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Chapter 11

Managing Harassment and Handling Grievances

Sandra Triulzi

E ARE IN the eye of the storm of

W change in this country: economic
change, societal change and probably
for many of us, personal change. The
introduction of anti-discrimination
laws, human rights laws, equal em-
ployment opportunity and affirmative
action programs will almost certainly
see the face of our organisations
change over time.

More women are staying, or coming back into, the
workforce and moving into what has classically
been termed ‘non-traditional’ areas. Change invari-
ably brings conflict and discomfort, and people
react to this discomfort in a variety of ways. The
sexual harassment of women is sometimes the
product of this discomfort.

My views on sexual harassment have been influ-
enced by first-hand experience. On two occasions I
was the object of sexual harassment, or sexual
powerplay as I call it. The latter term may be more
appropriate because on both occasions the men
involved were not organisationally in a more
powerful position than I; they were attempting to
use their maleness as power in the context of their
actions. On the first occasion my immediate re-
sponse (to unwelcome hands) was to say loudly:
‘Don’t ever do that to me again!’. I felt humiliated
and offended and have no doubt that that manager
also tasted feelings of embarrassment and humili-
ation. He was left with a very clear message that I
would not tolerate being manhandled. The incident
was also embarrassing and humiliating to his staff.
It was certainly not the action of a ‘responsible’
manager.

Not long ago, I was talking with a male friend
about the incident. His reaction caused me some
dismay! Rather than being concerned about the
infringement upon me, he immediately sprang to
the protection of the male and questioned my -
response. How do we, as women, get through to,
men our despair and frustration about sexual

harassment, when even our male friends jumpto

the protection of the male offender?

On the second occasion, after recovering from
initial disbelief and shock ~ I was quite clear in my
mind that I had in no way encouraged such behav-
jour — I went into a typical female reaction of nur-
turing and caring for his feelings. He was embar-
rassed and uncomfortable so I told him to forget

about the incident and not to worry about it. The

_incidents remain in my mind, and many times |

have tried to examine the reasons why they hap-
pened.

I recently discussed these incidents with a female
colleague. While her reaction was one of empathy,
she also made the comment:

That's just part of the culture. Men do that all the time;
particularly if the conference is away from home base.
Maybe they. drew straws to see who would be the ‘lucky’
guy.

I would prefer to believe that I was not part of a
lucky draw; that the incident was not provoked, just
unfortunate. However I know that I will be even
more careful in future situations.

Have you ever asked yourself how big a problem
is sexual harassment in your workforce; how does it
manifest itself; what is thé corporate norm; what is
acceptable behaviour? How do we create an envi-
ronment where men and women can come together
to work, to socialise, to enjoy their differences, the
diversity of their contributions, to value and respect
each other’s space — to not invade that space?

Unrealistic expectations? Who knows? Will laws
or work policies ever completely change the envi-
ronment? Perhaps not, but I do believe that laws
and work policies will force the issue of sexual
harassment into the open. This will allow us at an
organisational and personal level, to deal with its
complexities. Ciei

I have talked at length with both male and female
colleagues about these complexities. In a conversa-
tion with a male colleague I came to a better under-
standing of why men-declared that, by bringing ina
sexual harassment policy, I was taking away all
their fun. It had to do with how men and women
related to each other. My colleague believed that
men relate through sexuality to intimacy, while

‘women relate through intimacy to sexuality. If that
‘theory is correct then perhaps it explains why males

believe that introducing sexual harassment policy
deprives them of the ability to relate to a women, to
get to know her. Conflict again! Would this fear be

" ‘the conscious, or sub-conscious basis behind their

variety of reactions; for they do react in anger,
derision, frustration, jokes and even dismissal of the
problem.

Other comments made by male colleagues were
that men assume parallelism. For instance many
genuinely believe that it would be fun to be har-
assed. They assume that women react the same way







