
Title: Proceedings of the Eleventh National Convention on Women’s Studies (Session III) 

Sri Lankan Working Females’ Reactions to Sexual Harassment Incidents: An Exploratory Study 

Year: 2008 

Authors 

I. Adikaram, Arosha 

Sample:  

A single industrial sector was selected for the study (Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey, 

2004). In selecting this specific industrial sector, work environments where sexual harassment is 

more apt to occur were selected after a literature review of factors that create environments 

more conducive for sexual harassment (Gruber, 1998; Gutek, 1985; Gutek, Cohen, & Konrad, 

1990; US Merit System Protection Board, 1994). Hence, after considering factors such as male 

female worker ratio, interaction and interdependency of workers, working hours, etc, it was 

decided to select the financial sector for the study. 

In an attempt to further specify the sample, 4 companies in the finance sector were 

selected considering their similarities in the following areas.  

 Nature of work 

 Constitution of work 

 Constitution of the workforce (male female ratio, average age, educational level) 

 Organizational hierarchy  

 Similarities in many Human Resource policies and procedures (hiring procedure, 

compensation procedure, promotion procedure) 

From these 4 companies 28 female workers (key respondents) were selected using the 

snowball sampling technique (Bouma, l993) considering the following characteristics.   

 Age: Females under 45 years of age  

 Work experience: those who have more than 6 months working experience in the 

particular company 

 Occupational level: those who work in clerical, executive and junior management levels  

 Educational qualifications: who have at least Advance Level qualifications  

 

In addition to these 28 key respondents, 6 HR personnel holding top managerial 

positions in the 4 companies were also interviewed.   

In approaching the key respondents snowball sampling technique was employed due to 

the sensitive nature of the topic. It was believed that randomly approaching respondents would 

not yield honest and detailed information selecting respondents through snowball sampling 

with people known to the researcher and those introduced by those known people and who fall 

into the categories identified above would be more fruitful for the study.  

 

 



5. Summary: 

 

 

Importance of eradicating sexual harassment from workplaces was mainly 

acknowledged due to the various negative consequences it brings to victims, organizations and 

to the society as a whole. Numerous studies have found out that, organizations would suffer 

both directly and indirectly because of workplace sexual harassment (Gutek, 1985; Haspels et 

al., 2001; US Merit System Protection Board, 1994; Wijayatilake & Zachariya, 2001). It is said to 

lessen productivity, lessen quality of products, increase the number of accidents in 

organizations, increase absenteeism, lower employee morale, lower employee motivation, and 

increase employee health problems and psychological problems. At the same time sexual 

harassment can result in high costs to organizations through litigations against the company on 

sexual harassment charges and job turnover through reassignment, being fired, being 

transferred, or voluntary turnover arising out of sexual harassment. Most importantly, sexual 

harassment will increase disputes and grievances among employees affecting the harmonious 

employee relations in organizations.  

On the other hand, victims were found to suffer physically (stress and trauma, nausea, 

loss of appetite, headaches, etc), psychologically (feeling humiliated, anger, depression, 

powerlessness, etc) and economically (due to voluntarily leaving the employment, being 

terminated from employment, etc) as a result of experiencing sexual harassment (Haspels et 

al., 2001; US Merit System protection Board, 1994; Wijayatilake et al., 2000). In extreme 

instances sexual harassment has resulted in suicide or attempted suicide by victims, 

demonstrating the extent of the problem (Haspels et al., 2001).  

Till very recent, sexual harassment at workplaces was mainly considered as an issue of 

the Western and was not given recognition in Sri Lanka. However, in the recent past sexual 

harassment at workplaces gained the attention of various parties in Sri Lanka as well. Various 

legislations, policies, and guidelines have been introduced to address the issue. But still sexual 

harassment at workplaces remains a mystery to many Sri Lankans and beliefs such as ‘women 

provoke or ask for it’, ‘harassment is flirting or just a bit of workplace fun’, ‘it is a small problem’ 
and ‘sexual harassment is a conception of the Western’ still prevails. Hence, awareness and 

education about the issue is undoubtedly needed to properly and successfully eliminate the 

problem from our workplaces.  The first step in this endeavor is to accurately understand the 

extent and the nature of the problem.   

 

 

Classifying responses of victims of sexual harassment as assertive and non-assertive can be 

identified as the most common categorization that can be seen in studies exploring the issue 

(Gruber & Smith, 1995). It was unarguably recognized that assertive responses are the most 

effective in handling sexual harassment than non-assertive responses.  



 

Apart from identifying these different response strategies of victims of sexual 

harassment and their effectiveness, research have also looked at various reasons why victims 

resort to these different response strategies (Adikaram, 2005; Gruber & Smith, 1995; Gutek and 

Koss, 1993; Thacker, 1996; US Merit System Protection Board, 1994). According to these 

research responses to sexual harassment would depend on factors such as severity of the 

harassment, the status of the harasser, existence of workplace policies and procedures on 

sexual harassment, makeup of occupational group, and belief regarding sexual harassment, and 

gender.   

Reporting the harassment to higher authorities, though identified to be very effective was 

found to be very rare. It was reported that only about 5% - 9% of victims report their 

experience to higher authorities (Adikaram, 2005; Gutek, 1985; US Merit System Protection 

Board, 1994). With more and more companies implementing policies on sexual harassment and 

trying to eradicate the issue from their workplaces, this lack of reporting has created lot of 

arguments. 

 

The various reaction styles of respondents were further analyzed according to various 

classifications on coping strategies explained in detail above. When assertiveness of the 

responses were analyzed (Gruber & Smith, 1995) it was discovered that majority of the 

responses were non-assertive (such as ignoring the behaviour, avoiding the perpetrator, 

laughing at the jokes, changing the topic when some sexual thing is being discussed, walking 

out from the situation or pretending they didn’t understand). Among these various non-

assertive responses the most common response was to ignore the behavior. Among the 

assertive responses, telling the harasser to ‘stop’ or saying ‘no’ was the most common. Other 

assertive responses that could be identified were scolding the harasser, communicating the 

company policy on sexual harassment to the perpetrator, and telling the perpetrator to stop 

through a friend. Reporting the harassment to relevant authorities, also being an assertive 

response, was not a reaction respondents of the current study have resorted to.   

 

Though non-assertive, indirect and non-verbal reactions are found to be very ineffective 

in stopping harassment according to universal findings (Gruber & Smith, 1995; Gutek, 1985; 

Gutek & Koss, 1993; Henry, 1998; US Merit System Protection Board, 1994), some respondents 

indicated that reactions such as ignoring the behaviour and avoiding the perpetrator had been 

successful in solving the harassing behaviour in certain instances. Though these respondents 

maybe feeling that they have successfully solved the harassment, they are being negatively 

affected indirectly. For example, according to one respondent in order to avoid the harasser she 

takes longer routs when going to her work station and avoid approaching the harasser for office 

work by going to some other colleague. This has made her life more complicated than it was 

before and has resulted in mental anguish for her. Furthermore, it appears that these non-

assertive responses have only succeeded in solving the problem temporary. For example, 

ignoring the harasser does not mean that the harasser has stopped harassing, but rather the 

respondent is not harassed as long as she does not meet the harasser. Hence, whether these 



non-assertive responses are truly successful as some of these respondents seem to believe is 

questionable. 

 

4.1. Factors influencing coping strategies 

Akin to finding how Sri Lankan working females react to unwanted sexual experiences, 

finding out why victims resort to those various reaction styles are also important.  As stated 

above the most common reaction type found in this study was ignoring the behaviour.  In 

finding out why respondents have ignored their unwanted experiences they stated that;  

- ‘ignoring is the easiest way out’,  

- ‘if you confront them (the perpetrators) then working with them again will be 

difficult’,  

- ‘if you tell something they try to bully you more’,  

- ‘can’t do anything as others will think I am making a big deal out of a small thing, 

so the best thing is to keep quiet’, and  

- ‘telling something, means inviting them to repeat such behaviours’.  

Hence many reasons for ignoring the behaviours and other non-assertive reactions of 

respondents were revealed and identified.  

 

 Many respondents have not complained their experiences to relevant authorities or 

have taken assertive actions thinking such reactions will create an uncomfortable 

environment in the organization for both the harassers and themselves.  These 

respondents also seem to believe that such a complaint will make it difficult for them to 

work together later and they will be regarded as bad team players.  

 

 Some victims seem to believe that behaving assertively such as telling them to ‘stop’ 
will make the matters worst. They appear to think by ignoring the harassment it will 

ultimately stop. 

 

 Some other victims have refrained from taking any assertive actions to their harassing 

experiences, thinking that it will bring harm to them. In our culture woman’s good 

character is valued very much and a smallest harm to it, will affect her life in numerous 

ways, especially in marriage. Some victims appeared to have thought that complaining 

about sexual harassment would bring a bad name to them harming their character. 

Hence they have refrained from making any formal complaints to the higher 

authorities.   

 

 Few victims have thought that they would not be believed and that others will take the 

harassers side and thus refrained from making any formal complaints.  

 



 Some victims seem to think that such occurrences are common in the work setting and 

making a ‘big deal’ out of will ridicule them. 

 

 Many of the respondents who have experienced sexual behaviour did not identify them 

as sexual harassment. Only three respondents stated that they were sexually harassed. 

This low self acknowledgement too can be a reason why respondents reacted non-

assertively, as they do not identify themselves as being harassed.  

 

In probing deeper into why respondents do not acknowledge themselves as 

being sexually harassed even when they have experienced unwanted sexual behaviours 

which can be considered as sexual harassment according to the accepted definition of 

sexual harassment, it was apparent that respondents were not familiar with the term 

sexual harassment. Though sexual harassment is a very popular issue in many countries 

it is still a novel concept to Sri Lankans. A vast majority of respondents of the study 

(about 22 respondents) were not familiar of the term sexual harassment and was 

unaware about what behaviours constitute sexual harassment.  

 

Moreover, almost all respondents did not know that there exist a piece of legislation 

that deals with sexual harassment in Sri Lanka (Penal Code (Amendment) 1995). At the 

same time, even in the two organizations where sexual harassment policies existed 

many respondents were unaware about the existence of the policy in their organization.     

 

 

 The study also indicates that Sri Lankan women tend to put the blame for sexual 

harassment more on women/themselves than on the perpetrators. Many respondents 

stated that women should know how to behave and dress and if women control 

themselves men would not approach them. These respondents seem to believe that 

behaving sexually is the nature of males and it is the women’s responsibility not to 

persuade males to behave in such a manner towards them.  

At the same time, in our societies it is considered natural for men to have 

stronger sex drive and to satisfy those cravings through women, whether willing or 

unwilling.(Athukorala, l996; Balasuriya, l996; Haspels et al., 200l; Perera, l997; 

Wijayatilake et al., 2000). It appears that respondents of the study strongly believe in 

this gender role stereotyping in our societies and tend to take sexual harassment as 

their lot. 

Further, more this can also be a reason for majority of respondents to not 

acknowledge their experiences as sexual harassment. The respondents may not be 

seeing their experiences as sexual harassment as they believe it is natural for men to 

behave in such a manner towards females.  

 

 Absence of policies that deals with sexual harassment and inadequate communication 

of policies too can be reasons why respondents have resorted to non-assertive 

reactions in dealing with their experiences. From the 4 organizations that were studied, 

two organizations had anti sexual harassment policies while the other two 



organizations did not have any such policies. Even the organizations that had policies 

have not properly communicated the policies to employees and seem to have these 

policies just for the sake of having policies. Majority of the respondents did not even 

knew that their organization had policies.   

 

 Personal factors such as low self esteem can also be reasons for non-assertive 

responses of respondents.  

 

Hence, it is apparent that ignoring (or behaving in some other non-assertive manner) 

has not always meant that the behaviours were less harassing to the recipient. Rather, there 

were many reasons as to why females react non-assertively to unwanted sexual experiences. 

Thus if these non-assertive responses are overlooked and considered lightly, real enormity of 

the issue might be diminished. Moreover, these non-assertive responses might signal the 

perpetrator and the organization that the unwanted sexual behaviours are not harassing or 

offensive or make the harasser and the organization believe that the behaviour is acceptable, 

encouraging future harassment.  

Reasons for the high number of assertive responses also need deeper exploration. One 

possible reason can be the perpetrator status. According to prior research victims tend to resort 

to more assertive responses when the harasser is a superior (Gruber & Smith, 1995; Thacker, 

1996). As many of the unwanted sexual behaviours experiences by the respondents of the 

current study were perpetrated by superiors, respondents might have resorted to assertive 

responses more frequently. It was also evident that when the behaviour continued respondents 

tended to react more assertively. Furthermore, it can be that the respondents have perceived 

their experiences as severe when perpetrated by superiors.  

Another reason for the assertive reactions of respondents can be the personality 

characteristics of the respondents such as high self esteem.  Moreover, it was evident that the 

respondents who were at least vaguely familiar with the issue sexual harassment tended to 

react more assertively than those who were not familiar with the issue at all.  

There can be other reasons for this high number of assertive responses such as work 

group culture, work setting, prior experiences of the victim and attitudes of the superior 

regarding sexual harassment. However, the current study have not explored these reasons in 

detail to establish whether there are relationships between these factors and reaction styles 

due to various resource constraints. Nevertheless, they can be grounds for further studies on 

coping strategies of sexual harassment. Moreover, though it was indicated that none of the 

respondents have formally reported their unwanted sexual experiences to higher authorities 

even in organizations where sexual harassment policies exist, deeper examination on the 

reasons for this none reporting was not carried out in this study. Hence, further research can be 

carried out to uncover reasons for this none reporting too, as such finding will inevitably help to 

eradicate sexual harassment from workplaces.  

 

 



Recommendations :  

 

Knowing how victims react to sexual harassment and reasons for such reactions would 

definitely help organizations in designing sexual harassment policies and in carrying out 

investigations in to sexual harassment complaints. For example, as it is evident that victims 

resort to more none-assertive responses in dealing with sexual harassment incidents, 

organizations can address this in their policies by making available various avenues both formal 

and informal as well as number of steps for settlement of complaints. At the same time, 

investigators probing into sexual harassment complaints should be aware that giving non-

assertive responses to sexual harassment does not mean that the victims has welcomed the 

behaviour or that the harassment is not serious; and take appropriate action in handling the 

complaints fairly.  

 

In addition organizations can use the information of this study in designing training programs 

on sexual harassment. For example, it can be communicated to employees that giving non-

assertive reaction to unwanted sexual behaviour such as ignoring the behaviour or laughing at 

them does not mean that they are not harassing or that they are taken lightly by the victim. 

Such training in turn can help create a culture free of sexual harassment.   

 


