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Everyone deserves the right to work in an environment free from sexual
harassment. Welsh Women’s Aid is campaigning to call for an end to sexual
harassment in all workplaces across Wales with our new #NoGreyArea
campaign. We aim to shine a light on the continued workplace cultures and
behaviours that allow sexual harassment to flourish and make the workplace
an unsafe space for many women. To inform the campaign, Welsh Women’s
Aid carried out a survey to determine the scale and impact of workplace
sexual harassment on women in Wales. The data Welsh Women’s Aid has
collected looks at the types of sexual harassment experienced, the frequency
and reporting of these experiences and how these experiences were handled
by employers. The survey also sought to determine the impact of the Covid-19
pandemic on experiences of workplace sexual harassment.

Overall, 216 women in Wales responded to the survey   between November
2020 – January 2021. This summary report outlines the key findings from the
feedback from these women in Wales. 

    In total there were 394 responses, these included responses from England, for the purpose of this
summary we have focused on the responses from women in Wales.

Introduction

“Things need to  
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change  as the effects of 

are devastating and
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women in Wales have

experienced some form of

workplace sexual harassment.

* Data missing for 21 respondents.

Table I.  Women in Wales: Have you ever experienced sexual harassment in 
               the workplace? 

Yes, all the time. 

Number of
respondents

Percentage of
respondents Response 

Yes, regularly.

Yes, on a few occasions.

Yes, once.

No, never.

Total

4

19

113

21

38

195

2.05%

9.74%

57.95%

10.77%

19.49%

100.00%

I was overreacting.”

“I never said anything ‘cos I thought

Key findings
What were women’s past experiences of sexual harassment? 
Of the women living in Wales, only 19% (38 of 195) stated that they had never
experienced sexual harassment at work.
 

This means that four out of five, or 81% of women in Wales (157 respondents)
recognised and admitted that they had experienced sexual harassment at work on at
least one occasion.  

Although over 80% of respondents stated this, we found that a higher percentage of
women provided details of harassment in subsequent questions in the survey. This
indicates that although the majority of respondents acknowledge their experiences
to be harassment, there are others who are still in a ‘grey area’ where they are
unsure or unaware that their experiences constituted sexual harassment. 
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Who are the perpetrators of sexual harassment?
The vast majority of women in Wales responding to the survey said that they had
experienced sexual harassment from more than one perpetrator in the workplace
(118 individuals, 72%). Although more than a quarter said that they had experienced
sexual harassment from only one perpetrator (47 women in Wales, 28%).  
 

Nearly all women in Wales who had experienced sexual harassment in the workplace
had been harassed by a man (155 respondents, 99%). Far fewer had experienced
harassment from a woman (12, 8%).

Table II.  Women in Wales: Who were the perpetrators of sexual harassment 
                in the workplace?

Number of
respondents

Relationship to
perpetrator of sexual

harassment

Co-worker / team member 

Line manager / supervisor
 
Senior manager 

A person you manage /
supervise 

A contractor
 
A person from another
department or work location 

Another person in your
workspace who is not
involved in the work you do
 
A client / customer 

Other

51.88% 
 

33.75% 
 

27.50%
 
 
 
 

10.00%
 
 
 
 
 

6.25%
 
 

32.50%
 

7.50%

Percentage of
respondents 

83
 

54
 

44 
 
 
 
 

16 
 
 
 
 
 

10 
 
 

52 
 

12

5.63%

23.13%37
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* Data included for 160 women in Wales.

“I was new and he was my manager,

I didn’t know what to do.”
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The majority of women in Wales, 61% (98 respondents) stated that the person or
persons who harassed them were in a role senior to their own (i.e. were defined as
either ‘line manager/supervisor’ or ‘senior management’). Over 50% also stated that
they had experienced sexual harassment from a co-worker or team member. 

Whilst there is a demonstrable power dynamic at play here, the data shows that
sexual harassment is not always carried out by ‘the boss’ and that power dynamics
and unwanted behaviour can be carried out by individuals in a variety of different
positions of seniority within a workplace as well as customers and clients. This
demonstrates that women in Wales face the possibility of experiencing harassment
from multiple directions, and will therefore be left with very limited space within
which they may feel safe.

    801 types of experiences of harassment were described.

“Particularly in the male dominated sector

I worked in, women were laughed at for making 

ambitious and trying for promotions, this then

a complaint or seen to be weak. When you are

 goes against you.”

“Sexual references were

passed off as banter.”

54% of respondents were told that
conversations that made them feel
uncomfortable were ‘jokes’ or ‘banter’.

60% of respondents
said they had
experienced unwanted
physical touch at work.

The most common type of
harassment was
‘comments made of a
sexual nature that made
you feel uncomfortable’
which was selected by 82%
of respondents.

82%

54%

60%

The type of harassment experienced
Women in Wales described hundreds   of types of experiences of harassment.
Multiple different types of harassment were experienced by individual women. We
have collated these into similar experiences to show relevant trends. 
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“There’s a lack 

of boundaries due to not

being in a typically formal

working environment.”

    126 Welsh women who provided details of their working conditions

“All comments are

traceable unless

said 1:1. I'd say it's

harder now to get

away with it.”

“I personally had more when I was office

based and find as we’re all online now,

someone has to deliberately reach out

via a virtual channel and doesn’t get the

opportunistic moments to make

comments/touch as they did when face

to face.”

“People who are likely to

sexually harass others will

just change their method of

delivery using tools

available to them.”

“We’re more accessible online than we’ve ever

been and people are much more vocal on

social media platforms than before.”

The Covid-19 pandemic impact: 
Changes to workplaces and work practices 
Working arrangements and conditions have changed considerably since March 2020
due to the Covid-19 restrictions. These changes are likely to have long term impacts
on how we work in the future, therefore it is important to understand what effect
these changes will have on women’s experiences of sexual harassment. Many
women   in Wales reported changes to their working practices, these changes
included 59% now ‘home working’, 13% ‘remote working’ and 6% of women on
‘furlough'. We have looked at how these changes have impacted women’s
experiences of sexual harassment.
 
Views on workplace sexual harassment because of increased online
working
The survey asked for opinions on how changes to working practices have impacted
workplace sexual harassment. Nearly two thirds of women in Wales (64%) said that
they did not know whether there had been an increase in sexual harassment due to
moving work online because of Covid-19.  
 

This could suggest that the impact of Covid-19 on safety at work is not something
that respondents had given much thought to before, and responses to the question
were mixed:

3
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Views of sexual harassment due to isolated physical working practices
The majority of women in Wales (60%) said that they did not know whether there had
been an increase in sexual harassment due to moving to more isolated working
practices through Covid-19. Again, responses were varied:

“I can see that there's less 'policing' of appropriateness in smaller

groups.”

“People are less likely to report incidences with less witnesses.”

“I have always found that the worst examples I have experienced

happened when no one was around or late nights wHere there were less

people in the building.”

“Less bravado with less of an audience.”

“Spaces are more deserted and it can make women feel less safe.”

Personal experiences of sexual harassment and experiences of peers
during the pandemic
15% of women in Wales (26 out of the 173 who provided details) had either
experienced workplace sexual harassment themselves during the Covid-19 pandemic
or knew a friend who had experienced harassment during this time. This figure is
considerable given the short timeframe of the pandemic (nine months at the time
the survey was conducted).  
 

Types of harassment experienced during the pandemic
In total, 10% (18 women in Wales) had experienced sexual harassment during Covid-
19. None of the respondents had experienced unwanted physical touch during the
pandemic, compared to 60% of respondents before the pandemic. 52% said that
they still experienced comments of a sexual nature that made them feel
uncomfortable during the pandemic. There was an increase (6% to 16%) in the
number of respondents that had received emails of a sexual nature that made them
feel uncomfortable during the pandemic. 
 

This could suggest that sexual harassment during the pandemic is more likely to be
comment-based and online, rather than physical and could be an indication of a
change in working practices, more online and home-working and a more isolated
way of working.  

6



Although working conditions were altered for many, the most common types of
sexual harassment experienced in the workplace remained high during Covid-19,
though fewer individuals stated experiencing harassment.
 
On average, fewer types of abuse were mentioned by women in Wales during Covid-
19. However, we must consider that the duration of the pandemic was nine months
at the closing date of this survey. Experiences of sexual harassment are expected to
be lower in this short time period, compared to the lifetime of incidences of sexual
harassment experienced prior to the pandemic by respondents.

Reporting workplace sexual harassment
Women in Wales infrequently reported sexual harassment in the workplace. Only
19% of women responding to this question reported their harassment. The reasons
for not reporting were numerous and complex.
 
Reasons for not reporting workplace sexual harassment

said they didn’t report because they
feared negative consequences or
retaliation in the workplace.

said they felt too ashamed or
embarrassed to report it. 

didn’t report because of how they
felt they’d be perceived in the
workplace afterwards. 

said it happened at a time when
they were ‘too young or
inexperienced to know what to do’. 

didn’t realise at the time that what
they experienced was sexual
harassment.

of respondents said they didn’t think
they would be believed or taken
seriously. 

33%

30%

15%

22%

12%

4%
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“He became very upset and attacked me.”

“Reporting it escalated the events and made everything worse and resulted

in me leaving.”

“It’s such a difficult situation. You don’t want to look

unprofessional and complain about someone. When they’re a

“I’ve seen how society and workplaces

treat women who speak out.”

“I work with all men
 and they just

other.”

protect each

What happened when women did report?
Only a small proportion of women had reported the sexual harassment that they had
experienced, and of those that did (25 respondents to the survey), just 20% were
satisfied with the outcome. Nearly three quarters were unsatisfied with the outcome
(64%) of reporting to their workplace.
 

Many respondents who provided further comments said that ‘nothing’ had been
done to address the harassment after reporting it (24%, 6 of 25 individuals who left
comments): 

Those who elaborated on the situation following reporting said they had been
threatened, assaulted and attacked by the perpetrator:  

“He left, with nothing on his record to another job. It was kept quiet.”

“I'm still waiting for it, nine months on.”

“Nothing was done. I had to raise my own complaint and get my Union involved.”

you feel powerless.”
senior manager, and you’re lower down the chain and young,

Others were discriminated against in the workplace due to the harassment they had
been subjected to: 
“I was asked to resign from my job.”

“I was told not to let him catch me again.”

“My line manager thought it was funny.”

“I was told that sounded very out of character for him and asked if I had

misinterpreted behaviour.”
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Employer responsibility
The majority (60%) of women in Wales think that employers could do more to
prevent sexual harassment from happening at work. 

Few had a positive outcome (16%, 4 of respondents providing further comments):  

“With this particular occasion, an investigation took place & the perpetrator

was suspended, permanently.”

“Formal grievance raised and upheld.”

“Internal Investigation resulting in suspension of individual responsible and

dismissal.”

“I wish I had said something sooner.”

“I lost my job

and I’d done

nothing wrong.”

“I think workplaces

need to give employees

information on what to

do if it happens to you. I

let it go on too long

because I was scared

and embarrassed.

Women need to be

supported.”

“If I was reassured from the

outset that my employer took

sexual harassment seriously or

if they had a track record of

supporting women who had called

it out, I might have felt like I could

have said something about what

happened to me.”

“If it was obvious that my company took

sexual harassment seriously then

maybe I would have [reported], but

others had reported it and it never

worked out well for them.”

“I shouldn’t have been asked if I wanted to

take it further the default should have

been that [employers] do take it further.”
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What does this research tell us about sexual harassment in the
workplace in Wales?
The overwhelming prevalence of sexual harassment at work as reported in this
survey shows us that for the vast majority of women in Wales, the workplace is not a
safe space.  

The majority of women who responded to the survey experienced harassment on
more than one occasion and from more than one person in their workplace,
suggesting this isn’t something carried out by ‘a few bad apples’ and is actually more
commonplace than many people realise. 

Women who responded to the survey often spoke about toxic work environments
and the frustration they feel; that speaking up about unwanted behaviour would
negatively escalate the situation or have severe impacts on their jobs and livelihoods.
Because of this, the majority of respondents did not report their harassment. 

The pandemic has also had an impact on sexual harassment in the workplace.
Working arrangements and conditions have changed, and it appears that the way
some women have experienced sexual harassment has changed too. There were
more cases of online and non-physical sexual harassment, compared to physical
harassment.

A lack of support, guidance and fundamental structures in place to prevent sexual
harassment from happening at work was reported by many of the respondents.
Without employers adopting a clear and preventative approach to dealing with
sexual harassment, it is very unlikely that we can ‘break the cycle’ of systemic
workplace sexual harassment.

This survey has exposed the ‘grey area’ culture that allows sexual harassment in the
workplace to remain pervasive in Wales. We must see action to put an end to the
'grey area' and stop workplace sexual harassment once and for all.

The full report including the statistical analysis for respondents of other genders
and respondents residing elsewhere in the UK is available on request. Please
contact Welsh Women’s Aid at statistics@welshwomensaid.org.uk

10



Welsh Women's Aid 
Pendragon House, Caxton Place, 

Pentwyn, Cardiff, CF23 8XE

02920 541 551
info@welshwomensaid.org.uk

 

www.welshwomensaid.org.uk
Registered Charity Number: 1140962

Follow us:
@welshwomensaid


