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In the first nationally representative survey on

workplace sexual harassment conducted in

November 2020 by market research company

Ipsos and gender-equality organisation

AWARE, 2 in 5 Singaporean workers reported

having been victims of unwelcome sexual

advances or remarks in the office over the last

5 years.

Publicised cases of workplace sexual

harassment in Singapore are rare. However,

the survey clearly indicates a worrying

prevalence of workplace sexual harassment

cases in Singapore which are not reported to

authorities or ignored by employers.

This article discusses the risks to employers

who fail to take workplace sexual harassment

seriously, and suggests measures employers

should put in place to pre-emptively tackle

such issues.

https://www.ipsos.com/en-sg/aware-ipsos-survey-reveals-high-prevalence-workplace-sexual-harassment-singapore


Only 3 in 10 of people who experienced
workplace sexual harassment in

Singapore made official reports about
their experiences.

What is sexual
harassment?

Sexual harassment can manifest in various
forms: pictures, jokes, texts or gestures of a
sexual or sexist nature, offensive remarks or
questions about victim’s appearances, bodies or
sexual activities, or unwanted physical contact.

In Singapore, both non-physical forms and
physical forms of serious sexual harassment
amount to offences. Under sections 3 and 4 of
the Prevention of Harassment Act (“POHA”),
threatening or abusive words, behaviour, or
other forms of communication which,
intentionally or otherwise, cause harassment,
alarm, or distress to the victim constitute
offences for which the punishment is a fine of up
to $5,000 and/or imprisonment for up to 6
months. 

Sexual harassment in physical
forms such as molestation or rape
amount to criminal offences under
sections 354 and 375-376 of the
Penal Code, for which the penalties
range from heftier fines,
imprisonment for longer periods,
and/or caning.



Why employers need to
take workplace sexual
harassment seriously 

The Ipsos/AWARE survey found that just three
in ten people who experienced workplace
sexual harassment in Singapore made official
reports about their experiences. What was more
chilling was that for every one in five cases
where there was evidence of harassment, the
harasser faced no consequences.

There is a growing expectation from employees
locally and within Asia for employers to do more
to tackle workplace sexual harassment. Recent
news reports in August 2021 of sexual
harassment at the Ubisoft Singapore office as
well as the high-profile firing of an Alibaba
manager accused of sexual assault in China
serve as important reminders of the insidious
prevalence of workplace sexual harassment,
and offer lessons on the consequences for both
victim and employer.

Employers who fail to adequately
address workplace sexual harassment
will inevitably see a negative impact
on staff morale and productivity,
retention, and recruitment. Based on
reports of interviews with current and
former employees of Ubisoft
Singapore, the office was described
as a “toxic environment” with a
“culture of fear and intimidation”. A
2019 survey of US employees found
that 20% of employees would likely
quit while 15% would leak the
information to the media if they
learned that their employers failed to
act against sexual harassment. Just
7% of employees were inclined to do
nothing and remain with the company. 

In the wake of the #MeToo movement
and cancel culture, employers
embroiled in high-profile sexual
harassment scandals can go viral
very quickly and experience a swift,
damning trial by social media. This
could potentially result in corporate
and individual reputational damage
that may even translate to economic
losses for the company. In the
Alibaba case, after the employee
detailed her sexual assault by her
boss and a client, her account went
viral on Chinese social media, and
around the same time, Alibaba Group
Holding’s shares fell almost 3%. 

https://www.straitstimes.com/tech/tech-news/ubisoft-spore-under-probe-over-workplace-complaints
https://www.scmp.com/tech/big-tech/article/3144326/alibaba-fires-manager-accused-rape-and-punishes-executives
https://kotaku.com/the-messy-stalled-reckoning-at-an-assassins-creed-co-d-1847336158
https://www.ehstoday.com/safety/article/21920009/companies-that-fail-to-address-sexual-harrassment-struggle
https://www.ft.com/content/22912be7-31fa-4b83-8735-b4f748115164


Employers should ensure that a robust ethics
and disciplinary framework is in place to
combat workplace sexual harassment.

Measures employers
should consider

Employers should pre-emptively review the
adequacy and sufficiency of their existing
policies to ensure that a robust ethics and
disciplinary framework is in place to combat
workplace sexual harassment. The elements of
such a framework will typically include the
following.

Policy 

A robust anti-harassment policy should apply to
all workers in a company, including contract
staff and interns. The policy should stress the
company’s commitment to maintaining a work
environment safe from harassment. The policy
should also include definitions and clear
illustrations of the various forms harassment can
take, provide for disciplinary action to be taken
for infringements of the policy, and – crucially –
protection against reprisals for complainants.
Senior management should provide appropriate
tone at the top by endorsing the policy and
ensuring that it is disseminated company-wide.

Reporting channel

To prevent senior management
from being blindsided by public
disclosures of alleged wrongdoing,
an internal reporting channel
should be established. All workers
should be made aware of, and
provided with access to this
reporting channel. All reports made
through the reporting channel must
be handled confidentially,
sensitively and promptly, to uphold
the integrity of the reporting
process as well as provide
complainants the assurance that
their complaints will be taken very
seriously.



Measures employers
should consider (Cont'd)

Grievance handling / investigation 

It is essential to formalise a clear and impartial
grievance handling process to deal with sexual
harassment complaints, especially since there
may be a perceived institutional bias that the
company will be reluctant to take disciplinary
action (including dismissal) against managers
and senior leadership. 

Investigations into sexual harassment
allegations need to be commenced promptly,
and handled by a skilful investigator. Indeed,
arising from the sexual assault reported at
Alibaba, its Chief People Officer was given a
demerit in her records due to the company’s
human resources department’s failure to
adequately address the victim’s complaints.

Due to the nature of sexual harassment
allegations, it is often difficult to gather evidence
of wrongdoing, especially when considering that
data privacy issues arise in seeking access to
personal data from individuals’ phones, e.g.,
personal chat logs and photos. Very often, it will
boil down to the complainant’s word against that
of the subject of the complaint. This exposures
employers to litigation risk from the complainant
(e.g., for failing to investigate the matter
impartially) or from the subject of the complaint
(e.g., for unfair dismissal if he is dismissed
following the investigation). A failure to
adequately address sexual harassment
allegations may even invite further
investigations from local regulators (as was the
case for Ubisoft Singapore) and criminal
authorities. Companies should therefore
consider hiring external parties who have
expertise in investigating such matters discreetly
and impartially.

Ongoing monitoring

Due to the prevalence of under-
reporting of workplace sexual
harassment, employers should
also put in place ongoing
monitoring tools to identify any
gaps between the company’s
espoused values and what
happens in practice. Such
monitoring tools can include
anonymised staff surveys, and
implementing a buddy / mentoring
system amongst colleagues. 

Training

Employers should also conduct
regular mandatory company-wide
training to raise awareness of this
issue, and delineate the
boundaries of appropriate and
acceptable conduct to
employees. Specialised training
should also be given to human
resources representatives and/or
legal counsel who are assigned
to investigate such matters
internally.

Conclusion

Sexual harassment controversies
will inevitably attract public
attention. To maintain staff
morale and stakeholder
confidence, and prevent
reputational damage, employers
are increasingly expected to
creating a safe and appropriate
workplace environment and
culture, establish anti-harassment
policies and procedures that can
stand up to scrutiny and
demonstrate a genuine
commitment to handling
workplace sexual harassment by
taking swift and appropriate
action where sexual harassment
is found to have occurred.
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For more information on
the article, or if you wish to
learn more about the topics
discussed, please contact:-

The content of this article does not constitute legal advice and should not be relied on as such.
Specific advice should be sought about your specific circumstances. Copyright in this publication is owned by WMH Law Corporation. This

publication may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, in whole or in part, without prior written approval.

How we can help
 
With a dedicated Employment Practice, WMH Law Corporation is strategically positioned to help
your corporation customise and implement a robust ethics and disciplinary framework to combat
workplace sexual harassment, or to review and enhance your existing regime. We also provide
general or specialised training on topics such as recognising and resolving workplace
harassment, complaints / grievance handling, and the conduct of such investigations.
 
Complemented by our Investigations Practice, we are also equipped to assist your corporation to
conduct discreet and independent end-to-end investigations into workplace sexual harassment
allegations in a manner that balances the interests of all stakeholders and mitigates the
consequences of any reputational fallout or legal compliance issues.


