Sexual Harassment of Women
Reflections on the Private
Sector
[epw]
Download pdf
The private sector in India has by and large not been very receptive to women’s complaints
about sexual harassment at the workplace. This article highlights the importance of company
policies on sexual harassment, the role of their human resource departments, and says that the
private sector has to clearly articulate and uphold its code of conduct to prevent and address
sexual harassment at the workplace. The effectiveness of the Sexual Harassment of Women at
Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 2013 remains to be seen.
Even while the Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal)
Bill 2013 was being discussed (before it was enacted on 22 April 2013), the national press was
reporting defiance of the Supreme Court’s (SC) Vishaka guidelines by multinational
companies.1 A glaring instance involved the multinational audit firm KPMG, which operates in
156 countries, including India. In 2006, a chartered accountant working in a senior position
complained against a partner, but the firm failed to constitute a complaints committee as
mandated by the Vishaka guidelines of 1997. Instead, her services were terminated, severely
hampering her prospects for future career growth (Deshpande 2013a). She faced a disparaging
campaign online after her name was revealed in 2007 in reports on the case. Her ordeal
continues as she goes on with her battle. She faces problems in finding new employment, and
has been branded a legal terrorist (Menon 2013).
For 15 years, government agencies such as the National Commission for Women (NCW) and women’s
groups consistently pressed for a law on sexual harassment. If one looked at the
implementation of the SC-directed Vishaka guidelines (1997) it was observed that their
implementation in the private sector remained uneven. A 2010 survey brought out that 88% of
the women working in information technology (IT) and business process outsourcing
(BPO)/knowledge process outsourcing (KPO) companies had suffered some form of workplace sexual
harassment (Sharma 2010). Media reports and studies show that many private sector
organisations do not have any special policy on sexual harassment. Even where policies exist,
strict and compulsory adherence to them is rare. The dismal situation needs urgent attention.
This article attempts an overview of sexual harassment in the private sector in India and puts
together suggestions to overcome them. It analyses the issue on the basis of the
implementation of the SC’s guidelines, the importance of workplace policies on sexual
harassment, and the role of human resource (HR) departments.
Reluctant Private Sector
The SC’s Vishaka guidelines initiated a discourse in India on sexual harassment and benefited
women by reconfirming their right to a safe working environment. They proposed providing a
safe and gender-friendly atmosphere for working women by instituting in-house mechanisms for
redressing complaints. Surveys done by organisations across India over the years have revealed
that employers either choose to ignore the guidelines or to not take them seriously. Sexual
harassment at the workplace remains the most under-reported form of gender discrimination
(Shukla 2002) and the private sector has been very reluctant to acknowledge its existence.

Poor and faulty implementation of the Vishaka guidelines has been discussed by Oversier (2010)
and Majumdar (2003). The industry persons and academicians quoted in these studies confirm
that the issue of sexual harassment has largely been swept under the carpet in India. Further,
they accept that the provisions have never been successfully invoked because of the social
taboos still associated with sexual harassment and the long delay if a case ends up in court.
Overall awareness among Indian companies about the need for a well-defined mechanism to tackle
sexual harassment at the workplace is terribly poor. Moreover, multinational companies seemed
to be taking advantage of the space left by the absence of a law.
Sarpotdar (2012) gives an insight into the uphill task women face. Challenging an employer is
overwhelming and practically difficult for any woman who has faced sexual harassment, given
the enormous cost it entails in terms of time, energy, and determination. Fighting powerful
transnational companies, which have tremendous resources, is liable to crush women as it is
not just a question of tackling an unyielding employer, but also confronting bureaucratic
challenges thrown up by the police and the courts. Women’s rights activists point out that
organisations generally view such cases from the perspective of their public image and not as
a breach of an individual employee’s right to dignity and safety, leading to skewed attitudes
and hushing up of such cases (Deshpande 2013b).
It is important to note that the SC in an interim order issued in 2006 designated the labour
commissioner’s office of each state as the nodal agency to collect details about complaints of
sexual harassment and to make sure that the required committees are established in factories,
shops and commercial establishments.2 Records at the Maharashtra Labour Commissioner’s office
examined by Pinglay (2012) showed only three complaints from 2010 to 2012, while there were
700 complaints registered unofficially at the Karnataka Labour Commissioner’s office (Phadnis
2013). This revealed serious problems in companies complying with the SC’s directions. Taking
cognisance of this, the apex court reiterated its directions in Medha Kotwal vs Union of
India (2012), with special reference to nursing homes, law, architecture, and engineering
firms. It directed statutory institutes to ensure that the organisations, bodies,
associations, institutions, and persons registered/affiliated with them followed the Vishaka
guidelines.
In 2011, a report by a Joint Parliamentary Committee (JPC) reviewed the Sexual Harassment Bill
2010 and summarised the issue.3 It recorded that the absence of a central mechanism meant
there was no database with the Ministry of Women and Child Development on the number of
complaints, their resolution, and the action taken, especially in the private sector. As a
consequence, the extent of implementation of the Vishaka guidelines in the private sector
could not be ascertained. The JPC concluded that in the absence of penal provisions,
compliance by employers in the private sector could be lax, and that the SC’s guidelines
probably remained on paper in a majority of workplaces.
Importance of Policy
A deficiency of policies or poor policies to deal with sexual harassment at the workplace is
not the issue, but non-adherence to the existing policies. In addition, there is a paucity of
trained personnel to implement the policies and handle cases of workplace sexual harassment
(Sharma 2010). Studies ascribe this to a lack of commitment on the part of company heads, who
do not assign due importance to the issue of workplace sexual harassment on their
organisational agendas.
The approach of the private sector to sexual harassment policies can be explained by drawing
on Ravichandar (2010). There are five mental blocks that chief executive officers (CEOs) and
managements face in implementing robust policies against sexual harassment. They can be summed
as the five Ds – denial, dismissal, double up, delegation, and danger. It is seen that most
companies live in a state of denial. They believe that sexual harassment does not exist in
their organisation because there are no reported cases. They also believe that they are open
enough, and any employee can openly report sexual harassment. Companies tend to dismiss the

issue as unimportant because they do not want to give priority to it. Majumdar (2003) points
out that the course adopted by companies is to ignore such complaints in the hope that
everything will be forgotten and forgiven in due course, and in the belief that managements
need not get involved in the “mess”. Many companies believe that there is no need for a
separate committee or policy to deal with sexual harassment because the HR department will be
able to handle the situation when the need arises and that the employee code of conduct will
be adequate for this.
But it is important to understand that sexual harassment is a socio-legal issue surrounded by
shame, stigma and confusion. A general code of conduct may not address the requirements and
specifics of the issue. It is necessary that a special policy be formulated and
institutionalised, which ensures empathetic response, sensitive handling, mature
investigation, and prompt implementation of the recommendations made by the complaints
committee on sexual harassment to the management. While there are strict policies followed
globally to counter the problem, such policies are only slowly beginning to take shape in
Indian companies (Ghosh, Puri and Dewan 2010). In the absence of service rules, the Sexual
Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 2013 (Rajya
Sabha Secretariat 2011) underlines the necessity of a policy in private organisations that
expresses zero tolerance to sexual harassment at the workplace and explains the provisions of
the law in simple language with examples.
Human Resource Teams
It is important to look at the role of HR departments in preventing and dealing with
complaints of sexual harassment. Daft (2009) says that global firms have to abide by local
laws and regulations on wages, employment safety, consumer protection, and other such issues.
The right to a healthy and safe work environment is the basic democratic right of all workers
(Creighton 1984). Macdermott (1995) explains that this right is given expression through
employers providing a work environment free from sexual harassment. HR teams within companies
are primarily responsible for providing mechanisms to prevent, deter, and redress sexual
harassment. They have a crucial role to perform when it comes to implementing an
organisation’s policies on sexual harassment, diversity, and so on, and in facilitating
resolution of complaints.
It is important that HR departments follow three steps that can effectively deal with the
hazard of sexual harassment. One, the HR department, in coordination with the legal
department, should issue a written policy on sexual harassment and discrimination in general.
Two, this policy should express zero tolerance to sexual harassment at the workplace. Three,
it should define sexual harassment, giving relevant examples of inappropriate behaviour,
outline the procedure to redress complaints of sexual harassment, and emphasise that there
will be no retaliation against complainants. A copy of the policy should be provided to every
employee, especially new recruits at the time of induction training. The policy should be
regularly reviewed to suit changing times. A senior officer of the HR department should
monitor and evaluate implementation of the policy. This officer can function as a link between
the HR department and the sexual harassment complaints committee of the company.
Managers and supervisors should be made aware of sexual harassment, and trained to recognise
and prevent instances of it happening around them. Women employees have to be encouraged to
not tolerate incidents of unwelcome behaviour at work and report them. HR departments need to
make sure that all allegations of sexual harassment are enquired into at the earliest, making
sure that the rights of the complainants and witnesses are safeguarded. Detailed and
systematic records of interventions and enquiries have to be maintained by HR departments.
Since these departments are key to maintaining discipline in companies, they should ensure
that action is taken against those found guilty of committing sexual harassment, irrespective
of their position.
The Way Forward

It is known that women in India look at formal complaints of sexual harassment as the last
alternative because they do not want to be seen as challenging their employers or creating a
disturbance in the organisation. Private organisations have to initiate a dialogue and
discussion on policies against sexual harassment, taking sociocultural nuances into
consideration. Adhering to the policies, and government agencies and industry confederations
monitoring their implementation is the next step. It is mandatory for employers to remind
employees that they will not tolerate sexual harassment by anyone.
The 2013 Act is the codification of the SC directions regarding sexual harassment at
workplace. It recognises that every woman has a right to work with dignity and sexual
harassment as violation of fundamental rights of working women. Therefore in accordance with
the law, the private sector organisations need to clearly articulate their position by
upholding their code of conduct to prevent and address sexual harassment at the workplace, and
by having a transparent system for redressal. While companies are gradually taking and now
legally mandated to take corporate social responsibilities seriously, there should be a focus
on corporate responsibility towards employees and the need to provide them with a safe and
harassment-free work environment.
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Cost analysis (Adjusted to
present
rate)
of
civil
services preparation : Is the
fees charged by coaching
institutes justified
Cost comparision by Mr.Gokul G R (IAS, AIR 19, CSE-2010)
Option one: You study back home
1. General Studies
Books : Rs. 5000
Newspapers : Rs. 250 monthly ( Total : 6000 for 2 years; you
will anyway subscribe, whether you are preparing or not)
Periodicals : Rs. 650 for frontline (2 years) + Rs.900
for EPW ( one year)
Net connection : 500 per month ( Total : 12000; you will
anyway subscribe, whether you are preparing or not)
Total Cost : Around 25000 ( over 2 years )
2. Optional:
Books: 4-5 books for humanities optionals ( Mostly Indian
Authors). Total cost : Not more than Rs. 4000.
7-8 books for science optionals. Total cost: Not more than Rs.
6000 ( If you are not downloading pirated copies).
Total Extra cost : Rs. 16000 ( Highly liberal
estimate and spend over 2 years). Use library, old books or
pirated
copies and you can bring that down to a few thousand rupess.
Option two : You go to Delhi to attend coaching.
1. Coaching fees :
G.S : Rs, 70,000-100000
Optional : Rs. 30,000-60000

Total : Rs. 1,20,000 (spot payment)
2. Periodicals, newspapers, net for personal use : Rs. 15,000
over 2 years.
3. High rent and cost of living : Around 10k every month.
Total extra Cost : Around 3.5 Lakhs (
Conservative estimate; multiply with no.of failed attempts,
extra fee
for extra coaching etc). And even after paying such huge,
exorbitant
costs, the quality of teaching ( as i get to know from fellow
aspirants)
may not always be up to the mark.
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A new television series is trying to change society’s attitude towards
the visually impaired.
“My family members don’t realise what I am doing on my own without their help.

They only see what I don’t or cannot. This upsets me no end.” I remember these
words by a senior research scholar I knew. He was visually impaired.
That was in the early 1990s. Today efforts are on to make people understand that
visually-impaired people, if granted resources and encouragement, are no less
than a person with normal vision. One such endeavour is Nazar Ya Nazariya, a new
serial on Doordarshan aired every Saturday at 9.30 a.m., which highlights the
achievements of visually-impaired people in different fields. Each episode is
introduced by actor Naseeruddin Shah — who incidentally played a visuallyimpaired principal of a school in Sai Paranjpe’s critically acclaimed
film Sparsh in 1980. Television actor Harsh Chhaya anchors the series.
The serial will feature 32 case studies from across India. For example, a
visually- and hearing-impaired dance group from Bijnour, a businessman in
Guwahati, a theatre group in Kolkata, a national swimming champion, a
journalist, a national level chess player and people in corporate and rural
India. One episode showed how visually-impaired students have to drop science
and math after Std. VIII. It featured two boys — Karthik Sahni from Kolkata who
scored 96 per cent in these subjects and has been offered a Stanford
scholarship, and Prateek Dutta who did cryptology from IIT Karakhpur and has
been conferred the J.C Bose Award — and raised the question of whether the
problem lay with the student’s capability or in the teaching.
In other episodes, visually-impaired achievers talk of their lives or showcase
their skills, while making viewers realise that they are leading normal lives.
The serial was conceived of by George Abraham, Chief Executive Officer of Score
Foundation, an NGO dedicated to finding resources for the visually-impaired.
This is his debut production, in association with Sightsavers, an international
charity that works to combat blindness in developing countries.
“The idea is not to raise [awareness of] problems, because everyone knows about
them. It is about making people change their inse nahi hoga (They can’t do it)
attitude. It is about trying to show that blindness has lot of possibilities and
if proper training is imparted, the blind can be utilised as the best human
resources available,” asserts George. The serial will also suggest that the
government policies ought to support the visually impaired. “We are not focusing
on what they can’t do but on what they can. We are asking if the problem is one
of nazar ya nazariya (lack of sight or lack of vision),” he adds.
A team of 10 people travelled across India and throughout, George says, they met
curious people. Children were more interested in the “subjects” than the
shooting and wanted to know if serial timings would clash with their school
timings.
Handling the team had its own issues. Transferring his sensibilities to the team
was a challenge. For instance, “the camera would focus on the subjects’ eyes. I
didn’t want that usual negative attitude throughout a 22-minute episode. So, I
had to intervene to show them as normal human beings,” he recalls.
George had conceived of the idea many years ago and even spoken to actor Shashi
Kapoor about it but it didn’t take off. “After a talk with Tripurari Sharan, the
Director General of Doordarshan, I posted the idea on Facebook and filmmaker
Somu Ghosh contacted me. With their cooperation, my dream became a reality,”

says George.
Though the timing is not audience-friendly, George insists this slot has less
competition, and he doesn’t have to contend with soap operas on prime time.
Scripted by Sehba Imam and directed by Mohammad Faizan, the serial already has
people like Shashi Tharoor, Harsha Bhogle and V.V.S Laksman tweeting about it,
while MSN and Godfrey Phillips’s Be Brave website also promote it. The team is
also researching the impact of the serial simultaneously.
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Breeding and health management are the two key points for dairying to be
profitable. There are two ways to increase the breeding efficiency of buffalo
and cows.
First is selection of genetically superior females, free from any reproductive
and systemic diseases, and no physical abnormalities, having yearly calving,
good growth of calves and lower age at first calving.
Timely observance of heat and mating of females at appropriate time and
pregnancy diagnosis can help improve reproductive efficiency and thus genetic
progress.
Due importance
Artificial insemination is the most successful method for breed development and
should be given due importance because maintaining a number of breeding bulls is
a costly issue and reduces the rate of genetic improvement.
If farmers maintain breeding bulls then care should be taken to see that the
animal conforms to the breed type and should be a progeny from high yielding
breed.
The bull should be free from disease and vaccinated and tested for any
infections regularly. Record keeping is a must for all breeding activities and
milk production of the females in the herd.
Breeding bulls should be allowed to walk regularly and not kept tied so that
they may not become fat and have problems in natural mating or in donating
semen.

Vaccination
Special drive for vaccination against various contagious diseases such as Foot
and Mouth Disease (F.M.D.), Haemorrhagic Septicaemia (H.S.), Black quarters
disease (B.Q) etc. must be followed according to the schedule.
The animals should be served at the doorstep by local veterinarian and awareness
created among the dairy livestock keepers. Free inputs should be made available
for various diseases and for parasitic control.
This would certainly avoid the expenses incurred on routine treatment and
production losses due to illness.

Kharif rice output projected
to drop to 92.32 mn tonnes:
Govt
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But total foodgrain output was estimated at 128.20 million tonnes
Country’s rice production is projected to drop to 92.32 million tonnes in the
kharif season this year due to deficient rains in some states, but the overall
foodgrain output is estimated to rise marginally to 129.32 million tonnes in the
same period.
The rice production stood at 92.76 million tonnes in the kharif (summer) season
of the 2012-13 crop year (June-July), while total foodgrain output was estimated
at 128.20 million tonnes.
“As per the first advance estimate for kharif season of 2013-14, rice production
is estimated at 92.32 million tonnes in the kharif season of this year,”
Agriculture Commissioner J S Sandhu said at the national conference on rabi
(winter) crops.
The estimate for rice output is kept lower as deficient rains in Bihar,
Jharkhand and North East have affected the kharif crops, he said.
Also, the flood situations in Assam, Bihar, eastern Uttar Pradesh and West
Bengal have an impact on the kharif crops, he added.
Mr Sandhu said, however, maize production is projected to increase to 17.78
million tonnes in the kharif season of this year, against 16.04 million tonnes
in the year-ago period.

Pulses production is also estimated to rise to 6.01 million tonnes from 5.91
million tonnes in the review period.
Whereas millet production is forecast at 13.21 million tonnes in the kharif
season of this year, he said.
Sowing of kharif crops begin with the onset of southwest monsoon from June,
while harvesting starts from October.
According to Indian Meteorological Department, the 53 per cent of the country
received normal monsoon. One-third of the country received excess rains.
Monsoon has withdrawn from western and northern regions of the country. Early
withdrawal of monsoon has created heat stress in central parts of the country,
Mr Sandhu added.
The Agriculture Ministry releases production estimates at different stages of
crop.

