Creating a Supportive
Work Environment:
Addressing Harassment and
Improving Culture

Introduction

With the rise of the #MeToo and #TimesUp movements, organizations are
increasingly reflecting on harassment in the workplace by implementing more
supportive cultural initiatives. As companies look to re-evaluate their transparency,
values, and culture, it is important to develop an inclusive workplace where every
individual feels comfortable.
Harassment comes in many forms; hostile work environment, sexual harassment,
quid pro quo, etc., none of which should be tolerated. Though the conversation is
growing, only 32% of U.S. workers state that their employer has taken steps to
prevent and address sexual harassment in the workplace. Often times employers
communicate their organization has sexual harassment training and employee
resources available but don’t take further action.

•

18% of employees say their employer reminded employees of
existing sexual harassment training or resources

•

Only 10% of employees say their employer has added additional
training or resources related to sexual harassment

•

Just 8% of employees say their employer has recently
implemented a more stringent sexual harassment policy

•

Only 7% of employees report that their employer has hosted an
all-hands on meeting or town hall to discuss sexual harassment
*APA 2019 Workplace Sexual Harassment: Are Employers Actually Responding?
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*APA 2019 Workplace Sexual Harassment: Are Employers Actually Responding?

The New York City Council has passed the Stop Sexual Harassment in NYC Act, which is
a package of bills aimed at addressing and preventing sexual harassment in the workplace
in NYC.
Mandatory Anti-Harassment Training
Effective April 1st, 2019, the new law requires employers with 15 or more employees
(including interns) to conduct sexual harassment training for ALL employees. The training
must cover topics including definitions and examples of sexual harassment, education on
bystander intervention, and explanations on how to bring complaints both internally, and if
applicable to federal, state, and city administrative agencies.
While the bill states that the training needs to be interactive, it does not need to be a live
session. Training must occur on an annual basis for incumbent employees, and new
employees working 80 or more hours per year in New York City, must have the training
within their first 90 days on the job.
The new law will also require employers to display an anti-sexual harassment rights and
responsibilities poster and distribute an information sheet on sexual harassment to new
hires, both designed by the City Commission.
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Creating a Supportive Work Environment

What does it mean to create a supportive work environment?
Employees have different perspectives about what a supportive environment
means. It is commonly defined by the ideas employees have about their job,
work, or projects. For example, the modern workforce wants to work on
projects that reflect both their beliefs and the mission of the organization. A
supportive environment is created when leadership and managers
provide guidance to help employees realize these needs.
Many employers use their company brand, core values, value proposition, and
transparency with employees to create a network of support. The use of
continuous feedback, and constant “pulse-checks” with employees helps to
improve their work contributions to the overall mission of the company.
Often times, creating the policies and support network falls under the
responsibilities of the HR team.
Jim Kurtessis, accomplished author and psychologist, suggests these tenets to
build a supportive network:
•

Create a positive work environment - Help employees work on meaningful
projects that allow them to truly care about the work of the company.

•

Help employees grow and develop - Provide learning and development
opportunities and allow for growth.

•

Align Benefits with Employee Needs - Are you reading your culture
surveys? Are you adjusting to the needs of the employees? Listen to your
people and create new policies or roll out benefits according to what your
employees are telling you.
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Creating a Supportive Work Environment

It is important to protect your employees from a hostile work environment. Although
they may not all be preventable, rather than constantly working to put out fires,
whenever possible try to prevent them from happening at all.
As you focus on retention efforts with employee learning and development
initiatives, evaluate whether you are also also addressing training for managers and
leadership. These trainings should cover how best to have a conversation with
employees who need a safe space.

A supportive organization
provides a necessary foundation,
and motivation for a satisfied and
engaged workforce.
Employee office hours with the HR team, either monthly or as needed, will allow
employees to feel that they have a place to express their feelings without
judgement. Just as you are transparent with employees about policies you should
be equally as transparent about business goals, corporate growth, and sales.
Provide various mediums for employees to express themselves- whether it be
culture surveys, 1:1 with managers, or accessible lines of communication with the
HR team, this will show employees the effort you have made to create a safe space
and feel supported. In the the case of harassment, make it clear that you have a
zero-tolerance policy. Explain what actions will be taken by the organization if
someone is found to be guilty of harassment and let employees know that their
voices will be heard.
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Steps to Improve Your Policies

Sometimes it is necessary to go beyond employee onboarding, company
handbooks and training to ensure knowledge and compliance with corporate
policies.
Consider Agreement Forms for Office Romances
AKA “love contracts.” Office romances may occur - especially at tech start-ups
where many employees spend time together outside of the office. Asking
employees to sign agreement forms that share their relationship status, should
they develop an intimate one, will ensure things don’t get messy if they don’t
work out. There is some controversy over these contracts but they can also be
very effective.
Below are a few items to consider when implementing ”office romance
agreements”:
•
•
•

Ensure employees have a copy of and understand the organizations sexual
harassment policy
Relationships cannot be between a direct report/supervisor role
If the relationship ends, they will not do anything work related to retaliate
against one another and keep an amicable relationship

Keep Office Gatherings “PG”
With happy hours each week and beer on tap, keeping it “PG” in the office can
be challenging. While you might want to retain your “fun” culture, it’s also
important to let employees know where the line is and layout policies so they
don’t cross it.
Consider reminding employees about “appropriate dress-codes”, not only in the
office but for outside events such as a company summer picnic or holiday party.
Remind employees that inappropriate remarks will not be tolerated.
Relay that there will be repercussions for any inappropriate behavior in the
office and for company sponsored events out of the office as well.
6

Steps to Improve Your Policies

Education and Reinforcement
For all new hires, ensure they go through a harassment training as part of
their on-boarding process. This will ensure all employees understand
what your harassment policy is and their acknowledgement of it. Hold
annual training events for your entire team to make sure they are current
with your company policy.
Managers and leadership should also be trained on how to recognize
harassment and address complaints. These trainings should also be held
more than once a year, either quarterly or semi-annually, to ensure
everyone is up-to-date with policies and that harassment is taken
seriously in your organization.
Address Complaints Swiftly
Listen to all complaints and conduct prompt and thorough investigations
to follow-up. Listen to complete stories from all involved parties, as well as
from anyone who may be a witness to the complaint or offense. If needed,
consult with legal experts.
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Key Take-Aways

1. Ensure you are compliant with all state and federal laws. New
York has passed a law that mandates all employers with 15 or more
employees (including interns) provide harassment training to all team
members starting in mid-2019. Additionally, these organizations must
display anti-harassment information posters. You can learn more
about the law here. Ensure you are following statutory legal
requirements for every state you have employees located in, and of
course make sure to provide useful resources to all employees.
2. Provide training to all employees, and enhanced education for
managers and leadership. Employees should be educated on what
harassment is, the different types of harassment that exists, how to
intervene as a bystander and how to speak-up as a victim.
Leadership and management should be trained on how to identify
and address harassment in the workplace.
3. Create and communicate a zero-tolerance policy and provide
ongoing reinforcement about the policies your company follows.
If you aren’t talking about it people will assume there are no issues. At
regular meetings (at least quarterly) remind employees about your
policy and encourage people to speak up if they see incidents of
harassment.
4. Build a positive work culture. Whether solely focusing on
harassment or bettering your diversity and inclusion initiatives,
creating a safe and supportive environment for everyone will help
curb issues of harassment.
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Conclusion

While the #MeToo and #TimesUp movement have brought pertinent topics to
the forefront. Although they have at times portrayed the pitfalls of organizations,
they have also increased awareness and provided a platform to implement
better policies and improve organizational culture.
Diversity and inclusion is more relevant than ever. Small, medium and large
institutions alike, are talking about closing the gender gap, and more females
and people of varied ethnic backgrounds are holding C-Suite positions.
Now, more than ever, it is important to evaluate your culture and create a place
where everyone feels safe and comfortable working. Perks of free lunch, dogfriendly offices, and unlimited vacation are nice, but if employees don’t feel that
they have a safe-space or are able to speak about concerns, you will end up
with high turn-over and serious cultural issues.
Evaluate your values, culture, and policies with leadership. Improving your
workplace harassment awareness will result in better retention and improved
business outcomes. A positive and supportive workplace isn’t just about
checking off the boxes, it’s a necessity for your business and its valuable team
to thrive.
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Building a Network of Support

Unsure of where to start in evaluating your policies or ensuring you are compliant?
MBL Benefits Consulting can help. With over 20 years of benefits experience in the
benefits and HR industry, MBL Benefits Consulting provides a breadth of knowledge
to guide your organization and resources to help you create a safer workplace.

For more information, please reach out to:
Tracy Avin, VP, Business Development & Wellness
tavin@mblbc.com
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