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ELIMINATING VIOLENCE AND 
HARASSMENT IN THE WORLD OF WORK 

Why address violence and harassment in the world of work?

Gender-based violence (GBV) and harassment against 
women, including sexual harassment (SH), is a human 
rights abuse, to which no country, sector or occupation is 
immune. GBV, including SH against women, in the world of 
work is often the result of intersecting circumstances and 
risk factors that are closely connected to gender inequali-
ties and rooted in gender-based forms of power and control. 
More than one in five (22.8 per cent or 743 million) persons 
in employment have experienced at least one form of vio-
lence and harassment, either physical, psychological or 
sexual, at work during their working life.1 Women are partic-
ularly exposed to sexual violence and harassment at work, 
with 8.2 per cent of women compared to 5.0 per cent of men 
experiencing this form of violence at work.2 Discrimination 
based on gender, disability status, nationality/ethnicity, skin 
colour and/or religion exacerbates the risk of violence and 
harassment at work and nearly five in ten people who have 
experienced gender-based discrimination have also faced 
violence and harassment at work. The COVID-19 pandemic 
led to an intensification of all forms of GBV, including SH3, 
and there is evidence that SH increased in the workplace 
as well.4

Women and girls experience GBV in different settings, as 
part of the continuum of violence, and the impacts of vio-
lence are also experienced in different settings. For example, 
intimate partner violence has important impacts in the 

workplace. Studies on domestic violence5 have shown 
that it contributes to lost economic output and produc-
tivity, increased sick leave, and lost jobs. One study shows 
that it results in 10 days of absences per year. It can also 
result in anxiety, depression and feelings of powerlessness, 
humiliation, and loss of self-esteem, work motivation and 
performance. The global cost of VAW (public, private and 
social) is estimated at approximately 2 percent of global 
gross domestic product (GDP), or USD$1.5 trillion.6

The elimination of all forms of gender-based violence and 
harassment against women, including sexual harassment, 
in the world of work, is critical for advancing decent work, 
achieving women’s full and effective participation in the 
labour force, promoting their economic empowerment and 
contributing to productive and sustainable enterprises. It is 
estimated that by advancing gender equality across pub-
lic, private and social spheres, $12 trillion could be added 
to global GDP by 2025.7 The world of work can be a strate-
gic space for addressing GBV: it can be an entry point for 
women to get information about available services for vic-
tim/survivors of violence, it can be a site where support is 
provided to survivors, it can provide a space for advancing 
efforts to prevent GBV, including by challenging harmful 
norms and stereotypes.

Photos (left to right):  UN Women; UNAMID/Albert González Farran; UN Women/Allison Joyce; ONU Femmes/Marina Mestres Segarra; UN Women/Johis Alarcón



2

The elimination of all forms of gender-based 
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How can we address violence and harassment against women in 
the world of work?

The ILO Violence and Harassment Convention, 2019 (No. 190) and 
its accompanying recommendation No. 206 (R206) enshrine in 
international law the right of everyone to a world of work free 
from violence and harassment and offer a unique opportunity 
to forge a world of work based on principles of equality, dignity 
and respect, and freedom from violenc e and harassment. C190 
and R206 are inclusive in scope, covering all workers regard-
less of their contractual status, including those employed in 
the informal sector; and wherever they work. The instruments 
also recognize the impact that intimate partner violence has 
on the world of work and call for measures to address this per-
sistent problem. Governments that ratify C190 are required to 
put in place the necessary laws and policy measures to pre-
vent and address violence and harassment in the world of work, 
including sexual harassment and other forms of GBV. As of Sep-
tember 2023, four years after its adoption 32 countries have 
ratified C190. C190 recognizes the complementary role of gov-
ernments, employers' and workers' organisations in eradication 
of GBV including sexual harassment from the world of work. 
In addition, workers’ and employers’ organizations, business 
associations, NGOs and women’s organizations play vital roles 
in preventing and addressing violence and harassment against 
women in the world of work. 

Other stakeholders also have a role to play in addressing vio-
lence and harassment in the world of work8: 

• NGOs can partner with employers or government to 
strengthen their capacities to prevent and respond to sex-
ual harassment and violence and violence and work in 
partnership with trade unions to end violence and sexual 
harassment. 

• Unions can advocate and engage in collective bargaining for 
prevention and stronger protection mechanisms and better 
support to survivors of violence.9

• Workers themselves also contribute to transforming harm-
ful social and cultural norms that drive workplace violence 
against women, including sexual harassment, and can be 
active bystanders when they witness such violence. 

• Governments can develop comprehensive national laws and 
policies to prevent and respond to violence and harassment 
against women, including in the world of work and in public 
spaces and clarify roles and responsibilities for public author-
ities, workplace actors and other stakeholders, informed by 
the voices of survivors. They can also ratify and implement 
ILO C190 and advocate for the ILO C190 in international and 
regional fora and UN practices and operations.

What can the private sector do to address violence and 
sexual harassment in the workplace?10 

Private and public sector employers can strive for gender equal-
ity within the organization, including through the recruitment, 
retention, and promotion of women; ensuring women’s rep-
resentation in decision-making; and strengthening entity 
policies on sexual harassment.

Private and public sector employers can implement compre-
hensive prevention strategies and activities in the workplace. 

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C190
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:11300:0::NO::P11300_INSTRUMENT_ID:3999810
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:11300:0::NO::P11300_INSTRUMENT_ID:3999810
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For example, providing regular training, guidance and aware-
ness-raising for managers, supervisors and workers and 
their representatives enable them to build skills to effec-
tively implement workplace policies and procedures, promote 
gender-responsive actions and contribute to positive and 

respectful work environments (e.g. through bystander empow-
erment), and can contribute to shift institutional cultures, so 
that human rights, equality, and nondiscrimination are embed-
ded in structures and practice.

Private sector and public sector employers can develop effec-
tive human resource policies that contribute to preventing, 
addressing and ending violence and harassment against 
women. They should provide for gender-responsive com-
plaints processes, formal and informal, that are accessible 
to—and trusted by—all women and accountability measures 
for perpetrators.

Leaders in the workplace can be vocal about taking a zero-tol-
erance approach to violence in the workplace and model 
behavior that fosters an environment of equality and respect to 
catalyze the culture change needed to eliminate sexual harass-
ment in the world of work and beyond. 

Generation Equality collective commitment: Eliminating violence 
and harassment against women in the world of work

In the context of the Generation Equality Forum, and the vision 
set by the Global Acceleration Plan for gender equality, the 
Action Coalitions on Gender Based Violence (GBV) and Eco-
nomic Justice and Rights (EJR) have a collective commitment to 
prevent and eliminate gender-based violence and harassment 
against women in the world of work. The collective commit-
ment brings together actors from across stakeholder groups 
for action and advocacy, including towards ILO C190 and R206. 

Through the collective commitment, the Action Coalitions 
on Gender Based Violence and Economic Justice and Rights 
commit to prevent and eliminate gender-based violence and 
harassment against women in all their diversity in the world of 
work, incorporating an inclusive, integrated and gender-trans-
formative approach that applies to all sectors, whether private 
or public, both in the formal and informal economy, and in 
urban or rural areas; through one or more of the following:   

a. Advocacy for the ratification and implementation of ILO 
Convention No.190;   

b. Ratification of ILO Convention No.190, and its effective 
implementation in line with ILO Recommendation No. 
206;   

c. Adoption and implementation of gender transformative 
work-related policies and programmes in line with the pro-
visions of ILO C190 and R206;  

d. Create safe and healthy work environments that recognize 
the right of everyone to a world of work free from violence 
and harassment. 

Relevant EJR action area and targets 
from the blueprint: Expand decent work 
and employment in formal and informal 
economies.

Create an inclusive and enabling legal and policy environment 
and engage women to expand decent work in the formal and 
informal economy to reduce the number of working women 
living in poverty by 2026 by a recommended 17 million and 
decrease the gap in labour force participation between prime-
age women and men with small children by half, resulting in an 
additional 84 million women joining the labour force. 

Relevant GBV action area and targets from 
the blueprint: More states and regional actors 
ratify international and regional conventions 
and public and private sector institutions 

strengthen, implement and finance evidence-driven laws, pol-
icies and action plans to end gender-based violence against 
women and girls in all their diversity.

In so doing, 550 million more women and girls will live in 
countries with laws and policies prohibiting all forms of gen-
der-based violence against women and girls by 2026. 

Who can join?

The collective commitment recognizes the power of 
multi-stakeholder action and encourages all stakeholders—
from governments to the private sector to civil society—to join. 

To learn more about the Action Coalitions please visit the web-
site here. Please register your interest in making a commitment 
here. 

https://commitments.generationequality.org
https://forum.generationequality.org/sites/default/files/2021-06/UNW%20-%20GAP%20Report%20-%20EN.pdf
https://commitments.generationequality.org/sites/default/files/2022-08/economic_justice_and_rights.pdf
https://commitments.generationequality.org/sites/default/files/2022-08/gender-based_violence.pdf
https://commitments.generationequality.org/
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=RAfNKxiefUiFw8mjJSIL6KrnIWPitURFqwtTbGK2VGpUOFhOUk02VTFJMkhFSzFZNTY3SDhFWFdCOC4u
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