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The avalanche of sexual misconduct stories, with revelations seeming

to unfold daily, is triggering trauma and unleashing distressing

memories for many survivors who’ve long buried the pain, shame and

anger, and have tried but failed to forget.

The floodgates opening leave survivors reliving nightmares of vile

conduct, some from even decades ago. Not only has it reawakened

enormous pain, but it’s awakened a very distressing and dispiriting

realization this has been happening for so long, and nothing has

changed.

According to Keetha Mercer, of the Canadian Women’s Foundation,

crisis lines and services for survivors see increased requests for

support when news about high-profile gender-based violence cases

break because the inundation of peoples’ experiences can be difficult

or overwhelming.
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Survivor Jessica Teich says that it’s exhausting to relive these

traumas – the horror, humiliation and disbelief – and to find the

strength to move beyond them. “Most challenging is the sense of

responsibility many survivors feel, which can produce a sense of

shame. So many of us think: ‘Why didn’t I tell anyone? Why didn’t I

fight back?’”

More and more women are realizing that unspeakable moments –

encounters with boyfriends or bosses that made them feel

uncomfortable or unsafe – were awful, says Teich, of

byjessicateich.com. “We don’t always give ourselves permission to

feel our feelings, to trust our gut.”

“We don’t always give ourselves permission to feel our feelings, to

trust our gut.”

Endless abuse stories can make one feel very vulnerable but Teich

says there’s really something actually exhilarating about the process

as well: “It’s like the world syncs up for the first time with what we

have always known. Other people see the danger. Other people want

to help.”

The magnitude of the problem is enormous. A 2014 survey from

Angus Reid reports 30% of Canadians experience sexual harassment

at work. Canadian stats show that in 2014 there were 553,000 women

who reported having experienced sexual assault in that year alone –

“a number that becomes larger when we consider that only about

10% of women ever reported to police,” says Mercer, of

canadianwomen.org.

One way to help address the issue is to believe survivors and to

amplify women’s voices, just like #metoo is doing, she says. Doing

this reminds survivors that they are not alone, and it reinforces that

there is strength in coming forward. And understanding the scope of

the problem brings us closer to addressing this reality.

According to Dr. Kathryn Graham, the #metoo movement reflects the

reality that almost all, if not all, women have experienced some form

of sexual harassment or unwanted sexual contact, if not in the

workplace then somewhere else.

“In our study of bar-goers in Windsor Ontario, we found that 50% of

the female bar-goers in the sample had experienced unwanted sexual

contact or unwanted persistence or both on a single night out,” adds

Graham, emeritus scientist at the Centre for Addiction and Mental

Health in Toronto and London.

Teich says that something is taken from women by the degraded

actions of men like Harvey Weinstein, and it isn’t easily restored. “It’s

not just a sense of safety gone, but feeling uneasy in their own skin.”

their experiences.”
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For Teich, dealing with PTSD is a daily struggle – “feeling the world is

toxic and no one can be trusted – but the worst feeling is not to trust

oneself.”

That’s what makes it hard to come forward, the sense of responsibility

and shame, says Teich, author of The Future Tense of Joy. “With luck,

the solidarity of the #metoo movement will help dispel the shame, the

stigma, of these awful episodes, and women won’t have to carry the

silent burden of them anymore.”

We’ve got to teach our girls, from a very early age, how to use their

voices, she adds. “That means, first of all, teaching them that they

deserve to be heard, and that their feelings are not only legitimate but

essential.”

WWoorrkkppllaaccee  RReessppeecctt

It’s poisonous to any workplace and misconduct issues need to be

responded to with sensitivity and respect.

According to Toronto-based human rights lawyer Joanna Birenbaum,

for companies that are receiving reports of abuse that happened

some time ago at that workplace, the passage of time does not lessen

the seriousness of the response. 

“Companies should be treating the report seriously, whether the

alleged harasser is still employed or has since left the organization,

including by investigating the report and considering a range of issues

(depending on the case) such as: whether the conduct was systemic

or isolated; and what changes to the workplace can be made now to

address the harassment and prevent its re-occurrence.”

For companies that are responding to reports by employees who

suffered abuse that did not occur at their current workplace,

Birenbaum says that providing a non-judgemental and supportive

response to the employee’s disclosure and offering workplace

supports and accommodations are an important first step. 

Employers have a responsibility to ensure safe, respectful workplaces

and provide employees with necessary information and/or resources

so that they can get the help they need. “The best remedy is to make

sure they have policies in place to communicate acceptable and

unacceptable behaviours. They should educate and train all

employees, at all levels, on their policy,” says HR professional Cissy

Pau, of B.C. based Clear HR Consulting Inc.

Employees need to be advised on what to do if they observe

inappropriate conduct at work or if they are being harassed at work.

Complaints should be investigated quickly and action should be taken

if harassment is found to have occurred, say Pau.  
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“If the company is truly interested in having a respectful workplace

and has strong policies and procedures in place to deal with

complaints, then hopefully, issues will get resolved internally without

needing to go the legal route,” she adds. “Of course, if we’re talking

criminal offences, employees should consider taking legal action.”
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