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Standards, Procedures and Public Appointments Committee 
 

3rd Meeting 2018 (Session 5), Thursday 22 February 2018 
 

Inquiry into sexual harassment and inappropriate conduct at the Scottish 
Parliament - written submissions 

 
 

The following written submissions, in relation to this meeting, been received— 
 

 Professor Nicole Busby, School of Law, University of Strathclyde;  

 Scottish Women‘s Rights Centre; 

 Scottish Women‘s Convention; and 

 Zero Tolerance 
 
 

Clerks  
Standards, Procedures and Public Appointments Committee  

February 2018 
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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM PROFESSOR NICOLE BUSBY, SCHOOL OF 
LAW, UNIVERSITY OF STRATHCLYDE 

 
 
What are the key principles and essential elements of a reporting, 
investigation and sanctions framework for use by the Scottish Parliament to 
deal with sexual harassment and inappropriate conduct that would inspire 
confidence in those engaging with the process and the public in general? 
 
Key Principles  
 
Sexual harassment is a form of sex discrimination. Although it does require a specific 
policy and procedures, the underlying principles are the same as for sex 
discrimination more generally:  
 

 Fostering an inclusive workplace culture including gender mainstreaming 
and effective monitoring 

 Visible support for policies and procedures from management and leaders 

 Investment in education and awareness raising for all who work in the 
Parliament 

 Robust and accessible policies on sexual harassment reporting and dignity 
and respect at work which are effectively implemented and regularly 
monitored and reviewed 

 Consistent and reinforced gender equality messaging 

 Ensuring that adequate support networks are available for those reporting 
sexual harassment and that, where it does occur, unacceptable behaviour is 
dealt with appropriately. 

 
Written Policy 
 
International research on gender-sensitive parliaments conducted in 2011 found that 
sexual harassment policies are the least common form of gender policy implemented 
in parliaments, with less than 20 per cent of responding parliaments claiming 
they had one (Inter-parliamentary Union, 2011). This betrays an alarming lack of 
commitment to raising awareness of sexual harassment, including its legal definition 
and of instilling confidence in those experiencing it and ensuring that it will be 
reported and effectively dealt with. A Dignity and Respect Policy should exist in 
addition to, not in place of, specific Sexual Harassment policies and procedures.  
 
A written policy on sexual harassment should apply to MSPs and staff, as well as to 
third parties including visitors, lobbyists and service providers.  It should contain: 
 
1. A statement of commitment to a zero tolerance approach by the Parliament to 

tackle sexual harassment which is recognised as a serious problem. It should 
spell out the right of all staff to be treated with dignity and respect at work. The 
statement should emphasise that complaints will be taken seriously, will be dealt 
with quickly and, where sexual harassment is found to have occurred, it will be 
treated as a serious disciplinary offence with reference made to the existing 
disciplinary policy. This statement must be endorsed by those at the top of the 
organisation if it is to be taken seriously. 
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2. A clear definition of ‗sexual harassment‘ which encapsulates the legal definition 
under the Equality Act 2010, i.e. unwanted conduct of a sexual nature which has 
the purpose or effect of violating someone‘s dignity, or of creating an intimidating, 
hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive environment for them. 
 

3. An explanation of the way in which sexual harassment is deemed to have 
occurred, i.e. that it is the effect of the unwanted behaviour on the individual that 
is relevant, not the intention or belief of the perpetrator. One-off or ongoing 
unwanted behaviours can be experienced as sexual harassment.   
 

4. Examples of the types of behaviours that constitute sexual harassment under the 
legal definition and, more broadly, actions and behaviours which are less clearly 
associated with the legal definition but which could be covered by that definition 
and are, thus, considered inappropriate in the workplace.  

Examples (From TUC 2016) 

 indecent or suggestive remarks 

 questions, jokes, or suggestions about a colleague‘s sex life 

 the display of pornography in the workplace 

 the circulation of pornography (by email, for example) 

 any unwelcome and inappropriate touching, hugging or kissing 

 requests or demands for sexual favours 

 any unwelcome behaviour of a sexual nature that creates an intimidating, 
hostile or humiliating working environment. 

 
5. Guidance on reporting including a diversity of contacts within the Parliament to 

whom sexual harassment can be reported, allowing the complainant to bypass 
reporting unwanted conduct to his or her line manager or supervisor if necessary. 
Examples could include members of Human Resources with specialist training, 
named 'dignity and respect contacts', trade union representatives. 

 
6. A clear statement prohibiting retaliation or victimisation for the reporting of any 

claim or for supporting or assisting a claimant to make such a claim. 

 
7. A statement providing that any report of sexual harassment will be treated 

confidentiality for all parties involved. 
 

8. An appropriate grievance procedure which is specifically designed to ensure that 
all complaints of sexual harassment are dealt with sensitively and subject to full 
investigation – see Acas Guidance on Sexual Harassment and Acas Code of 
Practice on Discipline and Grievance  
 

9. Specific examples of potential disciplinary actions that may be taken against any 
perpetrator of harassment or of any retaliation taken against a complainant. 

10. The possibility of involving parties outside the Parliament to assist in the 
investigation, if it is warranted or requested. 
 

11. An appeals procedure. 
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Effective Implementation  
 
Written policy alone is not enough – effective implementation must occur in order to 
build confidence in the framework and to encourage timely reporting of sexual 
harassment. This requires investment by the Parliament in terms of adequate 
resources for training, education and awareness-raising and a full and effective 
investigations process with clear potential outcomes which are instigated where 
sexual harassment is found to have taken place.  
 
What features of reporting and investigation frameworks can act as barriers to 
reporting and a lack of action on undesirable behaviours? Please provide 
examples. 
 
Research, including that conducted by the TUC (2016), indicates that the following 
can act as barriers to reporting and action: 
 

 Procedures that require reporting to be to narrow set of individuals, for 
example, line managers only, overlook the fact that harassment is often 
related to power within organisations making it very difficult for those who are 
harassed to come forward. 

 A lack of awareness and understanding of what sexual harassment is among 
both perpetrators and those who experience it as well as among those with 
responsibility for dealing with it. This is not simply about legal compliance, 
however greater awareness of the legal definition and its focus on how the 
recipient of unwanted behaviour feels and the irrelevance of the intention of 
the perpetrator would greatly assist in establishing and affirming  the 
appropriate boundaries relating to behaviours.  

 A lack of confidentiality – real or perceived.  

 Fear of being disbelieved or of being perceived as humourless or as 
overreacting to workplace ‗banter‘.  

 A perception that no action will be taken and/or that nothing will change. 

 A lack of recognition that sexual harassment is a serious problem from the 
whole organisation including senior managers. 

 Mismatch between the policy and effective implementation and action. 

 A lack of support for complainants, fear of recriminations. 

 Feelings of shame and humiliation. This is endorsed by the legal definition 
which focuses on the degradation and humiliation of the individual 
experiencing the harassment. Social change is necessary to shift the 
‗shame‘ to the perpetrator.   

 
How can positive changes to workplace culture be achieved that lessen the 
prevalence of sexual harassment? What examples of best practice are there 
from which the Scottish Parliament could learn? 
 
As stated above, sexual harassment is a form of sex discrimination and is closely 
related to power within organisations and a sense of male entitlement which is 
reinforced by organisational structures and practices. To deal effectively with sexual 
harassment, organisations have to deal with the causes of sex discrimination by 
ensuring that women are treated as equal to men in all respects. Specific examples 
would include: 
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 Equal gender representation in all Parliamentary structures and 
departments, including committees, boards, working groups, etc. 

 Less occupational segregation (horizontal and vertical) so that men and 
women work together at all levels and in all activities across the Parliament. 

 Equal pay for women and men. 

 An avoidance of informal/social networking and formalisation of inclusion in 
any processes which result in recruitment to committees, working groups, 
etc. as a means of challenging existing gendered power structures. 

 The proactive promotion of positive actions such as the Dignity and Respect 
at Work Policy, although this should be in addition to a specific written policy 
on sexual harassment. 

 Messaging about sexual harassment which avoids an overemphasis on the 
humiliation and shame of the ‗victim‘ as this can have a negative effect on 
reporting rates. The aim is to shift the perception of shame onto the 
perpetrator rather than the individual experiencing sexual harassment.  

 
Examples of good practice that are often cited in international comparisons are the 
policies and procedures implemented by the Parliaments of Canada and Denmark.   
 
Do you have any comments on how effective and clear the current 
arrangements are in the Scottish Parliament for reporting sexual harassment? 
Do you have any suggestions for changes to improve the current rules and 
procedures? 
 
The recent actions taken, reported widely in the press, to introduce a confidential 
phone line for reporting of sexual harassment and to undertake a survey among 
parliamentary staff are to be commended as they have the potential to identify the 
nature and extent of incidents of sexual harassment within the Scottish Parliament 
and to provide a baseline of data so that effective further action can be taken. 
  
I am unable to comment specifically on current arrangements for reporting sexual 
harassment within the Parliament as it is not clear from the information publicly 
available what those arrangements are. A search of the Parliament‘s website 
identified the Dignity at Work Policy and Complaints Process as the appropriate 
framework for reporting sexual harassment. This is quite a general policy and, whilst 
it does refer to sexual harassment in a few places, in my view it is not specific 
enough about the types of behaviours that constitute sexual harassment (see 
above). It is also unclear as to the what the reporting arrangements are and what the 
process is with regards to investigation of reports of sexual harassment and what 
actions will be taken if sexual harassment is found to have occurred. It is also 
impossible to tell from the outside how effectively the policy is implemented across 
the Parliament.  
 
I would suggest the adoption of a specific policy and clear procedures on sexual 
harassment accompanied by a clear commitment at the highest level to invest in 
effective implementation and monitoring as outlined above.    
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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM SCOTTISH WOMEN’S RIGHTS CENTRE 
 
 
Overview  
 
We know that sexual harassment doesn‘t exist in a vacuum; it is part and parcel of a 
broader picture of gender inequality that runs deep throughout our society. Much like 
other forms of violence against women sexual harassment is frequently minimised 
and underestimated by employees, employers and the public alike. Criticism is 
levelled at those who are victims for not doing enough to stop it, for not reporting it, 
for not telling anyone. 
 
The Scottish Women‘s Rights Centre exists because of abuses of power and 
because a gap persists between women‘s experience of violence and abuse and 
their access to justice. It has only been in recent months that attention has been 
directed towards those inflicting harm; we welcome today‘s discussion as part of a 
much bigger conversation about power, abuses of power and what we are going to 
do about it.     
 
Protection of workers from sexual harassment  
 
In preparation for giving evidence, Katy Mathieson, co-ordinator of the Scottish 
Women‘s Rights Centre spoke with two survivors of sexual harassment on their 
experiences in the workplace; one was employed in a statutory service and the other 
in a government funded business.    
 
Katy received the following feedback which demonstrates the lack of protection 
available despite the presence of gender-based violence and harassment policies.    
 
Lily* experienced sustained sexual harassment for years before being raped, Tasha* 
knew the perpetrator to be a bully but had no warning before she was seriously 
sexually assaulted in her workplace. Both Tasha and Lily experienced poor support 
from their line manager, and despite both organisations having relevant policies and 
procedures in place, neither employer followed them.    
 
“Every policy was in place, on paper they looked like the perfect employer, but they 
just called me a liar” 
 
Both survivors reported their experiences to the Police but their cases did not 
proceed. In work, one woman attended six grievance procedures in twelve months. 
Both women felt that their only option was to go to an employment tribunal, where 
they experienced issues with their union funding representation at the tribunal and 
felt pressure to accept an offer they were unhappy with in a tight timescale. 
 
“I had two hours to make a life changing decision or the offer would be withdrawn”   
Lily and Tasha both felt that the process protected the service and business but not 
them, the victim. As a result the process also protected the perpetrator but not those 
he would work with or subsequently provide a service to. Both suspected that they 
were not the first victim of their attacker. 
 



SPPA/S5/18/03/2 

2 

Both women were silenced by gagging and confidentiality clauses that were used to 
stop them speaking about what they experienced. This inflicts further trauma on 
victims‘, and removes control over who, when and what they share with others that is 
often necessary to recover from trauma. This supports and reinforces the unequal 
power dynamic that underpins sexual harassment and gender based violence. 
 
The attacks and subsequent process had detrimental impacts on both Lily and 
Tasha‘s mental health, worsened their trauma and both women face difficult financial 
circumstances after leaving their jobs. Both perpetrators remain in full time 
employment. 
 
The Scottish Women‘s Rights Centre was also contacted by a survivor of gender 
based violence in the Scottish Parliament which she has raised and is yet to receive 
a response to. She commented: 
 
“It is hard to believe that The Scottish Parliament is really serious about these 
issues, or listening to people who feel they may have been victims. I have another 
experience where I was sexually harassed by a member of staff from a political party 
on parliament premises - but I now have absolutely no confidence in reporting it.” 
 
*Lily and Tasha are pseudonyms to protect the identity of the survivors. 
 
Further issues that have been raised with SWRC around sexual harassment 
include: 
 

(i) The three month time bar for historic allegations at employment tribunals 
is an unrealistically tight time frame which acts as a barrier to justice;  

(ii) The importance of having policies on both harassment and 
victimisation/retaliation; due to the consequences of reporting/complaining 
about sexual harassment; 

(iii) Transparency and accountability; oftentimes policies exist and are simply 
not followed, or there is no low-risk feasible avenue for victims to pursue 
free from fear of repercussions. There have been various calls for 
independent third party investigation units for the handling of sexual 
harassment;  

(iv) Immigration as a compounding factor in terms of women‘s vulnerability to 
exploitation and harassment when reporting their experiences could risk 
their and their families status in the UK;  

(v) The relative invisibility and power dynamics within different industries and 
the importance of any protective measures should therefore be mindful of 
workers in all industries, including those such as retail or hospitality where 
harassment is often perpetrated by third parties. 

 
 

Examples where organisations have a range of sanctions applicable to sexual 
harassment offences 
 
In the context of the Scottish Parliament significant consideration should be given to 
the additional power dynamics that manifest in addition to the existing unequal 
relations between genders and the potential abuses of power. The Scottish Public do 
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not have the power to recall MSPs and it is therefore appropriate to consider what 
other actions can be taken to sanction inappropriate behaviour that may not be 
criminal. 
 
MSPs are instructed to abide by a code of conduct: 
 
"Treatment of others   
 
5. Members must treat other MSPs with courtesy and respect.  
6. In addition, Members must treat parliamentary staff (which includes contractors 
providing services to the Parliament) together with the staff of MSPs with courtesy 
and respect. Complaints from staff of bullying or harassment, including any 
allegation of sexual harassment, or any other inappropriate behaviour on the part of 
members will be taken seriously and investigated."   
 
Yet there is very little information easily accessible that details the process and 
procedure if MSPs do not adhere to the code of conduct.  It is our view that this is an 
issue which requires leadership, and that Political Parties should adopt a zero 
tolerance approach to sexual harassment and inappropriate behaviours.  Complaints 
should be investigated thoroughly, swiftly and support and information provided to 
the complainant throughout.  The rights of the accused must also be respected.  
 
Campaigns and initiatives that succeed in bringing about positive cultural 
change in the workplace  
 
The persistent prevalence of sexual harassment would indicate that as yet there has 
been limited success in bringing about positive cultural change in the workplace 
through law, initiatives, campaigns or otherwise. The SWRC, as a specialist legal 
service for women survivors of gender based violence, would welcome the 
opportunity to work with the Scottish Government on the development of a Sexual 
Harassment campaign.   
 
Sexual harassment is rooted in inequality; to eradicate it concerted effort must be 
exerted in changing the sexist attitudes which underpin it. Any campaign must be 
adequately resources if it is to have impact.  
 
Important factors to consider: 
 

i) There is currently a tendency of victim blaming in discussions and 
campaigns around sexual harassment;  

ii. Campaigns targeted at perpetrators are more effective in assuring victims 
that their experience will be taken seriously if reported and placing 
responsibility where it truly lies, on both the perpetrator and the employer;  

iii. A great deal of awareness raising needs to happen to inform people what 
constitutes sexual harassment and to empower workers to know their rights 
(SWRC have produced a guide on Sexual Harassment in the workplace). 
Employers should be encouraged to support and embed practice through 
induction policies and on-going training to foster a culture where workers 
know sexual harassment will not be tolerated. A one off tick box exercise is 
not sufficient. 
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iv. Ally programmes that engage supportive audiences in standing up for 
equality frequently focus on creating the positive cultural change that is 
required for employees to feel comfortable whereas bystander programmes 
tend to focus on how to challenge or deflect certain behaviours. In order to 
be effective the Scottish Women‘s Rights Centre believe that a dual 
approach is required, i.e. an ally scheme in which bystander intervention is 
a core component. 

 
In summary: The Scottish Women‘s Rights Centre would recommend a Government 
funded awareness campaign created with the input of survivors‘ organisations, 
supported by the development of an ally scheme with bystander intervention as a 
core component. All of this must be supported by excellent policies (against 
harassment and retaliation) and the involvement of a third party investigator to 
increase accountability and transparency.    
 
Prevention and education are key to the long term eradication of all violence 
against women; sexual harassment happens in schools, colleges and universities 
and the responses are frequently formative in terms of building expectations of how 
sexual harassment will be dealt with, for both perpetrators and victims. The Rape 
Crisis Scotland Prevention Programme has been working with secondary schools 
across Scotland to challenge attitudes and improve awareness of the impacts of 
sexual violence.  
 
Campaigns worth checking out: 
 
Awareness raising | It happens here | https://ithappenshereoxford.wordpress.com 
 
Includes: awareness workshops on consent and for men on becoming agents of 
positive change; advocacy around policy development and implementation and 
outreach – fundraising for OSARCC (oxford Sexual Abuse and Rape Crisis Centre) 
with whom they have developed a Sexual Harassment app with options, support 
contacts and FAQs. 
 
Accreditation schemes | White Ribbon |  
https://www.fifedirect.org.uk/topics/index.cfm?fuseaction=page.display&p2sid=05124
CC7-C6EF-7AB5-DEA4482062058CD8&themeid=79F2819F-4DB4-448D-A6D8-
3C55AB04F634 

 
Offers a male focussed ally scheme that incentivises good practice.  
 
Workplace champions | Barnado‘s LGBT | 
http://www.barnardos.org.uk/what_we_do/our_work/lgbtq/professionals/ally-
network.htm 
There are many schemes supporting the LGBT community in the workplace. It would 
be work looking at where elements of these could be adapted to similarly provide 
opportunities and training for champions and avenues for people to report, knowing 
they will be supported to do so in a way that doesn‘t require them to go to their 
superior.    
 
Research | Zero Tolerance Scotland | 

https://ithappenshereoxford.wordpress.com/
https://www.fifedirect.org.uk/topics/index.cfm?fuseaction=page.display&p2sid=05124CC7-C6EF-7AB5-DEA4482062058CD8&themeid=79F2819F-4DB4-448D-A6D8-3C55AB04F634
https://www.fifedirect.org.uk/topics/index.cfm?fuseaction=page.display&p2sid=05124CC7-C6EF-7AB5-DEA4482062058CD8&themeid=79F2819F-4DB4-448D-A6D8-3C55AB04F634
https://www.fifedirect.org.uk/topics/index.cfm?fuseaction=page.display&p2sid=05124CC7-C6EF-7AB5-DEA4482062058CD8&themeid=79F2819F-4DB4-448D-A6D8-3C55AB04F634
http://www.barnardos.org.uk/what_we_do/our_work/lgbtq/professionals/ally-network.htm
http://www.barnardos.org.uk/what_we_do/our_work/lgbtq/professionals/ally-network.htm
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http://www.zerotolerance.org.uk/resources/sexism-waste-need-tackle-violence-and-
misogyny-scotlands-workplaces 
ZT provides Scotland specific research on sexual harassment in the workplace  
 
Scotland specific research on sexism in the workplace and its impact. 
 
Bystander and Ally programmes focus on creating cultural change and enabling 
challenge, examples which may be of interest include:   
 
On training and empowering the bystander: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/11/upshot/sexual-harassment-workplace-
prevention-effective.html 
 
Stonewall‘s work on straight allies: 
https://www.stonewall.org.uk/sites/default/files/straight_allies.pdf  
 
This is an evidence based bystander approach, specifically worth reading the 
learning outcomes:  
https://cultureofrespect.org/program/bringing-in-the-bystander/ 
http://acalltomenuk.org.uk/service/workshops/ 
 
Another example is the It's On Us campaign, more effective as they focus on 
potential solutions rather than potential problems. The key to these is a good quality 
campaign that engages with empathy and compassion; from experience case 
studies/survivor input is absolutely fundamental to delivering this - 
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/its-on-us-week-of-action_n_6159568 
 
 
KATY MATHIESON 
CO-ORDINATOR 
SWRC 
31 JANUARY 2018 
Updated version submitted 12 February 2018 
  

http://www.zerotolerance.org.uk/resources/sexism-waste-need-tackle-violence-and-misogyny-scotlands-workplaces
http://www.zerotolerance.org.uk/resources/sexism-waste-need-tackle-violence-and-misogyny-scotlands-workplaces
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/11/upshot/sexual-harassment-workplace-prevention-effective.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/11/upshot/sexual-harassment-workplace-prevention-effective.html
https://www.stonewall.org.uk/sites/default/files/straight_allies.pdf
https://cultureofrespect.org/program/bringing-in-the-bystander/
http://acalltomenuk.org.uk/service/workshops/
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/its-on-us-week-of-action_n_6159568
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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM SCOTTISH WOMEN’S CONVENTION 
 
 

The Consultation: 
 
The Standards, Procedures and Public Appointments Committee is holding an 
inquiry into sexual harassment and inappropriate conduct at the Scottish Parliament. 

 
Introduction: 
 
Sexual harassment is a pervasive problem that is endemic within a wider societal 
narrative of gender inequality. The Scottish Parliament has a unique chance to 
implement robust procedures in regards to the working environment and influence 
workplaces across Scotland. Sexual harassment in the workplace cannot, however, 
be looked upon in a vacuum. All appropriate endeavours that strive to ensure women 
are not harassed within the Parliament must be considered within the context of 
inappropriate conduct that is targeted at women frequently within their daily lives.  
 
These behaviours are at their best looked upon as normal and at their worst as 
compliments. Women have voiced to the SWC the idea that sexual harassment is 
normalised and encouraged from a young age, with young girls taught to accept 
inappropriate conduct as an admission of their worth.  It is shocking and saddening 
of our wider culture and society that sexual harassment inquiries have been 
triggered by the scandals that are only now coming to light.  
 
Failure to act on these issues not only impedes women‘s economic and career 
development, but more fundamentally, is a blatant disregard for their health and 
wellbeing and a form of Violence against Women and Girls. If this continues, a huge 
concern voiced by many women is that this may stop many females participating in 
politics, leading to even less representation that at present at a political level.  
 
The Scottish Women’s Convention (SWC) 
 
The Scottish Women's Convention (SWC) is funded to engage with women 
throughout Scotland in order that their views might influence public policy. The SWC 
uses the views of women to respond to a variety of Parliamentary, Governmental 
and organisational consultation papers at both a Scottish and UK level.  
 
The Scottish Women‘s Convention engages with women using numerous 
communication channels including Roadshow events, Thematic Conferences and 
regional contact groups. This submission provides the views of women and reflects 
their opinions and experiences in a number of key areas relevant to the issues 
around sexual harassment and inappropriate conduct.  
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What are the key principles and essential elements of a reporting, 
investigation and sanctions framework for use by the Scottish Parliament to 
deal with sexual harassment and inappropriate conduct that would inspire 
confidence in those engaging with the process and the public in general? 
 
The SWC recently held a conference on the topic of sexual harassment and have 
been hearing from women up and down the country through a variety of means 
including roadshows and online surveys on this issue. In creating an atmosphere in 
which victims feel unable to come forward or even terrified that this will happen in the 
first place, the Parliament will fail in its moral obligation to uphold gender equality; 
access to justice and democratic representation if the correct procedures are not put 
in place.  

 
Sexual harassment fundamentally comes down to “power and control”. Women have 
told the SWC that harassment is essentially a misuse of this power asserted merely 
through the use of someone‘s gender or from being in a position of power over the 
victim in terms of seniority within the workplace. Thus, women‘s idea of harassment 
as stemming from an unequal distribution of power means it is essential to adapt any 
frameworks to this idea of inequality as an underlying factor in combatting these 
issues.  

 
Any framework employed by any workplace, regardless of industry or sector, must 
fundamentally work to push for equality and setting a “victim first” approach, which 
encompasses protected characteristics underlined by the 2010 Equality Act. Given 
that these issues overwhelmingly affect women, all reporting of sexual harassment 
must begin to be worked upon strictly on the basis that the woman is telling the truth. 
At present, this is unfortunately not the case, and has led to severely detrimental 
impacts on women across Scotland as a result.  

 
A major roadblock to the creation of implementation of effective procedures is 
detailing what specifically constitutes sexual harassment in guidelines. At our most 
recent SWC conference we asked women what sexual harassment means to them. 
An overwhelming response was “anything that a woman personally regards as 
inappropriate behaviour”. Whilst it is understandable that individually this will be 
unique for each individual, we believe that frameworks that incorporate this idea into 
it are essential. Many noted that this can mean different things depending on a 
variety of characteristics such as age, culture and background, for instance. Setting 
out clearly that it is what the victim regards as inappropriate and sufficient in order to 
report a complaint is, however, essential in ensuring victims come forward.  

 
The Scottish Parliament is of course somewhat unique in terms of a ―typical‖ 
workplace environment. Understanding what this means in order for sexual 
harassment and inappropriate conduct to thrive and go unreported, there are a 
number of problems that underpin this. In successfully rectifying these issues, it is 
hoped that the Parliament will have a “trickledown effect” on politics at a more local 
level, as well as workplaces across Scotland in general.  

 
The Parliament contains a vast array of staff working for a number of different 
political parties as well as its own workforce. This means that a complete approach is 
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necessary with frameworks that encompass all political parties considered in order 
that those having to undergo the process are safeguarded and put first.  
Stringent guidelines published by the Parliament in relation to all political parties that 
must be adhered to are therefore essential. They must contain explicit reference to 
sexual harassment and inappropriate conduct with policies set out for all staff 
members, regardless of job title or position. This should include clear procedures in 
place for staff working for specific political parties and MSP‘s within the Parliament 
being aware that they are able to report through a third party in a safe way.  
 
These guidelines should underline “respect” as a key priority within the workplace 
environment of the Parliament building and by extension, any dealings by staff out 
with but still engaging in a professional role, for instance, in constituency offices. This 
should include guidelines that cover definitions outlining that sexual harassment in 
the workplace can also be carried out by third parties such as constituents and 
others they may come into contact with within working hours and is not specifically 
just fellow employees.  
 
Frameworks must also incorporate prevention agendas as well as strategies to 
ensure appropriate handling of any complaints. This should include analysis of why 
this has happened and aggravators such as race or other protected characteristics. 
This should also include induction training, as well as ―refresher‖ training for all staff 
regardless of seniority that outline policies and procedures on sexual harassment.  
 
Women have also spoken about workplaces like the Scottish Parliament which has 
an extremely high number of employees, having an independent female Sexual 
Misconduct Officer who can be contacted in order to raise complaints. Not only 
would this inspire confidence in women reporting, it would provide access to a safe 
space and ensures that guidelines and training will be implemented in the most 
effective way possible.  
 
“Having someone their specifically to deal with this would make you feel that 
somebody is on your side.”  
 
As well as issuing such guidelines, the Scottish Parliament must explicitly detail the 
underlying root causes of sexual harassment and inappropriate conduct. It is thought 
that in so doing, staff would recognise that the Parliament is aware of gender 
inequality and is promoting women‘s rights and access to justice. There is a fear and 
concern that when the current publicity on sexual harassment dies down that 
complaints will diminish and those accused will “get off lightly”. Therefore, female-
specific terms must be incorporated. Guidelines should also include specific priorities 
around discrimination and victimisation of the complainant, as well as procedures to 
ensure no access to the individual making the complaint by the accused after an 
issue brought forward.  
 
Other suggestions for measures to inspire confidence, not only in the process of 
reporting but ensuring that perpetrators are held accountable, have been made 
including legal obligations for men found guilty to have this detailed on their files and, 
in severe cases, on any references, as well as other specific sanctions laid out. This 
will bolster a preventative agenda and ensure women know perpetrators will be dealt 
with.  
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Clear guidelines and training must emphasise that those who commit sexual 
harassment cannot use ―banter‖ as a defence, as it is not a tolerable excuse. At 
present, this can be a confusing area with many women voicing that they know of 
perpetrators who have been given merely a stern word for using this as a defence, 
and that being the end of it. It must be made clear to all staff that this will not be 
tolerated at any time and such a form of supposed justification is unacceptable.  
 
“We need zero tolerance based approaches with high standards of conduct.”  
 
“We need to have honest accounting of facts.” 
 
All elements that make up the reporting process must also conform to ensuring 
harassment over the likes of emails and social media are taken just as seriously as 
that in real life. Clearer guidelines around the treatment of female staff on social 
media is a must. The SWC has heard of the likes of MSP‘s being abused in a 
gendered manner over social media platforms. This needs to change. Conduct by 
elected representatives and staff on these sites cannot be subject to different rules.  
 
Many females have also noted the issue of delays after reporting incidents of this 
kind. Whilst it is, of course, standard for certain investigations to be timely in order to 
be as effective and robust as possible, this can lead to feelings of mistrust. Women 
have said that not being kept properly updated led to feeling that those investigating 
were merely trying to distance the problem. They felt that the more time had elapsed, 
the less likely it was to be seen as an issue.  
 
Finally, stronger appeal processes specific to sexual harassment and inappropriate 
conduct must be taken into account. Many who are denied access to justice due to 
the reasons detailed here often do not take the decision to appeal because of 
feelings of intimidation or fear of job loss, with some even taking the option of quitting 
due to the impact it has had on their physical and mental health.  
 
 
What features of reporting and investigation frameworks can act as barriers to 
reporting and a lack of action on undesirable behaviours? Please provide 
examples. 
 
Women have voiced the need for frameworks not only outlining reporting and 
investigatory process in accessible terms, but also detailing the protections that will 
be enforced for any victim coming forward. Procedures must be put in place in order 
to ensure victims do not have to work with perpetrators whilst they are under 
investigation. Failure to do so only discourages women from speaking up out of fear 
of job termination, loss of promotional aspects or workplace bullying. There is a 
reason that so many women would rather stay silent than come forward and make 
perpetrators accountable. Unless every step is taken to ensure these women feel 
confident enough to come forward, sexual harassment and inappropriate conduct will 
continue.  
 
“We have to go forward implementing that all reporting of this acknowledges that the 
woman is telling the truth, otherwise this will just keep happening.” 
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Furthermore, specific consideration of different cultures must be adhered to and all 
reporting and investigatory mechanisms must recognise this. For instance, a number 
of BME women discussed “double discrimination” where race as well as gender is an 
underlying factor in inappropriate conduct in the workplace. Not only is this essential 
in terms of sexual harassment, it is also vital for equality frameworks and 
encouraging more diverse representation as a whole across the workplace 
environment.  
 
“If raising it, you think you won‟t be believed or you will lose your job as a 
consequence of reporting because they‟re more valuable than you are.” 
 
Another significant reason that women have had not reporting these issues is that 
complaints are often investigated by men, for instance, raising a direct issue of a 
superior where the investigator is also male. Not only can this be uncomfortable for 
women in detailing what has happened to them, there is a genuine fear that they will 
not be believed or that the perpetrator will be sided with. Issues also arise as often 
the person investigating the complaint is likely to be on the same managerial level as 
the accused, leaving many feeling this creates an atmosphere where the investigator 
will be more empathetic to the perpetrator, whilst treating them like “a silly little girl”.  
Women have spoken of this happening to them in the past with no repercussions for 
the perpetrator, thus leading to them being victimised, bullied and even feeling 
forced out of their job.  
 
“Men at the top is the problem, women can be the victim but when it escalates it‟s to 
all men dealing with it.” 
 
Additionally, many women have voiced concerns that reporting procedures can be 
“confusing” and “muddled”, with no explicit reference to harassment of a sexual 
nature, merely physical harassment or abuse, which covers a broad spectrum in very 
little detail. In order for any woman reporting to feel confident that she will be 
safeguarded throughout the process, it is necessary that sexual harassment is 
clearly noted, with guidelines laying out the reporting process to emphasise that this 
is taken extremely seriously.  
 
Sexual harassment within the workplace can have an overwhelmingly adverse effect 
on a woman‘s physical and mental health, with issues around fear of job loss or 
decrease in promotional aspects a key factor. There are issues specifically unique to 
Parliament. Because many of the staff within this environment work for specific 
parties they feel discouraged from reporting out of fear that it will damage that party‘s 
reputation. This can be extremely intimidating and is a major factor in discouraging 
women to speak out.   
 
Another unique aspect is the close relationship staffers may have with MSP‘s due to 
working so closely together on a daily basis. Female staffers may feel reluctant to 
come forward about inappropriate behaviour out of loyalty or the risk of their boss 
facing penalties, putting their own job at risk. This includes fear of deselection, for 
instance, which may result in their own job loss. Victims often worry that they will be 
“named and shamed” for coming forward, severely negating the individual and the 
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experience they have suffered, this is symptomatic of gender inequality across the 
broader spectrum. 
 
How can positive changes to workplace culture be achieved that lessen the 
prevalence of sexual harassment? What examples of best practice are there 
from which the Scottish Parliament could learn? 
 
More awareness must be taken in regards to procedures, as outlined above. It is 
essential to embed these within staff contracts as well as employee handbooks.  
 
Fundamentally, given issues around inequality, greater representation of women at 
all levels is an appropriate step in seeking to eliminate these types of behaviours. As 
this goes back to deep problems concerning unequal distribution of power, it is 
thought that having women in these positions will send out a message that inequality 
of any form will not be tolerated.  
 
Whilst we applaud the Scottish Parliament for signing up to the 5050 by 2020 
campaign, more must be done to encourage women into more senior roles and 
tackling sexual harassment within the work environment is conducive to this.  
 
“We need more women in positions of power, that‟s what it goes back to.”  
 
As outlined above, the practice of training on these guidelines for all staff is 
extremely important in combatting sexual harassment. This, and the establishment of 
a separate officer is sorely needed to tackle these issues in order to bolster a 
preventative agenda, rather than one that merely seeks to fix the problem when it is 
brought to the public, such as is the case at present.   
 
“We need to engage women.”  
 
“We need experience-based solutions from women on the front line and women who 
have experienced this.”  
 
Additionally, many women have voiced the idea that MSP‘s, particularly men, must 
speak out more. Those in leadership capacities within the parliament must lead by 
example to embolden staff to speak out. As well as this, more discussions with men 
are necessary around ideas of respect and consent in a way that communicates that 
this issue is one that impacts across society as a whole.  
 
“We need men to speak up.”  
 
“Even when women tell a man “this isn‟t fine”, they continue. This needs to change.”  
 
Changes must be made at a practical level, not just in guidance. An environment in 
which staff are encouraged, not prevented, from speaking out about what has 
happened, must be created. Sexual harassment must be viewed by all employees as 
not only an individualised concern but as a dominant critical aspect of gender 
inequality at all levels throughout society.  This must be recognised in order for 
strategic and cohesive frameworks to be identified and implemented appropriately.  
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In terms of political parties, explicit statements from all stating the expulsion of 
offenders, regardless of seniority level, should be encouraged by the Parliament. 
Additionally, all managerial staff should undergo training to ensure their response to 
a grievance is appropriate and does not “brush it under the rug”, with victims given 
the option of a number of staff they can go to with their complaint if they wish to put it 
forth this way.  
 
 
Do you have any comments on how effective and clear the current 
arrangements are in the Scottish Parliament for reporting sexual harassment? 
Do you have any suggestions for changes to improve the current rules and 
procedures? 
 
At present, complaints procedures against specific staff members could be 
improved. Whilst making a complaint to the Commissioner for Ethical Standards in 
Public Life is the current option, online reporting can be hard to navigate for some, 
as it is extremely difficult to do this with anonymity. Whilst it is understood that 
individuals will be protected as best as possible, this can be a significant barrier for 
women given the concerns outlined above. There is also the problem that many feel 
safer discussing an issue such as this, given its seriousness, face to face from the 
start in a comfortable and safe environment with another female.  
 
Furthermore, raising a formal complaint specifically around sexual misconduct is not 
covered in the staff how to guide or the MSP code of conduct. This should be 
detailed, including procedures covering appropriate guidelines for MSP‘s and their 
staff when this behaviour is done by others during working hours, such as 
constituents. We would also therefore urge the Scottish Parliament to independently 
review all political parties‘ individual sexual harassment policies and encourage a 
cross party approach to this issue. This should include accessibility of guidance, 
procedures outlining both in person and online harassment and access to females 
for reporting as well as details of independent support staff and agencies to deal with 
these issues.  
 
Recordings of all sexual harassment and inappropriate conduct must also be kept, 
detailing events, including third party reporting, the number of complaints raised 
against a specific individual and the frequency of these complaints.  These could 
then be analysed on a routine basis by an independent body to ensure correct 
procedures are being adhered to.  
 
Exit surveys from staff leaving jobs to include specific questions on sexual 
harassment and inappropriate conduct as well as timelines for dealing with 
complaints to be refreshed and updated were also given as suggestions for 
improvement to the current procedures.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The SWC welcomes and fully supports the introduction of this inquiry into sexual 
harassment and inappropriate conduct at the Scottish Parliament. All appropriate 
endeavours that strive to ensure women are not harassed within the Parliament must 
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be looked upon in the context of inappropriate conduct that is targeted at women 
frequently within their daily lives.  
 
Failure to act and put in place robust and effective frameworks that not only seek to 
prevent this occurring but also ensure successful processes for the victim are in 
place severely impedes women‘s equality at all levels.  
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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM ZERO TOLERANCE  
   

  
ABOUT ZERO TOLERANCE  
Zero Tolerance is a Scottish charity working to end men‘s violence against women 
(VAW) by promoting gender equality and challenging the attitudes which normalise 
violence and abuse.   
  
In 2016 Zero Tolerance undertook research to gain further insight from a Scottish 
perspective on what VAW in the workplace looks like. Our primary focus was 
gauging the level of support available for those disclosing violence to their employer; 
and what employers were doing to combat the sexist attitudes which underlie and 
permit VAW. We received over 600 responses from women (80%), men (19%) and 
non-binary (1%) individuals from across the public sector (83%) the private sector 
(6%) and third sector (9%). Men were asked to take part in our research if they had 
witnessed violence or sexism in the workplace; or were in management positions 
where they would be required to support employees who had experienced either.  
 
 
SEXUAL HARASSMENT AT WORK  
Sexual harassment in the workplace is both a cause and a consequence of women‘s 
inequality and cannot be separated from other forms of gender discrimination and 
inequality. Women are significantly more likely to be the victims of sexual 
harassment. The root cause of this is a culture of sexism that can permeate every 
aspect of Scottish life. Researchers from the Trades Union Congress (TUC) and the 
Everyday Sexism Project found that 52% of women in the UK had experienced 
unwanted behaviour at work including groping, sexual advances and inappropriate 
jokes. For women and girls aged 16-24, the proportion reporting experiences of 
sexual harassment rose to 63%.1 Of all employees and workers surveyed by the 
TUC, four out of five women experiencing sexual harassment did not report the 
unwanted behaviour to their employer due to fear that it would negatively impact their 
work relationships.2 The impact of VAW on our workplaces shouldn‘t be 
underestimated. When women are unable to enjoy the most basic rights and 
freedoms at work, this sends a powerful message about how women are valued. It 
can damage their mental health and hamper their long-term prospects by disrupting 
their career.  
 
Zero Tolerance‘s study shows that women‘s experiences of work are undermined by 
unacceptable levels of VAW in Scottish workplaces. The most disturbing finding is 
that 10% of women reported violence occurring during their work and 74% reported 
experiencing sexual harassment. Over a third of these women were unsure whether 
their employer would support them should they disclose this harassment. Instances 
of harassment were often accompanied by workplace cultures which passively 
undermined women‘s reports of being harassed or undermined because of their 
gender. Such cultures enable employers to downplay their responsibility to protect 
and respect employees.  
  

                                            
1
 https://www.tuc.org.uk/research-analysis/reports/still-just-bit-

banter  
2
 Ibid  
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We welcome the decision by the Standards, Procedures and Public Appointments 
Committee of the Scottish Parliament to hold an inquiry into sexual harassment and 
inappropriate conduct at the Scottish Parliament. The Scottish Parliament has a 
unique chance to implement comprehensive procedures and policies that set a 
standard of zero tolerance for sexual harassment and can be emulated in 
workplaces across Scotland.   
  
  
COMMITTEE QUESTIONS  
 
3.1. What are the key principles and essential elements of a reporting, 
investigation and sanctions framework for use by the Scottish Parliament to 
deal with sexual harassment and inappropriate conduct that would inspire 
confidence in those engaging with the process and the public in general?  
 
We have broken down our response by process stage:  
 
3.1.1. 
REPORTING 
CLARITY   
Policies must be clear, and steps must be taken to ensure that staff understand the 
reporting process and the support they will receive should they disclose violence.  
  
SAFETY AND DIGNITY  
All reporting procedures and policies must be centered on protecting and respecting 
the individual who has reported violence. This would represent a significant shift 
away from current standard processes that place onus on victims to prove their 
statements. Responsibility for investigation must lie with the employer, not the 
reporting party.   
  
Individuals who report sexual harassment must be assured that doing so will not 
result in any negative consequences for them. This must be reflected in policy which 
states that there will be significant sanctions for anyone guilty of further victimisation 
of a person who has reported sexual harassment.  
  
In large scale workplaces, like the Scottish Parliament, we highly recommend that a 
female Sexual Misconduct Officer is appointed to be the reporting focal point for 
cases of sexual harassment. In smaller scale workplaces we recommend that a 
colleague within the team, ideally a woman, is trained and empowered to take on this 
role. Too frequently, the individuals identified as responsible for receiving reports of 
sexual harassment will be senior men, either in managerial roles or HR roles. As 
sexual harassment in the workplace is rooted in women‘s inequality, having a man 
as the only person available to report an issue of sexual harassment to can therefore 
act as a major barrier to women reporting instances of sexual harassment. Staff 
identified as reporting focal points must be comprehensively trained on how to 
handle such reports. This training must include:  

● equalities legislation  
● assessing the barriers to reporting VAW  
● organisation specific policy  
● appropriate support to victims  
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● confidentiality/safeguarding  
● unconscious bias and how to tackle it  

  
CONFIDENTIALITY   
All processes related to reporting must center the dignity and privacy of the person 
reporting sexual harassment. Reports must be kept entirely confidential until the 
person reporting a complaint is happy for information to be passed. This emphasis 
on confidentiality should be clearly outlined in all related policies. Whilst we advocate 
for a zero-tolerance approach to sexual misconduct we do not think this should trump 
the needs of the complainant who may wish to prioritise confidentiality. No 
information should be disclosed without the complainant‘s approval or without the 
complainants being fully informed on how that information will be used.   
  
There may be situations when a complainant does not wish to proceed with a 
complaint procedure due to exhaustion, fear or stress. To ensure action is taken in 
these cases, we recommend a system that allows reports to be logged without any 
disclosure of the identity of the reporting person. If a second complaint is then made 
identifying the same individual as a perpetrator of sexual misconduct, then both 
cases will reopen. The original complainant will be updated on the situation and 
asked if they want to reopen/proceed with the complaint.   
  
3.1.2. Investigation  
Full and Thorough Investigation  
All cases of sexual harassment reported to the Scottish Parliament must be taken 
seriously and investigated fully.   
  
COMMUNICATION  
The Scottish Parliament should communicate with the person who had lodged a 
complaint throughout the entirety of the investigation. The person who has reported 
sexual harassment should be fully informed of the stages involved in the 
investigation procedure and should be updated if the timescale or order of steps 
changes. Respect for the individual reporting harassment must be a key priority 
throughout the full process.  
  
TIMING  
A timescale for completion of the investigation process should be clearly laid out. 
Investigations must balance the requirement to be thorough and fair with the 
requirement to be expedient. A drawn-out investigation will send a message that the 
case is not being prioritised.  
  
TRAINING  
Investigation should be handled by specially trained staff. Training must include:  

● equalities legislation  
● confidentiality/safeguarding  
● organisation specific policy  
● appropriate support to victims  
● unconscious bias and how to tackle it  
● sanctions that may be applied to a perpetrator  
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3.1.3. 
SANCTIONS 
CLARITY  
It is key that the Scottish Parliament makes sanctions clear and visible. Sanctions 
should be enacted quickly and accompanied with clear communication to all parties 
involved.  
  
PROPORTIONATE  
Sanctions must be expedient and must acknowledge the significant harm inflicted 
through sexual harassment. Respondents to Zero Tolerance‘s 2016 survey were 
clear that sexual misconduct must be met with sanctions and felt that perpetrator-
specific responses might include their immediate removal from the workplace to 
ensure victims‘ safety. Other sanctions could include permanent notes on HR 
records and a requirement that an individual disclose their history of sexual 
harassment to all future employers. We also recommend that anyone found guilty of 
sexual harassment be required to attend a comprehensive training on sexual 
misconduct and, if appropriate, gender discrimination before they are allowed to 
return to work.   
  
PREVENTATIVE  
The Scottish Parliament must commit to immediately sanctioning a staff member 
who has committed sexual harassment this will help send out a message that sexual 
harassment and misconduct will not be tolerated within the Scottish Parliament. The 
emphasis of any sanctions take by the Scottish Parliament should be on preventing 
recurrence of sexual harassment and ensuring the victim is able to continue to work 
safely and with dignity. Further steps should be taken to assess and challenge the 
culture that allowed such harassment to occur.   
 
3.1.4. Broader framework of support  
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT THAT SEXUAL HARASSMENT IS FOUNDED IN 
GENDER INEQUALITY  
Sexual harassment is a manifestation of unequal power relations. For significant and 
long-lasting change within the Scottish Parliament, there must be a firm 
acknowledgement that women are much more likely to be the victims of sexual 
harassment and that this is because of the gender-based discrimination faced by 
women. To end sexual harassment within the Scottish Parliament, sexism must be 
challenged and dismantled. It should also be acknowledged that the broader sexism 
faced by women in their daily lives can act as a barrier to reporting as women 
develop personal coping mechanisms for dealing with VAW that are unlikely to 
involve seeking formal solutions.   
ADEQUATE SUPPORT FOR VICTIMS OF SEXUAL HARASSMENT   
Support for the victim should be prioritised as much as sanctions for the perpetrator. 
When asked what support mechanisms employees might need should they 
experience violence (including paid time off, flexible working, reduced/negotiable 
workload and enhanced security measures to deter perpetrators) 80% of 
respondents to Zero  
 
Tolerance‘s survey said, ‗all the above‘. The impact of sexual harassment on mental 
health should not be underestimated and any framework responding to it should 
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include adequate provisions for supporting victims after the investigation procedure 
has been finalised. This should include options for counselling or group support.   
INTERSECTIONAL  
Women‘s vulnerability to violence can be compounded by a variety of other social 
inequalities. The TUC has observed that experiences of sexual harassment can 
intersect with racism. Evidence from the Scottish Transgender Alliance shows that 
workplaces are one of the most common arenas for trans people to experience 
harassment. Furthermore, disabled women are twice as likely to experience abuse 
as their non-disabled counterparts at work. Such complexity needs well-planned 
responses to VAW in every workplace. Therefore, any reporting, investigation and 
sanctions framework used by the Scottish Parliament must be founded on 
intersectional data on violence and sexism in the public sector.  
  
DATA COLLECTION  
Ongoing data should also be collected on incidents of sexual harassment to allow 
the Scottish Parliament to assess the effectiveness of updated policies and 
procedures.   
  
SUPPORTED WITH TRAINING AND AWARENESS RAISING  
All frameworks designed to combat sexual harassment in the Scottish Parliament 
should be complimented by a suite of training for all staff to equip them to 
understand and respond to new sexual harassment policies and procedures. It 
should also be supported through a clear zero-tolerance code of conduct for 
behaviour that ensures a workplace culture that counteracts gender discrimination, 
gender-based bullying or ―banter‖ of a sexist nature.  
 
 
3.2. What features of reporting and investigation frameworks can act as 
barriers to reporting and a lack of action on undesirable behaviours? Please 
provide examples.  
  
LACK OF CLARITY RELATED TO RELEVANT POLICIES AND THE REPORTING 
PROCESS ITSELF  
Zero Tolerance‘s survey results showed that 73% of respondents were either unsure 
or unaware of a VAW policy in their workplace. Many of those who responded saying 
that they did have a policy tended to comment that whilst there were violence-related 
policies at work, they did not specifically mention gender-based violence. In 
responding to violence, policies often suggested treating everyone with ‗dignity and 
respect‘ rather than specifying real-world measures like enhanced leave or tailored 
support to remain at work, which should form the bulk of an employer response to 
VAW.   
 
NO CLEAR OR TRUSTED FOCAL POINT FOR REPORTING  
Our survey found that confidence about reporting to line managers was lower than 
expected. Whilst 59% of respondents were certain that their employer would provide 
some form of support, 21% felt unsure that their employer would be supportive and 
19% said their employer would not support them. Such uncertainty may contribute to 
other findings in previous studies which report that over one third of respondents felt 
that reporting incidents of sexual harassment would adversely affect their career. We 
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found a basis for this fear in our data where victims of workplace VAW had been 
removed by their employer:  
  
“I was made redundant because I didn‟t respond to the CEO‟s advances – 6 months 
later he was sacked for sexually harassing another woman”  
  
LACK OF TRAINING FOR THOSE WITH RESPONSIBILITY  
In our survey, out of managers who identified themselves as bearing responsibility to 
engage with staff reporting VAW (45% of respondents) only one quarter reported 
confidence in doing so. 17% stated that they either did not know or were unsure 
what steps to take upon the disclosure of abuse. Of those that were confident, 
responses tended to focus on the need to refer to other agencies rather than 
displaying knowledge of mechanisms which could sanction the actions of 
perpetrators or prevent the violence from occurring.  
  
MISOGYNISTIC CULTURE  
This is perhaps the biggest barrier to reporting and lack of action as it normalises, 
excuses and perpetuates sexual harassment in the workplace. Sexual harassment at 
work cannot be separated from other forms of gender discrimination and inequality. 
Respondents noted how the weight of cultural assumptions about gender sometimes 
frustrated or trivialised their efforts to challenge sexual harassment - 37% identified 
experiences where they felt it was implied that their work wasn‘t as good in some 
way because of their gender (‗gender-based teasing‘ as defined during data 
collection). Other examples of so called ‗everyday sexism‘ included 42% of 
respondents feeling that they were experiencing gender stereotypes in working 
patterns such as men and women being chosen for certain tasks in the workplace 
regardless of seniority, or that they were asked to do tasks that were stereotypically 
female. A respondent described the ways in which their experiences of harassment 
had become a part of their daily working life and a barrier to their career progression:  
 
„„I was repeatedly assumed as the assistant, secretary or minute taker rather than 
the lead. Although my senior male colleague would correct this when I was given 
coffee orders (without asking) and referred to as 'honey', 'sweetheart' and even 
patted on the ass, the same male colleague would then take credit for the business 
and  
[money] brought in by these meetings at all staff get-togethers.”  
  
  
3.3. How can positive changes to workplace culture be achieved that lessen 
the prevalence of sexual harassment? What examples of best practice are 
there from which the Scottish Parliament could learn?  
 
One of the ways to foster a healthy culture is to begin to dismantle the attitudes that 
allow violence to flourish. Supporting gender equality can influence the ‗violence 
supporting norms‘ that dismiss or trivialise VAW. In workplace settings, such 
attitudes can take a variety of forms but typically include dismissive attitudes towards 
reports of violence and the toleration of cultures where women feel they are treated 
differently from their male counterparts. Dedicated work is required to not only 
provide a tailored package of assistance for women experiencing violence, but to 
also require employers to look to wider institutional mechanisms by which to raise 
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awareness and promote attitudes conducive to gender equality. The Scottish 
Parliament must continue its ongoing work to assess leadership mechanisms for 
women-leadership that explicitly supports gender equality to build a supportive 
environment by working to remove gender stereotypes including the removal of 
unseen conscious bias.  
Respondents to Zero Tolerance‘s survey did not feel that enough action was taking 
place to reduce workplace sexism, specifically in areas where the Scottish 
Government and public sector have the most leverage, for example, health 
promotion and the setting of standards. 62% felt they couldn't describe any positive 
measures being taken to counteract sexism or promote gender equality in the 
workplace. For those who could (24% of respondents), descriptions sometimes 
lacked specificity; respondents indicated that there were codes of conduct and 
training on interpersonal respect but that these didn‘t mention violence or gender. 
More robust examples included equality impact assessments and measures which 
included accountability for promoting gender equality, such as the Athena SWAN 
awards or training packages. Our results also indicated that training to build 
confidence for bystander intervention should be a feature of workplaces seeking to 
prevent VAW.  
  
One striking finding or our research was that employers may be vastly 
underestimating the appetite that employees have for gender equality. When asked 
whether employers had responsibility for influencing culture, 77% of respondents 
agreed and a further 20% indicated that ‗employers should do more‘. This suggests 
that if employers took the lead, employees would engage willingly. As one 
respondent said:  
 
“Employers are the pivotal starting point for influencing culture. If the employer does 
not take responsibility themselves, staff cannot be expected to do the same.”  
  
Zero Tolerance has developed the PACT (Policy, Action, Communication, Training) 
programme for businesses in Scotland. This programme will help employers provide 
appropriate support to all staff, not only those experiencing harassment and violence 
but also to managers and colleagues who may be affected by the issue too. The 
Scottish  
Government is currently working with Close the Gap to develop a workplace 
accreditation process based on PACT.  
 
We recommend that this approach be adopted by the Scottish Parliament and are 
more than happy to share the full PACT toolkit with the Parliament.   
 
 
3.4. Do you have any comments on how effective and clear the current 
arrangements are in the Scottish Parliament for reporting sexual harassment? 
Do you have any suggestions for changes to improve the current rules and 
procedures?  
  
The Scottish Parliament‘s current policy is not collated in one place, this makes it 
hard to understand and could act as a barrier if staff do not know which policy or 
code of conduct applies to them. The Parliament‘s policies should be streamlined, 
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and the steps related to reporting sexual harassment and the process that would 
follow such a report must be clearly defined.    
  
Safeguarding and protection of the person who has reported violence must be 
included and clearly outlined within all policies. The absence of detailed focus on 
how complainant‘s personal information will be kept confidential is potentially a 
significant barrier to reporting. Confidentiality and protection must be given much 
greater focus and prioritised throughout any related policy.   
A single focal point should be identified and specified. In its current form, the Scottish 
Parliament‘s framework could require complainants having to report their experience 
to multiple individuals or logging it through the online portal and not knowing whether 
they will hear back. Both options could act as barriers depending on the person who 
wishes to make a complaint. An option for online reporting that centers complete 
anonymity should be kept however we recommend that this be complemented by the 
option to speak to one, specified and trained individual.  
  
The lack of specific and clear sanctions within the Scottish Parliament‘s framework is 
potentially very demotivating for someone hoping to report an instance of violence. If 
they are not assured that their workplace experience will improve and that their 
safety will be prioritised it is not clear why they should put themselves in a potentially 
hazardous position by reporting such violence. How sanctions will be decided on and 
what they might constitute should be made explicitly clear. Additionally, the support 
offered to the person making the report and/or the victim should be made clear and 
should be a focus of any future framework.   
  
Finally, the Scottish Parliament‘s definition of sexual harassment must clearly 
understand harassment as a form of violence that is rooted within women‘s 
inequality. In explicitly acknowledging this root cause of sexual harassment the 
Scottish Parliament will be sending out a clear message that will serve to challenge 
the societal norms that permit sexual harassment and VAW to occur.   
  
The Scottish Parliament has a crucial opportunity to implement groundbreaking 
procedures and policies that set a standard of zero tolerance for sexual harassment 
and can be emulated in workplaces across Scotland.   
  
   
AMY JOHNSON  
ZERO TOLERANCE  
19 FEBRUARY 2018  
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