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As you have probably observed, the issues of sexual violence and 
discrimination have been receiving a much larger portion of the 
national conversation in the last several months. While they have long 
been a part of human life; recent social initiatives, political discussions, 
legal actions, and media stories have readied our society to give the 
issues the time and resources they deserve. 

Catharsis Production has over 17 years of experience creating 
sexual violence and discrimination prevention programming for 
colleges, military, and government institutions. We are now taking our 
expertise into the corporate market. 

Catharsis Productions is known for making programs that are individualized 
to the audience we are teaching. To that end, we recently conducted 
a national survey to better understand the needs and requirements of 
the corporate community regarding sexual harassment training. Our 
goal with this information was to create a program that meets HR 
needs, meets the audience where they are, and also builds on what we 
know to be best practices from the research. The following are some 
of the results from that survey and our research-based feedback on 
the findings.



2  |  Implementing Harassment Training

The primary reason most of our respondents brought in 
sexual harassment programming is that it is part of their 
standard training. Nineteen percent brought in training 
because there had been an incident. Those companies that 
didn’t bring in an anti-sexual harassment training reported 
not feeling as if they needed to since they didn’t have an 
issue with sexual harassment.
However, we need to ask ourselves, does a lack of report 
accurately equate a lack of a problem? Research tells us that 
may not be the case. Regardless of whether you currently 
have a report of harassment, it is most likely some one in 
your workspace has experienced harassment.       

Studies show that all genders, male, female, and, transgender, 
experience sexual harassment. Depending on the study, 
rates of sexual harassment range from 25-85% for women and 
15-43% for men (Select Task Force on the Study of Harassment 
in the Workplace 2016; ABC News 2011; Stop Street 
Harassment 2018; McLaughlin, Uggen, and Blackstone 
2013; Ruiz & Lauren 2015; Cortina and Berdahl 2008). 
The 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey reports that 46% of 
respondents experienced some form of verbal harassment 
in the last year (James et al 2016). That puts the rate, at 
best, of 1 in 4 for women, 1 in 10 men, and almost half of all 
transgender persons have experienced harassment. 

The survey
The study was conducted in collaboration with Qualtrics, and all respondents were HR professionals responsible for 
training and/or compliance in their company. Two hundred eighty-six respondents completed the survey, representative 
of age, gender, states, number of employees, and industries. The research asked about previous choices on 
anti-harassment training, estimated time spent on training, preferred modes of instruction, and the desired outcome.

Outcome and Research Response
The vast majority, 80%, of the respondents are actively looking to give their 
staff some variety of harassment training. The survey yielded the reasons why 
and what HR professionals are looking for in sexual harassment training.

Reasons to bring in harassment training



The research also indicates that sexual harassment, like 
other forms of sexual violence, is underreported. 
Several studies and national surveys have found that
sexual harassment is underreported, with 
between 64-75% of people experiencing 
sexual harassment choosing not to report 
(Cortina and Berdahl 2008; ABC New 
2011; Cosmopolitan 2015). These studies 
clearly show that a lack of a report does 
not mean that there is not necessarily a 
problem. 

Even if we don’t currently have an issue, we do not want to 
be in the position of having to respond to harm; we want 
to get ahead of the harm because prevention, rather than 
response, should be the goal. 

Getting ahead of the issue is paramount for both the 
mental health of employees and the financial health and 
reputation of the organization. Research indicates that 

being harassed at work has neg-
ative, long-lasting psychological 
consequences on the victim, can 
cost companies a lot of money, 
and have adverse effects on the 
public image of the entity (EEOC 
2017; Pfeffer 2018; Cortina and 
Berdahl 2008; Does, Gundemir, 

and Shih 2018). One way to show employees that your 
company prioritizes the health and wellness of their 
staff and potentially reduce harm is to have clear sexual 
harassment policies and protocols and regular trainings 
throughout the year. 

When asked which levels of staff should receive training, 
most people feel training is essential for all levels. Inter-
estingly enough, most respondents would like to hold 
only one training. Even more so, the nonmanagerial staff 
would receive the least training by “one time, less than 

90 minutes” while respondents were more inclined to 
give managerial staff and executives a one time, half day 
or more extended training. Of those who would like more 
training, almost all would have several trainings, less than 
90 minutes. 

How much training is needed
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As discussed in an earlier Catharsis Productions white 
paper, the elements of effective prevention programs 
are that they are relevant to the audience, have sufficient 
dosage (i.e are implemented more than once), are based 
on research supported methods, and are executed by 
well-trained staff (Imrie 2018; Feldblum & Lipnic 2017; 
EEOC 2017; Nation et al 2003). A one size fits all 
training will not work; instead training needs to meet the 
audience where they are at and speak to their experience 
and needs. Training must be implemented at all staffing 

levels and tailored so that each group receives a class that 
is fit to their specific culture and needs. Often we only 
do one harassment training a year, or every few years. 
Research tells us that once a year harassment programs 
will not make the sustainable cultural change required to 
prevent incidents of sexual harassment (EEOC 2017; 
Nation et al. 2003). We don’t effectively learn something 
after only one exposure to the material; to learn 
anything takes several training sessions with opportunities 
to practice new skill sets and make connections to real life 
experiences. (Cortina and Berdahl 2008; EEOC 2017). 
Finally, training on difficult topics like sexual harassment 
needs to be executed by folks with the skills to facilitate 
the discussions that lead to change (Nation et al 2003; 
EEOC 2017). Too often these trainings are performed 
by people that are excellent HR professionals but have 
not had the opportunity to get trained on curriculum 
development or teaching skills.  

Though many companies have implemented online 
compliance training, this does not appear to be the 
preferred training method for the respondents of our 
survey. The respondents in our study considered live 
interactive workshops to be most effective. 

And we agree! The EEOC states that live programming 
is the preferred method for delivering effective sexual 
harassment prevention programming (2017). While online 
trainings seem like a cost-effective solution, best 
practices call for live programming, which is more cost 
effective in the long run, as a cultural change model would 
aid in the reduction of employee turnover, sick days, and 
potential lawsuits.

Effective modes of training
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Of course, it is imperative for us to know that what 
we teach is essential to the HR goals. Happily, HR 
professionals report that a workshop is successful when 
the outcomes are improved company culture and an 
increase in respectful behavior, rather than focusing only 
on reduced reputational risk or increased revenue. We 
believe one leads to the other, but at CP we do start 
with attitudinal shifts to create a respectful work en-
vironment for everyone and part of that is an enhancement 
in company culture. This is in line with HR’s idea that good 
company culture and a respectful work environment are 
crucial in anti-harassment training (graph 4).

 

As you can see from the graph, respondents felt that 
understanding the definition of harassment and teaching 
respect are by far the most important parts of training, 
followed by a simple message “Don’t harass people.”  
Best practices say that effective prevention training 
needs to provide a clear definition of harassment and 
description of the issue, give examples, outline policy and 
protocol information, and focus on workplace respect 

and bystander intervention (Feldblum & Lipnic 2017; 
EEOC 2017; Cortina and Berdahl 2008). Of course, it 
is important to tell folks not to harass, but also giving 
examples of what positive workplace culture looks like 
and bystander intervention scenarios help build a stronger 
base on which to build a culture of respect in your 
workplace.
 

Learnings and desired outcome
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Our new program, Please Advise, incorporates discussion on respectful 
workplace culture and defines the issue so folks can identify it, 
understand why responding to it is essential, and ends on bystander 
intervention examples and exercises, so everyone knows how to build a 
respectful workplace environment. Historically one of the places many 
harassment prevention programs have failed is an overemphasis on the 
law and not a discussion on why it matters and how all staff are part of 
the solution to creating a respectful workplace.

We spend a third of our life at work. Many of us are with our coworkers 
more waking hours in a week than with friends or family. Making that 
environment one that is safe and respectful is paramount. One of the 
ways we can do that is through implementing prevention programs that 
are meaningful and give our staff the tools they need to co-create a 
respectful work culture where everyone can thrive. 

Call: 312-243-0022

Email: info@catharsisproductions.com

Visit: www.catharsisproductions.com

Follow us on

      To learn more about

@CatharsisProductions
@CatharsisProduc
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