on 

dealing with sexual harassment is published 

by vdf Hochschulverlag, Zurich, in 2004. 

(Available in German, French and Italian).

See www.sexuelle belaestigung.ch for details of 

more publications.

You can order the checklist on the following pages in 

German (item number: 301.928.d), French (301.928.f) 

and Italian (301.928.i). Go to www.bundespublikationen.

admin.ch to place an order.
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Plan of action:  
sexual harassment

 Mutual respect promotes a healthy atmosphere at work

What do you do in your company to prevent sexual harassment 
in the workplace? A clear attitude on the part of management is 
the first step towards prevention.

Sexual harassment can take many forms. It can include any behav-
iour with a sexual aspect that is unwanted by one part and that 
infringes on a person’s dignity. Harassment can take place during 
working hours or at company events. It can be carried out by fellow 
employees, superiors, people working for partner firms, or by the 
company’s customers.

The main risks are:

■ Damage to the mental and physical well-being of the victim and  
 effects on their health
■ Damage to the workplace atmosphere and performance

This checklist shows you how you can prevent and combat sexual 
harassment in your company.



■  yes
■  partly
■  no

■  yes
■  partly
■  no

■  yes
■  partly
■  no

Sexual harassment in the workplace can take various forms, such as:

• Insinuating and suggestive remarks about the appearance of   
 employees.

• Comments and jokes about sexual characteristics, sexual behaviour  
 or the sexuality of women or men.

• Showing or displaying pornographic material in the workplace.

• Issuing unwanted invitations with unmistakable intent to colleagues.

• Unwanted bodily contact.

• Stalking employees at work or outside work.

• Attempting to get close to an employee in a way which involves 
 promises of advantage or threat of disadvantage.

• Sexual assault, coercion or rape.

There is a simple rule which can be applied to decide whether an 
observed act is harmless flirtation, a developing relationship between 
colleagues, or sexual harassment: the key point is not the intention 
of the person carrying out the act, but how their behaviour is received 
by the other party, i.e. whether it is welcomed or unwanted.

1 Are employees given verbal and/or written 
 information by company management as to 
 what constitutes sexual harassment?

2 Are employees informed by management that 
 sexual harassment will not be tolerated in the 
 workplace and that it is against the law? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3 Is this information repeated at regular intervals?
 

Recognising sexual harassment

Taking preventive action and setting up procedures

Some important questions on the topic covered by this checklist are set out below. 

If you answer  ■ “no” or ■ “partly” to a question, then you need to take action. 

Note the required action on the reverse of this checklist.
✗ ✗

Do not simply give a definition of the 
term; mention some examples that could 
arise in an everyday working situation.

A document containing at least the follo-
wing four elements provides the basis for 
preventing sexual harassment in your 
workplace:
• a declaration of principles
• an extended definition
• an offer of support for victims
• possible sanctions

All supervisors and employees must be 
familiar with this document.
Go to www.sexuellebelästigung.ch for 
examples of documents of this kind.



■  yes
■  partly
■  nein

■  yes
■  partly
■  no

■  yes
■  no

■  yes
■  partly
■  no

■  yes
■  partly
■  no

■  yes
■  no

■  yes
■  partly
■  no

4	 Is	this	information	also	provided	to	new	
	 employees?	
	
	

5	 Is	it	also	provided	to	trainees,	interns	and	
	 temporary	staff?	
	

6	 Has	the	company	appointed	persons	or	
	 organisations	inside	or	outside	the	company	
	 to	whom	victims	of	sexual	harassment	can	
	 turn	for	help,	advice	and	support?

7	 Do	employees	know	where	they	can	get	help	
	 if	an	incident	occurs?	

8	 Do	supervisors	know	what	is	to	be	done	if	
	 sexual	harassment	occurs	or	is	suspected	in	
	 the	company?

9	 Are	sanctions	in	place	if	sexual	harassment	
	 is	found	to	have	occurred?	

10	 Are	employees	aware	of	these	sanctions?
	

■  yes
■  partly
■  no

■  yes
■  partly
■  no

■  yes
■  partly
■  no

11		Do	supervisors	ensure	that	pornographic	material	
	 is	not	shown	or	displayed	in	the	workplace?

12	 Are	employees	who	make	comments	and	jokes	
	 about	sexual	characteristics,	sexual	behaviour	or	
	 the	sexual	orientation	of	women	and	men	spoken	
	 to	and	told	to	stop	doing	so?

13	 Is	it	made	clear	to	employees	that	insinuating	
	 and	suggestive	remarks	about	the	appearance	
	 of	colleagues	are	unacceptable?

Being observant and taking action

Contact persons (individuals	or	organi-
sations)	listen	to	individuals	seeking	
advice,	inform	them	of	their	rights	and	
advise	them	as	to	what	action	can	be	
taken.	They	try	to	stop	the	harassment	
if	the	victim	agrees	to	this.

If	an	incident	of	sexual	harassment	is	
observed	or	suspected,	supervisors	
take	steps	to	have	it	investigated.	
This	investigation	can	be	carried	out	by	
people	inside	the	company	or	external	
experts.	
Go	to	www.sexuellebelästigung.ch	for	
information	on	how	to	proceed.	
	
	

The	most	serious	and	disturbing	cases	
of	sexual	harassment	generally	take	
place	behind	closed	doors.	But	in	your	
managerial	capacity,	you	give	a	clear	
signal	if	you	are	proactive	and	make	it	
understood	that	pornographic	material,	
suggestive	comments	and	insinuating	
jokes	will	not	be	tolerated	in	your	com-
pany.
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