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Men and women were createdinthe same imageto enjoy equal participation|n allthe opportunities of
creation but it could not be carried on as women slowly became a commodity only. Sexual harassment is one of the
major social problems of all establishments in recent years. Sexual harassment is present in various forms such as physical, verbal,
non verbal and visual sexual harassment. In a study conducted in Vellore 100 women workers of different retail sectors were studied
in order to bring out the hidden difficulties in being a working woman especially that of sexual harassment.The research study has
clearly revealed that sexual harassment has been and is still a work place problem in retails in Vellore city. The failure of recognizing

the sexual harassment is a human rights issue that must be addressed. By addressing such issues within the organization would

create equality and the workers may enjoy job satisfaction.

Introduction

Sexual harassment is one of the major social problems in our
society. This consequently causes problems such as loss of job,
dignity, social status and sometimes loss of life. Sexual
harassment is a form of sex discrimination. Sexual harassment
is defined as an unwelcome sexual advance or verbal or
physical conduct of a sexual nature which has the purpose or
effect of unreasonably interfering with the individual's work
performance or creating an intimidating, hostile, abusive or
offensive working environment'(International labour organiza-
tion 2005).

A recent survey has revealed that almost 17 percent of women
workers in India face sexual harassment at their work place,
with incidence rates being high in both organized and
unorganized sectors (Agrawal, 2012). Further, it says that 26%
of women, belonging to the unorganized sector, are the sole
bread winners of their families and therefore economic
vulnerability leads to 'fear of losing the job'. Other factors are
‘absence of any compliant mechanism at the workplace', ‘fear
of getting stigmatized', and 'unawareness of existing redress
mechanisms'.

Fresh graduates from universities are the most vulnerable
targets at the workplace. 'Fresh women graduates join
different private sector companies as trainees. These women
become the easy targets of their immediate superiors who
promise a salary hike or a permanent job' (The times of India,
Dec30.2012, Patna). 'Workplace bullying' has grown substan-
tially since the term was introduced and defined as a workplace
problem in Britain in the early 1990s (Adams, 1992).

Despite this growing knowledge and the fact that cases and
reports of sexual harassment are on the increase in India, no
action has been known to have been taken against its
perpetrators. Sexual Harassment at the workplace is a serious
problem that must be addressed by the governmentin order to
ensure a safe working environment for women. Recent
information from Delhi shows that 78% of Delhi women were
sexually harassed in 2012 (Patnaik, 2013). Our research study

will underline the presence of this problem among a specific
group of retail shop women workers which can be translated to
the other workers as well, as it is an important social problem.
This study therefore sought to reveal the prevalence of sexual
harassment in the retails market in Vellore district and to lay out
strategies of dealing with the problem.

Forms of sexual harassment

It is generally accepted that sexual harassment includes two
types of behaviour. The first is usually defined as “quid pro
quo” and relates to where an individual, often in a position of
power, will explicitly or implicitly make sexual requests and/or
advances. In exchange they may offer some desired compen-
sation, for example a promotion. The second is sexual
harassment which can be defined as “hostile environment”,
which refers to sex-related behaviours which make the person
being harassed feel uncomfortable, thereby creating an
intimidating working environment (Smolensky and Kleiner,
2003: 60).

Rutter (1996) listed the seven most frequent forms of harass-
ment. In order of frequency they were: Sexual teasing, jokes,
remarks or questions; pressure for dates; letters, telephone
calls, or materials of a sexual nature, Internet etc.; Sexual looks
or gestures; deliberate touching, leaning over, cornering or
pinching; pressure for sexual favours and actual or attempted
rape or sexual assault.

Though the study has been conducted with the working
women of retail sector and the results may just be the tip of the
ice berg it would give us an insight into embarrassments and
difficulties that a working woman faces in her daily day to day
work life. The study would certainly lay down the foundation
towards confidence building; improve work culture and self-
dignity and self-worth.

Objectives

In the light of this literature, the study was focused to find out
prevalence of sexual harassment and its impact among
working women. Five specific areas were highlighted in this
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study namely prevalence and types, sources (from whom), work
environment, the levels of job satisfaction and awareness levels
of Sexual Harassment.

Methodology

The research study was conducted in 'Vellore City'. Four zones
in Vellore City i.e. Katpadi, Sathuvachari, Vellore Fort and
Shenbakam were chosen. Each zone was divided into fifteen
wards .The researcher selected women workers from various
retail units in greater Vellore area. The researcher used a
descriptive study design with sample consisting of one
hundred women workers from various private retail shops in
greater Vellore. The researcher had to restrict the study to
private retail markets alone as obtaining consent to undertake
the study was easier. The sampling technique used in this study
was purposive sampling. Keeping in mind the sensitivity of the
topic as even the word sexual harassment is not freely used
among the traditional women population, the confidentiality of
respondents was considered paramount.

Data collection was done with the help of a questionnaire. A
pre test was conducted before the actual data collection and
the appropriate changes were made. Analysis was systemati-
cally done using the 'SPSS' package.

Findings

The findings of this study are that the majority (85%) of the
women belonged to18-28 years. Women with a graduate
degree were 39%. Majority of the respondents (83%) have work
experience below 5 Years. Around 50% were earning less than
Rs.8000 per month. The study reveals that 20 to 30 % of the
respondents have had to face vulgar words. 50 per cent of the
respondents have faced the unwelcome word 'darling" in their
work place.

Table -1
Respondents who faced unwelcome comments
about their body parts
Unwelcome Frequency Percent
comments
about body
parts
Never 62 62.0
Sometimes 33 33.0
Often 4 4.0
Always 1 1.0
Total 100 100.0

Table 1 expresses that 38% of the respondents have
experienced personal comments about their body parts.

The study shows that 11 % of the respondents faced intrusive
question about their personal sexual life. Around 29% of the
respondents were made to repeatedly and intentionally listen
to dirty and filthy jokes. The study also revealed that 29%
respondents repeatedly received many sexual short messages
and around 11% of the respondents repeatedly received
sexual e-mails unwelcomingly.

Further the study also shows that 12% of the respondents were
exposed to see the private parts at work place. Around 15% of
the respondents also reported that they were made to
repeatedly look at sexually explicitimage or pictures.
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Semakimes,
17%

Figure 1 : Asking Question about menstruation

From Figure 1 it is again evidently clear that 17% of the
respondents had to listen to disturbing questions about their
menstruation.

In the study it was found that 26% of the respondents were
shown obscene sexual gestures that were offensive and
unwelcoming. Almost half of the respondents (47%) found
people, standing very close to or cornered on their way.
Shocking finding of the study was that 10% of the respondents
reported to being forcibly kissed and around 17% of the
respondents found that they were forcibly hugged both these
situations were very disturbing and hurting for them.

Table-2
Marital status of the Respondents and Sexual harassment as a cross tabulation

Affected by unwelcome Brushed of the Total
Marital status of the Respondents
Respondents Never | Sometimes| Often | Always
Married R b 0 0 3B
Unmarrigd B 18 4 3 60
Widow 1 0 0 1 2
Total 68 u 4 4 100

From table-2 it was revealed that the unmarried working
women (25%) have been more affected by unwelcome
physical contact. In terms of the reaction of the respondents
against the sexual harassment it was found that the majority
(52%) of the respondents did not react when sexually harassed
but there are 2% of the respondents reacted strongly at the
time of the harassment. It was also come out from the findings
that about 21% of the respondents have had harassment
experiences like black mailing.

The study also shows that around 40% of the respondents
want to resign their job because of sexual harassment while 8%
of the respondents have work overload because of sexual
harassment.

A majority of respondents (77%) are not aware of the Sexual
Harassment Act 2012. 83% of the respondents were aware
that they can complain to the police in case of sexual
harassment. A majority of respondents (88%) were not aware
of IPC sections under the sexual harassment Act.
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Discussion

Addressing employees or co-workers by their nick names may
generate a synergy in the organization. But in common work
situations when women staff (50% of respondents), are
addressed using bad or unwelcome words such as “darling” at
workplace in front of the co-workers and clients itis embarrass-
ing. This is the major reason why people in India fear to send
women to work. This study proves that this fear is not wrong
because almost 40% of the respondents have experienced
lewd comments with reference to their physique. For a safe
working condlition it is important to maintain the worth and
dignity of the staff. If a woman staff is sexually insecure at
workplace her dissatisfaction will certainly reflect on her quality
of work.

The sexual harassment is not merely physical but psychological
also which produces a lot of stress and frustration as a result
women employees chose to quit from their job and sometimes
end their life. This study shows that there are 17% of women
respondents reported that they had been tortured mentally by
questions regarding their menstruation. The study evidences
that 8% of the respondents have work overload which may lead
to an excuse for a sexual favour in the form of quid pro quo if
not then sexual harassment. About 30% women respondents
received unwelcoming phone calls and messages due to which
some change their phone numbers to get rid of this problem.
Thus the after work hours of the women are also affected.

More than 50% of the respondents did not react when sexually
harassed. This may be due to a sense of embarrassment, poor
financial situations or a fear of social stigma. This study also
shows that 40% of the respondents want to resign their job
because of sexual harassment. Majority of the respondents (77
%) are not aware of the Sexual Harassment Act 2012. Without
the knowledge of the legal rights women are being exploited.
For true women empowerment, it is necessary to make the
women aware of their rights at workplace. Each employer
should have protocols to ensure a safe work place for their
women workers. An orientation at the time of joining will make
the employees aware of these before the need arises.
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Assertive women have fewer problems compared to the others
and hence it is advised that the organizations should create an
appropriate environment. Sexual harassment free environment
is not just the responsibility of the organization or the victim
only but it requires a support from all the employees whether
women or men. On the other hand the women worker needs to
be more vigilant and should take bold steps to report any
unwelcome incidences immediately to the concerned
authority. A similar study should be conducted in the entire
state on a larger level to find out even more about the sexual
harassment going on in workplaces which would enable policy
makers lay proper guide lines to eradicate this social evil
againstwomen.

Conclusion

This research has clearly revealed that sexual harassment has
been and still is a workplace problem in retails in Vellore City.
The magnitude in each case may differ according to the nature
of the organization but it cuts across all retail sectors like jewel
shop, textiles, departmental stores and retails markets. Lack of
awareness of the available legal procedures is common among
the study group. The position of women in the society, male
dominance and cultural beliefs regarding women's rights are
some factors which govern this social issue.

Failure to recognize that sexual harassment is also a human
rights issue and that it must be addressed to create an equal,
quiet and impartial working condition for women. Women also
have every right to work in a friendly and congenial environ-
ment and when we achieve this we have indeed empowered
ourwomen.
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