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WORKING 
SOLUTIONS
SEXUAL HARASSMENT PREVENTION

STOP SHORTCHANGING YOUR ORGANIZATION 
WITH DIVERSION PROGRAMS

By:
Debbie Newman of Working Relationships and

Harriet Cohen of Training Solutions

Debbie Newman, a respected facilitator and diagnostician, established her performance consulting and counseling practice, Working Relationships, to help individual and institutional clients leverage employee and organizational success in an atmosphere that embraces diversity and promotes respect for the individual.  She is accomplished in the practice of organiza​tional development, relationship counseling, instructional design, training delivery and inter​vention implementation.  Debbie specializes in the identification and resolution of work-related conflict, stress and demoralization.  She is President-elect for ASTD-LA.

Harriet Cohen, president of Training Solutions, provides expert external resources to improve performance.  She has 20 years experience in team dynamics, performance management, strategic planning, marketing, and customer driven quality.  Harriet has first hand knowledge of business strategies and procedures which, combined with her training skills, offer both practical and theoretical information to excel in today's marketplace.  A leader in ASTD, she was the 1995 ASTD-LA president, and West Coast field consultant for National ASTD.

This article is intended to persuade the reader to abandon sexual harassment diversion programs in favor of experiential programs that create greater under​standing of ourselves and others and inspire participants to collaborate to create tangible and specific action plans to co-create more positive work environments.

INTRODUCTION

You are shortchanging your organiza​tion with traditional sexual harassment prevention and diversion programs that emphasize the magnitude of litigation awards to scare participants into com​pliance and that feature examples of offensive behaviors to be avoided.  While such programs may help organi​zations comply with legal prescriptions to minimize liability, they paradoxically lead to an increase in harassment complaints, aggravate the very behaviors they seek to extinguish, and further alienate men and women, homo​sexuals and heterosexuals, and employers and employees.

It is not surprising that organizations and employees are resistant to traditional sexual harassment prevention programs.  Who can blame them?  Who among us wants to spend a day, a half-day, or even an hour in a program that resembles a disciplinary trip to the principal’s office?  Who is motivated to attend a program that seeks to turn co-workers into detectives and witnesses?  Why would anyone want to participate in a diversion program?

Unfortunately, most sexual harassment prevention programs are, in essence “singing to the choir”.  Most employees are not sexual predators.  Most employees are not harassing co-workers.  Most employees believe they behave appropriately and even honorably in the workplace.

So, if these traditional sexual harassment prevention programs don’t work, why do so many organizations invest valuable time and money in them?  One reason is that organizations are afraid of hostile work environment com​plaints.  These organizations have been convinced they will reduce their legal exposure to harassment charges if they:

(
Adopt a “no sexual harassment” policy.

(
Vigorously communicate that policy.

(
Document enforcement procedures.

(
Aggressively respond to complaints.

(
Enforce their stated no-harassment policies.

Whether or not these efforts satisfy legal requirements or minimize financial exposure is debatable.  What is known is that these efforts do little to prepare employees to effectively deal with interpersonal collisions that are in​evitable when two or more individuals interact.  When an organization limits its focus to compliance, it misses a golden opportunity to leverage organizational and in​dividual effectiveness by setting a tone of appreciation, respect and tolerance.

WHY TRADITIONAL PROGRAMS DON’T WORK

There are many reasons traditional diversion and preven​tion programs fail to work.  Most undermine their own objectives in one or more ways.

1.
Focusing on behaviors to avoid paradoxically produces the undesirable behavior.

Don’t think of pink elephants in yellow leotards dancing on the rim of a champagne glass.  (You are thinking about those pink elephants, right?)  Don’t touch the wet paint.  (You are compelled to touch the paint to see if it really is wet, right?)  Don’t tell anyone about the pending downsizing.  (You are thinking about whom you can trust with the secret, right?)

Traditional sexual harassment prevention programs are full of “don’ts.”  Don’t touch.  Don’t tell jokes.  Don’t flirt.  Don’t comment on someone’s appearance.  Don’t use bad language.  Don’t post pictures.  While these “don’ts” may constitute good guidelines, the first action a participant is likely to take after spending a day inundated with “don’ts” is to “do.”

2.
Presenting “us-against-them” scenarios amplifies hostility in the workplace.

Polarizing men and women, heterosexuals and homo​sexuals, employers and employees, and victims and victimizers results in eroding employee morale and compromising any hope of improving interpersonal relationships in the workplace.  “He said, she said” examples actually lead participants to become defensive, guarded and understandably suspicious of each other.  “He’s the victimizer and she’s the victim.”  “She seduced him and he’s being set up.”  No matter how these collisions are characterized, the schisms are often left unresolved and participants are no more prepared to deal with tension between genders after the program concludes than they were at the outset.

It is natural for individuals to “take sides” in conflicts.  When we successfully persuade participants to label behaviors as good or bad and then provide examples portraying one gender as victim and the other as victimizer, it is only natural for individuals to “do the math” and characterize one gender as good and the other bad.  Either/or thinking does little to inspire individuals to share accountability and responsibility to work towards co-creating a hostility-free environment.

3.
Fear-based programs designed to frighten organiza​tions and participants into compliance do not work.

The cost of litigation pales in comparison to the expense associated with decreased employee morale, increased workplace hostility, and loss of trust among employees and between employees and employers.  Organizations stunned by the magnitude of high-profile jury verdicts are equally surprised to learn that plaintiffs prove only a fraction of their allegations and that appeals courts over​turn or significantly reduce many of the multi-million dollar jury awards of lower courts.

The real cost to an organization stems from the lure of workplace gossip and its impact on employee morale.  The direct payroll cost alone of hours spent in grape-vine chatter can be staggering, particularly when compounded by the cost of escalating absenteeism, increased work​place accidents due to inattention, compromises in productivity, lost opportunity/business, destroyed reputations and escalating staff retention challenges.

It is not surprising that participants who are required to attend compliance-based diversion programs become suspicious and critical of the motives of the sponsoring organization.  Participants are understandably cynical about programs where concerns about fiscal liability over​shadow a genuine concern about individuals and pro​moting respect in the workplace.

4.
Resistant participants do not abandon familiar behaviors.

The old adages “you can attract more bees with honey than with vinegar” or “you can lead a horse to water but can’t make it drink” apply here.  Normal people become understandably defensive when they feel attacked, threatened, accused or criticized.  So-called sexual harassment prevention programs that criticize participant behavior, malign intentions, or attempt to frighten attendees into obedience with threats of personal liability and termination may attract participant attention, but also activate participant defenses and resistance.

It is illogical to think that traditional compliance or diversion programs will cure pathological perpetrators of abusive behavior.  Serial victimizers will not suddenly “see the light” and spontaneously reform.  Participants who are unaware of their role in creating a hostile work environment are not likely to suddenly realize they are enablers by listening to a recitation of legal and organizational policies and pro​cedures or by watching a few videotapes.

Most people intend to behave appropriately and believe they are not part of the problem.  Consequently, partici​pants will fiercely resist a program that suggests they may be directly or indirectly enabling an environment of hostility and disrespect.   In the alternative, participants may become so reactive to the potential consequences of breaking the rules or crossing the line that they will lose confidence, feel threatened, and disengage from their colleagues, rendering moot any hope of building co​operative teams and optimizing organizational success.

It is neither necessary nor effective to subject participants to programming that is threatening, coercive or fear-based.  Participants yearn for respect and appreciation and will embrace programming that celebrates past and present successes and uses these “rights” as a springboard to future successes.

5.
Program leaders must be expert facilitators who have worked through their personal biases or programs will fail and participants will not be served.

If an environment of respect and tolerance is to endure, participants must acquire the skills to interpret organiza​tional policies, behave within organizational and personal boundaries and resolve conflicts that will undoubtedly occur.  If participants are to trust themselves and each other to succeed in the workplace, they must have the opportunity to experiment with and practice new behaviors within the safety and structure of a carefully designed learning environment where they feel respected and supported.

Any program that encourages participants to explore and share personal values and opinions is likely to evoke impassioned discussion.  Participants who are learning communication skills will undoubtedly step on toes and will probably make statements that are not only politically incorrect, but which may insight intense reactions from their peers.  Program facilitators must be able to manage these escalating exchanges without taking sides, without imposing personal judgments, without undermining the participant’s ability to save face, and without thwarting continued learning.

This process of learning should not be compromised or contaminated by the values of the program leader.  Program neutrality can be achieved if the program leader is an accomplished facilitator who has engaged in a process of self-discovery which has produced an awareness of personal bias and an ability and willingness to keep these biases out of the learning experience.  One way to maintain gender balance in the learning experience is to offer programs co-facilitated by male/female teams.  Another way is to assess the program facilitator’s ability to remain affirming and impartial.

NECESSARY CONTENT

Programming to prevent sexual harassment and to create hostility-free work environments fail the sponsoring organization when dissemination of factual information subordinates or eclipses a focus on interpersonal skill building.  At the conclusion of any diversion program participants should be able to:

(
Define sexual harassment and recognize inappropriate behaviors.

(
State the organization’s policy on sexual harassment.

(
Detail procedures for reporting and handling harassment complaints.

While these outcomes may contribute to creating a base​line awareness of the topic, they will not lead to an appreciable change in behavior.  Leveraging employee achievement and organizational success requires programming that:

(
Builds trust and enhanced team spirit.

(
Celebrates individual achievement, appreciates differences and respects uniqueness.

(
Improves employee confidence and competence in interpersonal communications.

(
Increases an employee’s sense of individual value to the organization.

(
Mobilizes employees to share accountability and responsibility to work towards co-creating a hostility-free work environment.

In most cases, hostility charges are the consequence of good intentions gone awry.  Misinterpreted behaviors and inadequate interpersonal communication skills to correct these misunderstandings make an organization susceptible to reduced productivity, increased absenteeism, employee retention challenges, compromised public image, operational ineffectiveness, increased complaints, litigation and retaliation.  Organizations that have assessed the magnitude of these consequences in tangible and intangible terms would insist upon sexual harassment prevention programming that is focused on helping participants to:

(
Become aware of and learn to communicate personally held values, beliefs, attitudes, feelings and behaviors.

(
Discover and respect the values, beliefs, attitudes, feelings and behaviors of others.

(
Recognize and take responsibility for the impact of one’s own behaviors on others.

(
Develop action plans to modify and amplify behaviors that enable cooperative work environments.

INTERVENTION STRATEGIES

Systems Thinking – Mahatma Gandhi suggested that “we become the change we seek in the world.”  An environ​ment of tolerance and respect can start with one individual and grows as others who are similarly predisposed join together to form communities of tolerance and respect.

Participants in harassment prevention programs will be more inclined to embrace workplace values that align with their personal beliefs, attitudes and feelings.  We begin by inviting participants to look inward to inventory personal views about their own gender, about the other gender, and about sexual orientations.  Individuals then get together in their own gender to identify shared and divergent values, beliefs and feelings.  Once each gender group has clarified its own shared values, etc. the whole group is reunited to discover the values, beliefs, feelings and experiences they share and those that are not shared.  It is at this point that the whole group can begin to initiate tangible and specific action plans for moving forward together.

Polarity Management – Key to any healthy relationship, in or out of the workplace, is achieving a dynamic balance that values each party and attends to the respective needs of all individuals who work together.  This is not a situation for either/or thinking.  All employees must be valued and one cannot be sacrificed in the service of the others if workplace relationships are to remain healthy and mutually affirming.  Meeting the needs of all parties, simultaneously and consistently, is crucial to the success of the individual, the team, and the organization; but attending to everyone’s individual and collective needs is difficult and problematic.  Over time, maintaining the delicate balance among the opposing priorities of individuals is a challenge riddled with tension and conflict.  Expectations to achieve tension-free interactions in hostility-free work environments are un​realistic and misguided.  While we can aspire to achieve this ideal, we must be realistic and recognize that there is no such thing as a tension-free or hostility-free work environment.

The application of Polarity Management theory will help participants set expectations for themselves and others that are more realistic and achievable.  This is particularly important when organizations establish outcome expecta​tions for sexual harassment prevention programs.  Tension between genders is inevitable and necessary.  The goal is not to eliminate this tension, but to effectively manage it so both men and women feel valued, respected and supported in the workplace.

Appreciative Inquiry Theory -- Participants are more likely to embrace change when they can build upon familiar behaviors already mastered.  A complete behavioral make over is rarely necessary.  Future success is possible when action is launched from a foundation of what already works.  Success is more likely when participants are confident in their ability to do well.  A program that uses the language of honor and respect will generate honor and respect.  Focusing on hostility creates hostility.  Focusing on tolerance creates tolerance.  Practicing a philosophy of appreciation will go a long way to produce an environment that embraces respect and appreciation as core values.

Dialogue Techniques – Communication is the key to creating the trust necessary for exorcising intolerance and hostility from the workplace.  Dialogue is a technique that can enable participants to expand their focus from the work they do to how they do the work.  Experience with and in dialogue can equip participants with the skills and ability to express themselves more fully, to listen without interrupt​ing, to inquire and reflect without distorting a message with personal judgments and assumptions, and to value both verbal and non-verbal forms of expression.  The dialogue process can help participants build relationships with each other that can move them towards a more affirming work​place environment.

CONCLUSION

So-called sexual harassment prevention programs that fail to emphasize interpersonal skill building lure sponsoring organizations into a false sense of security and para​doxically undermine or aggravate the very behaviors and relationships they seek to improve.  An interpersonal skills program with the potential to provide a substantial return on the investment of time and funds will:

(
Showcase and promote acceptable behaviors already exhibited in the workplace.

(
Help participants find their own voice to speak for themselves, and only themselves, when communicating concerns.

(
Model appropriate ways to express appreciation, interest, approval and disapproval of workplace behaviors.

(
Create opportunities for participants to practice the skills necessary to manage interpersonal tension and resolve interpersonal conflict.

(
Help participants set realistic expectations for themselves and others.

(
Improve a participant’s perception of self-worth and 
self-confidence.

(
Celebrate diversity, tolerance and respect.
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For information about bringing a customized sexual harassment prevention programming into your organization, contact:

Harriet Cohen, President
Training Solutions
Post Office Box 984
Agoura, CA  91376-0984
(818) 991-8116
Fax:  (818) 991-2007
e-mail:  Tsolutions@prodigy.net

Debbie Newman, MA, MFCC
Working Relationships
16055 Ventura Boulevard, Suite 717
Encino, CA  91436
(818) 385-0550
Fax: (818) 891-2926
e-mail:  WorkingRel@aol.com
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Hostile work environments hold far-reaching consequences for organizations and employees.  But the financial impact of court awards, case settlements and litigation expenses pale in comparison to the effect of a demoralized workforce.  Re�duced productivity, increased absenteeism, surging employee turnover, compromised public image and operational in�effectiveness are among the consequences in store for organizations that fail to transcend sexual harassment compliance programs and address the real challenges which sabotage employee achievement and organizational success.
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