
@ehrc@ehrc

Alasdair MacDonald

Tackling sexual harassment at work 

Director of Policy – Equality and Human Rights Commission (UK)



@ehrc

• New Strategic Plan includes aim that 

people in Britain have equal access to 

the labour market and are treated 

fairly at work

• Identifies range of activities that 

emphasise our unique powers:

– Take enforcement action to challenge 

those who breach the law.

– Undertake inquiries, investigations 

and research to expose 

discrimination.

– Support employers, service providers 

and other regulators to meet their 

obligations in tackling inequalities.

– Influence government(s) to strengthen 

laws and policies, and ensure they 

comply with international standards.

Equality and Human Rights Commission – UK
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Definition in UK law
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#MeToo in Britain
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Our workplace sexual harassment project

• #MeToo helped create public and political support for 
tackling sexual harassment in 2017-18.

• Our ambition was to shift responsibility from individuals to 
employers.

• We ran call for evidence, in partnership with women’s 
groups, and received submissions from around 1000 
individuals and employers experiencing and dealing with 
complaints of sexual harassment.

• Identified corrosive workplace cultures causing real harm 
to individuals’ health and careers.

• Found a lack of consistent, effective action on the part of 
too many employers
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Employees’ experiences of sexual harassment
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‘Turning the Tables’ report – three key themes

Transform 
workplace 

cultures

Strengthen 
legal 

protections

Promote 
transparency
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Our recommendations to policy makers

We asked the UK government to:

 Introduce a mandatory duty on employers to take reasonable 
steps to protect workers from harassment and victimisation in 
the workplace.

 Reinstate provisions within the Equality Act to ensure that 
employees are protected from third party harassment.

 Introduce a statutory code of practice on sexual harassment 
and harassment at work.

 Legislate to ensure that confidentiality agreements do not 
prevent disclosure of future acts of discrimination, harassment 
or victimisation.

 Extend the time limits for taking a sexual harassment case to 
employment tribunal to six months.
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Impact of our work:

UK 
Govt 
has 
agreed:

With our recommendation that the EHRC should 
develop technical guidance, which will form the basis of 
a Statutory Code of Practice if it decides to legislate.

To consult further on proposals to introduce a 
preventative duty, extend tribunal time limits, reinstate 
third party harassment provisions, and extend 
protections to volunteers and interns.

To legislate to ensure confidentiality agreements do not 
prevent disclosures of discrimination or harassment –
the EHRC has now produced guidance on the 
appropriate use of Non-Disclosure Agreements.



@ehrc

Themes/lessons

• Being flexible and opportunistic 

allowed us to have greater impact.

• Focused on our legal and policy 

strengths, while working with 

partners brought personal 

testimonies and experiences.

• Have been clear about our role and 

that of others.

• Needed to navigate UK Govt’s 

aversion to ‘adding burdens’ to 

employers.

• Have been specific and focused on 

small number of policy/legislative 

changes – some ambitious.
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Thank you
Questions? 


