JOURNALISTS FACING
WORK-RELATED
SEXUAL VIOLENCE
While Use The Right Words focuses on providing
journalists with tools to report on sexual assault, it is
important to recognize that journalists themselves are
subjected to gender-based forms of sexual violence in
their work.

Among the many
risks journalists
face, they are often
targets of harassment
and aggression.
While harassment
is a concern for all
journalists, journalists
who are women in
particular are more
likely to be targets.1

In recent years, we have seen increased media coverage of
journalists facing sexual violence in the field. Recently, we have seen
high profile stories of reporters who are women in Canada being
confronted by men who shouted the “fuck her right in the pussy”
(FHRITP) phrase at them during their broadcasts. These stories
prompted several other journalists across Canada to come forward
with their own accounts of sexual harassment in the workplace.

What is the prevalence of sexual
harassment among journalists?

62% of women
journalists report
having experienced
verbal sexual
harassment.

30% of women
journalists report
having experienced
non-verbal sexual
harassment.

22% of women
journalists report
having experienced
physical sexual
harassment.

20% of women
journalists report
having experienced
environmental sexual
harassment.2

Generally, charges are
less likely to be laid
by police in cases of
sexual offences than
other types of violent
offences. In 2007,
charges were laid in
almost half of other
types of violent crime,
but only in over a third
of sexual offences
reported to police.10

Although the media spotlight has only recently been shone on
workplace sexual violence encountered by journalists, such
violence is not uncommon.
While there are many resources for journalists in conflict zones,
the issue of journalists facing sexual violence in the workplace is
less often addressed. We created the following tipsheet to provide
journalists and media organizations with a resource on sexual
violence in the workplace. While this tipsheet includes information
on legal rights and workplace sexual violence policies, we recognize
that there are many intersecting barriers to journalists disclosing
and/or reporting sexual violence.
Disclaimer: The information in this guide is for information
purposes only, and does not constitute legal advice. For legal
issues that arise, you should consult a lawyer.

Tips for Journalists Encountering Sexual
Violence In The Workplace

In police-reported data in
2011, women knew their
sexual attacker in three
quarters of incidents: 45%
as a casual acquaintance
or friend, 17% as an
intimate partner, and 13%
as a non-spousal family
member. One quarter of
sexual assaults against
women were committed
by a stranger.11

1. Sexual violence is not your fault: Journalists themselves
can be subjected to sexual violence in the workplace. All sexual
violence and sexual harassment should be understood as part of
systemic, gender-based violence, and a well-documented global
pandemic, and not as individual, isolated incidents caused by the
survivor’s behaviour or appearance. Sexual violence is never
okay and never survivor’s fault regardless of your appearance,
where you are, or what you are reporting on.
2. Practice self-care: People working in the field of journalism
are not immune to rape culture. Some journalists are also
survivors of sexual violence. Reporting on cases of sexual
violence and interviewing survivors can be triggering and
retraumatizing. Consider building on your current self-care
practice to sustain and nourish yourself. You can access Caring
for Yourself is a Radical Act: Self Care Guide for Youth Working in
Community, a free, online resource for more information and
activities on practicing self-care.

A study of sexual assault
survivors presenting to
local hospital emergency
departments and police
between 1993 and 1997
found that one in five was
a sex trade worker. These
survivors were also
more likely to be severely
injured and younger
than other sexual assault
survivors.12

3. There is no one right way to respond to violence:
As every survivor is different, every person addresses violence,
accesses supports, and heals from trauma in different ways.
You may choose any combination of the following options
for seeking support, disclosing and reporting, or others not
included on this list. Any way you choose to survive and feel
safe is valid.
··

Tell yourself. Sometimes the first person survivors need
to disclose to is themselves. Too often we can internalize
messages that it wasn’t “so bad” or was somehow our fault.
It’s important to name the experience for what it is: a form of
sexual violence.

··

Turn to your friends or family for support. Disclose when
ready to people you trust. This can provide a meaningful
system of support. Let them know what you need.

··

See a counsellor or attend a group counselling session.
You can contact your local sexual assault center to access
counselling or get a referral.

··

Learn your rights. Canadian laws such as the Canada
Labour Code and the Canadian Human Rights Act
protect workers against sexual harassment at work. (See
provincial and territorial labour codes and employment
standards codes/acts, which contain the same protections:
Provincial Legislation and Resources On Workplace
Sexual Harassment: Links To Provincial and Territorial
Human Rights Agencies, Links To Provincial Employment
Legislation and Standards). Also, The Criminal Code of
Canada imposes sanctions and penalties for physical and
sexual assault (some forms of sexual harassment, such as
sexual assault constitute a criminal act.)

··

Disclose to your employer, if you do not have a union.
Every workplace should have a policy on sexual assault and
sexual harassment. In some provinces, this is required by
law. (Laws on sexual harassment in the workplace differ
between each province. See links below for each provinces’
related legislation.)

“The direct costs of
sexual assault are
estimated to be more
than $546 million a year.
If pain and suffering are
calculated at the rates
given for sexual assault
in the Justice Canada
report, that number
rises to $1.9 billion.
With more information
about prevalence and
impact this number will
only rise.”13

··

··

If you are a union member, talk to your union. If you
have a union, you will be expected to take your complaint
to your union first. All collective agreements (union
contracts) provide for a grievance process. This is a legallyprotected process for complaints, including enforcement
of employment and human rights law. Most collective
agreements contain specific extra protections against
discrimination and harassment as well. If you are a union
member, contact your union right away. It will be up to you
whether you proceed with a grievance of complaint, but they
can advise you and explain your rights and options. If you
are not comfortable with your local union representative,
you can call the main office or a higher-level representative.
Consult with a lawyer. If you do not have a union, or if your
union has said they can’t help you, a lawyer can give you
specific advice, and can explain your legal options to address
the violence. Depending on where you live, and whether
you qualify, you may be able to speak to a lawyer for free, or
at a discount, through Legal Aid, a community legal clinic,
or a women’s organization. Contacting your province’s
Legal Aid office may be a good place to start. There are
a number of legal clinics in Canada, such as the Barbra
Schlifer Commemorative Clinic, that can provide you with
information on your options.

··

Report to police. Whether or not to report sexual
assault or harassment is a personal choice. In some ways,
reporting takes the matter out of your hands, since criminal
charges are between the Crown and the accused person.
Nevertheless, the police and Crown will require your
participation in what can become a very public process. It is
not guaranteed that the perpetrator will face charges or be
found guilty, even when you know that they are. There will
be many factors to consider, and your counsellor or support
organization may have some insight. Ultimately, reporting
or not reporting is your choice.

··

Make a human rights complaint to your local Human
Rights Tribunal. “In Canada, workplace sexual harassment
claims are handled regularly upon application to the
appropriate human rights tribunal. Human rights tribunals
have significant power to require employers to pay damages,
implement policy changes, and impose other penalties and
requirements to remedy harassment cases. If the victim
is forced to quit their job as a result of harassment in the
workplace by a fellow employee, they also may be entitled to
salary loss benefits.”3

There are more than
1200 missing and
murdered Indigenous
women in Canada.14

Indigenous women in
the provinces reported
a rate of violent
victimization that was
nearly 3 times higher
than the rate for nonIndigenous15 women
(279 versus 106 per 1,000
population). This was
the case for spousal
violence, as well as
violence perpetrated by
other family members,
friends, acquaintances,
and strangers.

4. Document: Although you may not choose to disclose ever or
report immediately, it is helpful to create a paper trail of the
incident(s) in case you decide to in the future. You may create
a detailed, accurate log of the sexual violence you encountered
that includes names, dates, times, locations, witnesses, and other
details.4 Note any follow-up actions, including conversations
with your employer, and their response. Labour Boards, Human
Rights Tribunals and courts generally consider first hand,
written notes to be good evidence, especially if they are dated
and written as quickly as possible after the event or action
occurred. Even a simple notation in an agenda or on a calendar
lends extra weight to your story in these formal settings, if you
decide to report.
5. Have your voice heard in the conversation. Speaking out
about sexual violence and rape culture can be an empowering
moment for some survivors. You may choose to write an op
ed, do a media interview, or speak out on social media or a blog.
Alternatively, you may choose to tell no one, tell only yourself,
share your story in your self-help group, or confide in trusted
friends or family. Anything you choose to survive is powerful
and is your choice.
6. Engage in transformative justice. Recognizing that
intersectional oppressions are at the root of rape culture,
addressing and confronting those oppressions can be an
integral part of accountability and healing. Whether or not you
choose to disclose your own experiences of sexual violence,
you may participate in initiatives which, on an inter-personal,
community or systemic level, work to increase safety, transform
social conditions which perpetuate violence, and make space
for survivor agency. You can check out the guide by Creative
Interventions about the process of Transformative Justice.
7. Create a support network: Freelance reporters can
be especially vulnerable to sexual violence in the field as
independent contractors without access to policies, health
coverage or readily available workplace resources. Freelance
journalists may want to connect with colleagues, form
community alliances, connect with police and/or contact
community organizations that work to end gender-based
violence, to share resources, and access support.

Indigenous women
15 years and older
are 3.5 times more
likely to experience
violence than nonIndigenous women.16

Tips for Media Organizations on
Preventing and Responding to Sexual
Violence in the Workplace
The onus should be on workplaces, not survivors, to
ensure employee safety and foster a consent culture
in the workplace. The following are tips for media
organizations on how to prevent and respond to sexual
violence in the workplace.
1. Know and abide by the law
Employers in Canada have a legal responsibility to make
reasonable efforts to ensure that employees are not subjected
to sexual harassment. Provincial and territorial employment
standards and labour laws, as well as human rights legislation,
lay out specific legal obligations for most employers falling
under provincial and territorial jurisdiction. Employers in
workplaces falling under Federal jurisdiction must abide by the
Canada Labour Code and Canadian Human Rights Act.
2. Have a comprehensive policy
Provincial and territorial employment laws increasingly
require employers to develop workplace policy on sexual
assault and sexual harassment. While many workplaces have
not yet done so, having policy and programs in place is by far
the best way to both prevent and ensure an adequate response
to sexual assault and sexual harassment.” See links on page 25
for more information on the laws that apply in your province
or territory.
3. Provide ongoing training
Provide recurring staff trainings on sexual violence. These
trainings should include definitions of sexual violence and
sexual harassment in the workplace, provide examples, and
explain the workplace policy on sexual violence. Consult with
violence against women organizations for resources.

Employers can be held
legally responsible for sexual
harassment at work. Employers
have a legal responsibility to
provide workers with a safe
and harassment-free work
environment. They have the
responsibility to stop sexual
harassment, or any harassment
for that matter, when it occurs.
Failure to act on a complaint,
in a timely manner, or to ignore
that sexual harassment when
it occurs, leaves employers
facing legal responsibility,
which could amount to tens of
thousands of dollars in legal
fees and penalties.5

Indigenous women in
the provinces reported
a rate of violent
victimization that was
nearly 3 times higher
than the rate for nonIndigenous women (279
versus 106 per 1,000
population). This was
the case for spousal
violence, as well as
violence perpetrated by
other family members,
friends, acquaintances
and strangers.17

4. Provide a safety planning document for all employees
Develop safety planning documents with guidance from
violence against women organizations. Safety plans should
apply to all journalists working both in the field and online
regardless of gender.
As part of their job requirements, journalists often have their
professional and sometimes personal information easily
accessible online. Safety plans should include steps to address
this, such as:
··

an online commenting policy and state what procedures will
be enforced when inappropriate/sexually violent content is
posted on social media;

··

policies and procedures that detail how journalists will be
supported when they are being subjected to sexual violence
online (e.g. harassment via social media). Steps can include
taking screen grabs before deleting the messages or blocking
the account in case the staff member decides to report to
police or disclose to their employer;

··

··

harm reduction options for journalists, such as setting up an
additional phone number that is separate from journalists’
main line (VOIP lines are generally less costly), using a
separate mailing address/PO Box for documents that must
be mailed to journalists, or creating a second email address
which forwards emails to their main account;8
requirements to ask journalists what their boundaries are
regarding sharing their contact information with others.9

If a sexual assault occurs at the workplace, the employer may be found
vicariously liable depending on the circumstances of the case. Vicarious
liability means the employer may be required to pay money to the victim
for compensation. This is important because the assailant may not
have the financial resources to pay the settlement or judgment himself.
Whether the employer can be found vicariously liable will depend on the
facts of the case, including (but not limited to) factors such as:
1)	“the employer’s policies promoting safety and preventing
sexual assault;
2)	the employer’s awareness or willful blindness, if any, towards the
sexual assault;
3) the manner in which the victim came in contact with the assailant;
4)	the location where the sexual assault took place (such as at
the office).”6

The law governing federal
workplaces says: “Every
employer, after consulting
with employees or their
representatives, must issue a
policy on sexual harassment.
The policy must contain at least
the following items:
·· a definition of sexual
harassment that is
substantially the same as the
one in the Code;
·· a statement to the effect that
every employee is entitled to
employment free of sexual
harassment;
·· a statement to the effect that
the employer will make every
reasonable effort to ensure
that no employee is subjected
to sexual harassment;
·· a statement to the effect
that the employer will take
disciplinary measures against
any person under his or
her direction who subjects
any employee to sexual
harassment;
·· a statement explaining
how complaints of sexual
harassment may be brought to
the attention of the employer;
·· a statement to the effect that
the employer will not disclose
the name of the complainant
or the circumstances related
to the complaint to any
person unless disclosure is
necessary for the purposes of
investigating the complaint or
taking disciplinary measures
in relation to the complaint;
·· a statement informing
employees of their right to
make a complaint under the
Canadian Human Rights Act.”7
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