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Sample : The informants of the present article were the 40 individuals with whom the in-depth, 

person-to-person interviews were carried out. These informants/respondents represented the 

three main ethnic groups of Sri Lanka, with 27 Sinhalese, 7 Tamils, and 6 Muslims. Thirty three 

of the respondents were in the age group 20 to 35, while 7 were above 35 years of age. Ten of 

the respondents were married and 30 respondents were unmarried. 

Summary:  

 

Research indicates that some potentially sexually harassing conducts, which generally would be 

considered as sexual harassment, are not considered as such by many women who experience 

those, even when they consider such behaviours as highly unwelcome and unwanted 

(Fitzgerald et al., l988; Gutek, 1985; Gutek, 1995; Lee, 200l; Magley et al., 1999; Marshall, 2003; 

Shepela & Levesque, l998; Stockdale, Vaux & Cashin, l995). Why is there such a discrepancy? 

Why do some women identify certain unwanted sexual behaviours as sexual harassment while 

others do not?  

This discrepancy in experiencing and reluctance to acknowledge unwanted sexual conduct as 

sexual harassment has created a vast predicament around the issue of sexual harassment. On 

one hand, it has provided good grounds for parties who deny the existence of sexual 

harassment at workplaces or those who question the magnitude of the problem. The problem 

is raised by many, as to whether one can take unwanted sexual behaviours as sexual 

harassment, if it is not labelled as such by the victim. Yet  as research indicates, women who 

experience unwanted sexual behaviours report similar consequences, irrespective of whether 

they label their experiences as sexual harassment or not (e.g. Harned, 2004; Magley et al., 

1999). On the other hand, this non-labelling of unwanted sexual behaviour can also be a reason 

for the low formal reporting rates of sexual harassment incidences (Fitzgerald, Swan & Fischer, 

l995). Even though unwanted and unwelcome by the recipient and bringing negative 

consequences to them, victims may not report these incidents because they themselves do not 

label the experience as sexual harassment. 

 

Various reasons for non-labelling of sexual harassment can be due to the awkwardness working 

women feel in using the term 'sexual'.  This study revealed that treating sex as a taboo and the 

construction of female sexuality in the Sri Lankan society can lead to women feeling awkward 



and uncomfortable in using the words related to 'sex' and 'sexual' and thus the term 'sexual 

harassment'. This can be a reason why women in the workplace are reluctant to label their 

experiences as sexual harassment , even when the experiences fall into the definition of sexual 

harassment at workplaces.  

 

Various cultural and societal beliefs, practices, and norms were identified as reasons for this 

reluctance and awkwardness. it was revealed that by avoiding discussions of sexual matters in 

the open; by treating sex as a taboo at homes, schools, and in the society; and by expecting the 

ignorance and sexual innocence from females, Sri Lankan women are socialized to treat sex and 

related subjects as prohibited. Thus, even saying the world related to 'sex' is difficult and 

awkward. 

 

If they are reluctant of women to use these terms in the open whether they will make use of 

the 'anti sexual harassment policies' which are implemented by companies and the government 

is questionable. Very few women make use of these policies and hence very few victims 

formally report these incidents to relevant authorities. 

 

Conclusions : 

In this article, we have presented how Sri Lankan women feel reluctant and awkward in using 

terms such as ‘sex’ and ‘sexual’ in communications and how this reluctance can be one reason 

why they do not label or acknowledge sexual harassment, even when those experiences fall 

within the accepted definition of sexual harassment.  

 Various cultural and societal beliefs, practices, and norms were identified as reasons for 

this reluctance and awkwardness.  It was revealed that by avoiding discussions of sexual 

matters in the open; by treating sex as a taboo at homes, schools, and in the society; and by 

expecting ignorance and sexual innocence from females, Sri Lankan women are socialized to 

treat sex and related subjects as proscribed. Thus, even saying out words related to ‘sex’ is 

difficult and awkward for these females.     

This difficulty, reluctance, or awkward of women to use these terms openly, in turn, can 

have important implications for their meaning construction process of the term sexual 

harassment, where it would lead to non labeling and lack of self acknowledgement.  

On the other hand, if they are reluctant to even use these terms in the open, whether  

they will make use of the ‘anti sexual harassment policies’ which are implemented by 

companies and the government is questionable. As research indicates very few women make 

use of anti sexual harassment policies and hence very few victims formally report these 

incidents to relevant authorities. 

At the same time, looking at the issue of the reluctance of women to use terms relating 

to sex, it can also be concluded that women might feel very uncomfortable when males talk 

about matters relating to sex in the open, hence making such talk and jokes constitute sexual 

harassment. 



 

 

Recommendations:  there is an increased need to create awareness about these issues and to 

openly accept the fact that these are happening and that they should be addressed. There is a 

vital need to create an environment where these issues are openly discussed and condemns, 

rather than hidden and overlooked.   

 


