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The Top 10 Things Unions Can Do In The 
Workplace To Address Sexual 

Harassment 
 

Unions were established to promote dignity and respect for all workers. As such, unions 
have an important role to play in creating safer, and more supportive and accountable 
workplaces. Unions are in a unique position: they have the power to influence how 
employers address harassment in workplaces where they have collective bargaining 
relationships or where they are organizing. 

The following are practices that unions could adopt right now to address sexual 
harassment in America’s workplaces: 

1) Recognize that sexual harassment is a workers’ rights issue. Therefore, it’s a 
union issue. Some unions are powerfully tackling sexual harassment of their members 
through public awareness campaigns, through their power at the bargaining table, or by 
developing collaborations with anti-violence and worker safety advocates to create best 
practices and policies. As one example, the Ya Basta! Coalition,* a group of women 
worker leaders and safety and anti-violence advocates are collaborating alongside a 
local union to address sexual harassment and violence in the janitorial industry in 
California and build women worker leadership to create a culture of prevention and 
accountability in the industry. 

• Sexual harassment weakens unions. When unions don’t take harassment 
seriously, they send a message to women that the union is not the place for 
them. This discourages women from both joining a union, and becoming active 
within the union. 

2) Make sure that the union’s constitution and collectively bargained agreements 
contain guarantees against sexual harassment and retaliation. Including such 
provisions in collective bargaining agreements as a matter of course sends a clear 
message to employees that the union is committed to fighting sexual harassment as a 
fundamental matter of union policy. 

• Bargain for mandatory sexual harassment prevention and response 
training within any agreement. 
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3) Address member-on-member harassment. Unions are often reticent to investigate 
claims of harassment by one member against another, especially when those claims 
involve sexual harassment. This is particularly true in male-dominated workplaces. 
Unions meet their legal obligations to both the accused and the target of harassment by 
conducting an investigation fairly, in good faith, and without discrimination. 

• When an investigation supports a claim of harassment, the union should support 
the interests of the victim fully and adopt practices that make clear to members 
that it will not use its power to enable harassers. For example, the union could let 
employees know that the union isn’t going to arbitrate claims of unjust discipline 
when a grievant is shown to have engaged in harassment. 

4) Create a union culture that connects union values and behavior and welcomes 
women as equal partners in the struggle for social and economic justice. By focusing on 
core union values — dignity, respect, fairness, and decency — unions can create 
standards of behavior that both foster collegial support and allow women to feel safe in 
the workplace. 

• Behavior that violates these basic values should be considered “conduct 
unbecoming a member of the union.” 

• Be conscious of the racial dimensions of union practices. Stereotypes may come 
into play when women of color complain of harassment, creating additional 
hurdles to achieving fair resolution and perpetrator accountability. Unions should 
seek training on recognizing implicit bias in investigating and resolving 
harassment complaints. 

5) Focus on prevention. Unions should work with members, leaders, and staff to 
ensure that they have a clear sense of what conduct is inappropriate and why, and to 
foster a culture that believes and respects women. 

• Leadership development should include eradicating sexual harassment. 

• Prevention means having adequate training and education, not just in what not to 
do or how to proceed with a complaint, but about the expectations of union 
membership and leadership. 

• Develop public awareness or public policy campaigns aimed at strengthening 
workplace protections against sexual harassment and violence, such as 
legislation that makes sexual harassment training mandatory. 

6) Encourage men — especially male leaders — to step up, speak out, and work 
to change the culture. Men have an important role to play in showing other men that 
harassment is wrong, in raising consciousness, setting expectations, and fostering 
accountability for harassers and support for victims. 

7) Create channels for members, union staff and others to report harassment 
quickly, before it escalates, without having to resort to formal mechanisms. Most 
women who suffer sexual harassment are not interested in filing complaints or engaging 
in legal battles; they just want the harassment to stop. Instead of forcing women into 
formal complaint mechanisms that put the onus on her to prove a case, unions should 
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adopt informal resolution mechanisms that address the offensive conduct when it takes 
place. Women should be included in developing these resolution mechanisms. 

8) Train stewards in trauma-informed practices on handling claims of 
harassment. Part of any sexual harassment prevention and response training should 
include education on trauma, responses to trauma, and best practices to integrate 
knowledge about trauma into policies and procedures. 

• First and foremost, victims should be believed and respected. 

• Responses should be developed alongside victims to provide them with control 
over any outcomes. 

9) Protect victims who file charges of harassment against retaliation. Fear of 
losing her job or demotion are among the main reasons victims don’t report sexual 
harassment or violence. Harassers who are not held accountable for their conduct not 
only continue to harass, but are often empowered by each act for which they fail to face 
consequences. 

• The union should make clear to the employer that it will stand by any person who 
reports harassment as soon as a claim is made, and provide support throughout 
the process. 

• When the perpetrator is a co-worker, the union should ensure that the perpetrator 
does not take retaliatory action in the form of spreading rumors, or employing 
other common tactics meant to discredit the victim. 

10) Give women a voice in the grievance process, and include them as active 
participants. Complaints of sexual harassment often go into a deep, dark Human 
Resources hole. Standard practices call for the complainant to be interviewed, and then 
treated as a witness to her own harassment: she is given little information, and no say in 
the process or resolution. The union has the power to change that — women should be 
accorded full control over the resolution of their complaint. 

Workplaces Respond provides technical assistance to 
workplace stakeholders seeking to better prevent and 
respond to domestic violence, sexual assault, stalking, 
and harassment impacting the workplace. Scan this 
QR code to access the Resource Center. 
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