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Sexual harassment in the workplace

Survey of 667 superiors with staff responsibilities 
(SWSR) and works council representatives 

Carried out by SUZ − Sozialwissenscha liches Umfragezentrum 
GmbH Duisburg 
on behalf of the Federal Anti‐Discrimination Agency 



Basic survey data

Who?
Target population

Superiors with staff responsibilities and works council representatives from
the private and public sector

How?
Sample, Survey instrument, 
Contact attempts

 Random sample of companies from the company database ″bisnode″
 by telephone or online
 max. 10 contact attempts

How many?
Number of interviews carried
out

667 Interviews (of which 658 were carried out by phone and 9 interviews
online)

When?
Survey period December 2014 ‐ January 2015
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Requests to carry out unwanted
sexual acts

Explicit requests like "Come and
sit on my lap"

Unwanted physical contacts

Lewd remarks

Unwanted staring

Clearly visible provocative or
pornographic images etc.

Understanding of the term
To me, sexual harassment in the workplace is... 

Base: All interviewees / Data in % / Specified is the sum of „totally agree“ and „somewhat agree“

All listed forms of sexual 
harassment are considered as 
sexual harassment by more than 
75 % of the respondents.

Works councils
SWSR in other departments
SWSR in the personnel 
department



Obligations of employers
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Other steps

Terminate the contract of
employment

Preventive measures/information

Other employment law measures

Protection/duty of care

Intervene myself

What do you think: Which obligations does an employer have concerning the protection against sexual harassment?

Superiors with staff
responsibilities who do not work
in the personnel department feel
particularly obliged to intervene
when incidents occur.

Terminating the contract of
employment is rarely considered
as an obligation.

Base: All interviewees / Data in % / Multiple answers possible

Works councils
SWSR in other departments
SWSR in the personnel 
department
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All employees Only female employees The Act is already known
to anyway

More than 80 % of works council
representatives and superiors
with staff responsibilities
consider it to be their duty to
inform all staff about the
prohibition of sexual harassment
in the workplace.
13 to 17 % are convinced that
everyone is aware of this
prohibition.

Knowledge of duty to inform
What do you think: Who has to be informed by the employer about the prohibition of sexual 
harassment?

Base: All interviewees / Data in %

Works councils
SWSR in other departments
SWSR in the personnel 
department
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Indecent exposure

Requests to carry out sexual acts

Coercion to look at pornographic material

Unwanted e‐mails, text messages, pictures or videos
with sexual connotation

Unwanted hugs/kisses

Unwanted physical advances/touching

Inappropriated questions with sexual references

Remarks with sexual references to people who are
not present

Suggestive comments/jokes with a sexual
connotation

Own observations
Have you ever witnessed...

Executives and works council
representatives witness sexual 
harassment in the workplace –
and its different manifestations. 
Verbal harassment is observed
most frequently.

Base: All interviewees / Data in %

Works councils
SWSR in other departments
SWSR in the personnel 
department
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Referral by the company doctor while ensuring anonymity

The alleged perpetrator/s contacted me directly

The complaint has been forwarded to me via the
responsible body

The victim contacted the personnel department

The victim contacted me directly

Colleagues were talking about it

I observed it myself

Ways in which respondents learn about the incidents

In most cases, the respondents
learn about the incidents because
colleagues talk about them or
because of their own
observations

How did you learn about such incidents?

Base: All interviewees, who know about incidents of sexual harassment / Data in % / multiple answers possible

Works councils
SWSR in other departments
SWSR in the personnel 
department



Respondents from personnel
department more often report
that somebody at the company
has officially dealt with the
incidents.

Dealing with complaints
Has somebody in your company dealt with these incidents in any official way, i.e. investigated the
incidents?
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Yes No

Base: All interviewees, who know about incidents of sexual harassment / Data in %

Works councils
SWSR in other departments
SWSR in the personnel 
department



Position of person entrusted with incidents

In most of the cases, a staff
member from the personnel
department is officially dealing
with the complaints. SWSR from
other departments more
frequently state that the senior in 
office is dealing with these issues.

What was the position of the person within the company who was mainly entrusted with this
incidents at the point of dealing with the complaints?
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Working for the company's ethics hotline or similar
units

Superior in office of the alleged HARASSER

Working at the competent complaints office

Superior in office of the VICTIM as well as of the
alleged HARASSER

Superior in office of the VICTIM

Representative of the works council

Working in the personnel department

Base: All interviewees, who know about incidents of sexual harassment / Data in %

Works councils
SWSR in other departments
SWSR in the personnel 
department
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No further steps have been initiated

I am not aware wich steps have been initiated

Called on the competent office/complaints office

Informative/consultation meeting with the person
concerned

Threatened with consequences (warning letters/transfer),
which have not been implemented (yet)

Discussion to clarify/resolve the issue

Consequences (warning/transfer) enforced

Spoke with both 'parties' to clarify the issue

Measures taken in cases of sexual harassment
What did the person do who was mainly entrusted with these incidents?

In most cases, companies reacted
to complaints about sexual 
harassment. The most frequent
answer was that there had been
discussions with the people
involved. Warning letters were
issued in more than one third of
the cases.

Base: All interviewees, who know about incidents of sexual harassment / Data in % / multiple answers possible

Works councils
SWSR in other departments
SWSR in the personnel 
department
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Ja Nein

The majority of employers have
no company agreements or
mission statements in place
which define how to proceed
when a case of sexual harassment
becomes known.

Regulations how to deal with reports
Does your company have a company agreement or other mission statements which define how
to proceed in cases of sexual harassment?

Base: All interviewees / Data in %

Works councils
SWSR in other departments
SWSR in the personnel 
department



Knowledge about protective measures in the workplace

60 of the interviewed SWSR and
works council representatives are
not aware of any measures
against sexual harassment in the
workplace in their
company/administration.
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I am not aware of any measures in my company

Other steps

The topic of sexual harassment is integrated into
the professional training

Constructional measures that are supposed to
prevent sexual harassment

Training courses are run/offered

Information about sexual harassment in the
workplace is proactively made available

A company agreement or mission statement exists

Base: All interviewees / Data in % / Multiple answers possible

What types of measures exist in your workplace to prevent sexual harassment?
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Complaints offices in the company
Is there a complaints office in your company which is responsible for cases of sexual harassment?

Almost fifty percent of the
companies do not have a 
complaints office responsible for
cases of sexual harassment.

Base: All interviewees / Data in %
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Nothing has to be done, everything should stay the way it is

There is a need for more women in decision‐making positions

There should be less sexualised depictions of women in the
media and advertising

Companies should do more to raise awareness about sexual
harassment in the workplace

The legislation on professional consequences for the harasser
needs to be toughened

There should be a contact person available at every company or
in every department

Especially works council representatives and SWSR need to be
better trained to be able to protect victims

There is a need to raise awareness about sexual harassment, e.g.
also at schools or in the media

Employees need to be given more information on where to
receive independent and/or anonymous counselling

Need for action (from the point of view of respondents)

The respondents are mainly
calling for more information
for employees on counselling
possibilities, public
information on sexual 
harassment and the
provision of trainings for
works council representatives
and SWSR.

Base: All interviewees / Data in % / Specified is the sum of „totally agree“ and „somewhat agree“

What do you think needs to be done to stop sexual harassment in the workplace in Germany?


