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To whom it may concern, 

Independent Review into Commonwealth Parliamentary Workplaces 

 
The Champions of Change Coalition would like to contribute ‘Disrupting the System: Preventing and responding to sexual 
harassment in the workplace’ to the Independent Review into Commonwealth Parliamentary Workplaces (the Review). 

Disrupting the System was developed by Members of the Champions of Change and offers insights, practical actions and 
resources to disrupt ineffective systems for managing sexual harassment within organisations. It aims to guide future 
approaches taken by leaders and their organisations.  

The report has been informed by consultation over two years with people who deal with sexual harassment complaints 
within organisations, including CEOs, Non-Executive Directors, human resource leaders, legal advisors and communications 
teams. Academics, community lawyers, federal and state human rights commissioners and other experts in the field were 
also engaged. The resource also paid particular attention to the Respect@work – the findings of the National Inquiry into 
workplace sexual harassment.  

Disrupting the System defines the Champions of Change Coalition’s zero tolerance position on sexual harassment and 
proposes a range of disruptive system shifts designed to, first and foremost, prevent sexual harassment in the workplace 
through the creation of safe, respectful and inclusive environments for all. Early intervention to avoid repetition or escalation 
when the behaviour occurs is critical; as is ensuring safer organisational responses and support for those impacted when 
reports are made. 

The 5 key focus areas for prevention and responding to sexual harassment in the workplace are:   

1. Leaders must develop workplace cultures that prioritise safety, respect and inclusion for all – this includes a focus on 
gender equality. 

2. Eliminating sexual harassment must be central to strategies and systems already in place to ensure workplaces are 
physically and psychologically safe. Like our occupational health and safety obligations.  

3. New dynamics around transparency and confidentiality are required. This is particularly important when it involves the 
most senior people in our organisation. While confidentiality remains a cornerstone of natural justice – when 
investigations prove a case of sexual harassment, stakeholders have higher expectations of transparency. 

4. All employees must understand what constitutes sexual harassment in all its forms and be supported, be safe and be 
expected speak up about issues they observe or know of, with sensitivity to the wishes of the impacted person. 

5. Safety, respect and support must also be provided for people who experience sexual harassment. This means ensuring 
their wishes are listened to and guide how issues are handled, and that employee well-being is prioritised over the 
power, position and previous achievements of alleged offenders. 

The 255+ Members of Champions of Change Coalition represent 220+ organisations operating in 155 countries and covering 
1.5m employees globally. Members cover every major sector of the economy and include representatives from business, 
government, community, academic and not-for-profit organisations. 

We contribute this resource in support of the work of the Australian Human Rights Commission and for other organisations 
to consider, adopt and/or adapt to help accelerate change and eradicate sexual harassment from all workplaces. 

 

Regards 

 
Annika Freyer 

CEO 

Champions of Change Coalition 





















The research is clear
The findings of any review on sexual harassment  – global, local, sector-based or organisation-specific –  
are clear and consistent:

• Sexual harassment is prevalent, largely experienced by women but also by men and other genders.

• Men are most commonly the perpetrators of sexual harassment against women, men and people who 
identify as non-binary.

• However, sexual harassment is a systemic cultural issue, not only an act of individual conduct.

• Young age, gender identity, sexual orientation, Indigeneity, other cultural and linguistic diversity, disability, 
low income and job insecurity are factors that increase the likelihood a person may experience sexual 
harassment and compound the barriers to speaking up – often in ways that intersect with each other.

• Location (remote or isolated sites, international offices); environments (high-pressure situations, 
extended working hours, roles facing customers and patients) and demographics (male-dominated  
or culturally homogenous workforces) can increase the incidences and severity of the behaviour.

• Very few people choose to report sexual harassment. This is for a range of reasons including fear  
of ostracism and a negative impact on their income, career and/or reputation.

• Given sexual harassment is so under-reported, the extent of the problem is not fully understood.

• There is no evidence to suggest that generational change in workforces will stop this behaviour.

• Sexual harassment sits on a continuum of behaviours and norms that reflect unequal gender power 
dynamics in the workplace. These behaviours can vary in how they manifest and can occur in isolation  
or concurrently. Workplace cultures that normalise, tolerate and excuse disrespectful behaviour at one 
end of the continuum may lead to more serious issues at the other.

 Sexual harassment is pervasive
Most employees can describe sexual harassment in the workplace through experience or observation. 
For many people, dealing with sexual harassment is an accepted part of navigating workplace dynamics. 
Numerous studies and organisational inquiries have sought to expose the extent of the issue, but under-
reporting remains rife. This tells us that people do not feel safe in raising sexual harassment, lack 
confidence in existing systems to deal with it, or both. 

Sexual harassment can happen to anyone, but it is not experienced in the same ways. For example,  
people of diverse sexual orientation or gender identity commonly report sexual harassment as intrusive 
questions about their intimate relationships; women of culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds 
experience sexual harassment in ways that are often bound up in assumptions and stereotypes based  
on race and gender. For all those impacted, it is a deeply personal and individual experience.

In particular, while sexual harassment is experienced throughout our organisations, it takes on an especially 
malignant character when perpetrated by leaders. When complaints are made, the established approach 
is to 'shut an issue down', usually in the name of profile, performance and reputation, which visibly and 
perversely serves to protect perpetrators who are powerful.

Permissive cultures enable sexual harassment
Sexual harassment is one of a number of behaviours that occur in and outside the workplace that contribute  
to a wider culture of disrespect of women. 

Examples of disrespectful behaviour we have dealt with in our organisations include:

• Inappropriate after-hours or outside-of-work behaviour of employees. 

• Inappropriate social media activity of employees.

• Trolling of women by people within and outside our organisations.

• The objectification of women in mainstream media advertising.

• Intimate relationships formed through work that are inappropriate because they involve conflicts of interest 
and significant power imbalances.

• Gendered bullying and victimisation.

These behaviours or incidents may not meet the legal test for sexual harassment, but they are inextricably 
linked as they are also rooted in gender inequality. Our previous report on Everyday Sexism, highlighted how 
these kinds of behaviours can repeat, escalate and/or cumulatively cause harm.  Critically, if overlooked or 
condoned it creates a permissive culture for more serious incidents, like sexual harassment.

Current approaches are not effective
Our organisations have policies, processes and training in place to prevent and address sexual harassment 
that are varied in comprehensiveness and effectiveness. We can’t, however, ignore the facts and the stories of 
people in our workplaces which tell us clearly that current approaches are not working. 

Some strategies employed in response to complaints may serve to tacitly condone behaviour, silence people, 
entrench enabling systems and even exacerbate trauma. For example, the practice of quietly removing people 
from an organisation found to have sexually harassed others means that personal and organisational stances 
can be seen as invisible and assessed by staff and stakeholders as complicit or passive. 

Serial offenders should not be moved from one role to another, perpetuating harm. Such an approach 
prevents the whole organisation learning from the experience. The corrosive reality that people 'get away'  
with sexual harassment contributes to the lack of reporting and confidence in the system.

Greater and more visible leadership is required to drive disruptive change rather than incremental improvements.

Ethical and consistent leadership is 
necessary in how we respond to all  
of types of behaviour, and especially  
those linked to how people relate to each  
other in and around our workplaces.
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