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INTRODUCTION 
 

The key challenge now is to build on the 
momentum of #MeToo and the new Violence and 
Harassment Convention adopted by the 
International Labor Conference. We can’t afford 
for the voices of women to again be silenced…. 
We need to ensure that gender-based violence 
and harassment is prevented, and when it does 
occur, those affected can speak up in safety and 
security, and can obtain justice. 
I dream that in the future … violence and 
harassment has become unacceptable in the 
world of work, and that the power structures 
and dynamics that sustain and even encourage 
gender-based violence are unraveling. 
The Violence and Harassment Convention and 
Recommendation have the potential to help 
bring about this transformative cultural shift. 
—Chidi King, International Trade Union Confederation, 
October 4, 2019 

 
Violence and harassment in the world of work leave no 
sector untouched. From senior politicians facing 
death threats to apprentices and volunteers subject to 
verbal abuse and humiliating treatment, from factory 
workers forced to endure sexual harassment to keep 
their jobs to street vendors facing harassment from 
police, and from journalists facing intimidation for 
their reporting to civil society activists subject to at-
tacks—workers across all sectors may be subject to 
psychological, physical, sexual, and economic harm.  
Human Rights Watch has documented violence and 
harassment in the world of work in many countries.1 
We have conducted research across sectors including 
agriculture, domestic work, education, fishing, the 
garment sector, the health sector, journalism, mining, 
public office, and the military.2 
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Protesters gather at the Grand Park for a Women’s March 
on January 20, 2018 against sexual violence and 
harassment in Los Angeles.   
© 2018 Jae C. Hong/AP Photo



JUNE 2020 9

Many countries do not have adequate laws to prevent 
and respond to violence and harassment in the world 
of work. For example, roughly one-third of countries 
have no laws prohibiting sexual harassment, and 
countries that do often have significant gaps in their 
coverage.3 Around the world, avenues for support and 
redress have been limited, and workers often face in-
surmountable barriers in making complaints or getting 
help. 
These legal gaps reinforce harmful social norms mak-
ing violence and harassment an unwanted but normal-
ized feature of work for many—especially workers 
marginalized due to their poverty, migration status, na-
tionality, race, gender identity, sexual orientation, eth-
nicity, disability, or age. Violence and harassment also 
erect formidable barriers for individuals to obtain and 
maintain paid work.   
Building upon the decades of activism by workers’ or-
ganizations and women’s rights groups, there is a pow-
erful groundswell of momentum to change this and 
ensure dignity and safety for all workers. 
After years of sustained awareness-raising, advocacy, 
and negotiations to generate support for and elaborate 
new international standards, on June 21, 2019, mem-
bers of the International Labour Organization (ILO)—
governments, trade unions, and employers’ 
associations—voted overwhelmingly to adopt the ILO 
Convention on Violence and Harassment in the World 
of Work (Violence and Harassment Convention, No. 
190). 
This groundbreaking treaty sets international stan-
dards for preventing and responding to violence and 
harassment in the world of work. It is accompanied by 
a non-binding recommendation that provides addi-
tional guidance on the convention’s obligations (Rec-
ommendation No. 206). 
The treaty sets out minimum obligations for how gov-
ernments should prevent and protect people from vio-
lence at work and ensure access to remedies. This 
includes ensuring robust national laws against harass-
ment and violence at work and adopting a gender-re-
sponsive, inclusive, and integrated strategy. The treaty 
requires prevention measures, including special atten-
tion to sectors with heightened risk of violence and ha-
rassment. It obligates governments to require 
employers to have workplace policies against violence 
and harassment and sets out standards for complaints 
mechanisms, monitoring, enforcement, and support 
for survivors. 
The guidance in the treaty and the accompanying rec-
ommendation are a groundbreaking advance in stan-
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The ILO Committee, comprised of delegates from 
governments, employers, and workers, that negotiated the 
text of the ILO Violence and Harassment Convention and 
Recommendation, 2019, pictured upon the adoption of the 
text, 2019, ILO, Geneva. 
© 2019 International Labour Organization



Article 4 requires governments to “respect, pro-•
mote and realize the right of everyone to a world of 
work free from violence and harassment.” It re-
quires governments to take an inclusive, inte-
grated, and gender-responsive approach to 
ending violence and harassment at work, and 
specifically cites inclusion of violence and harass-
ment involving third parties. Measures include: 
laws and policies prohibiting and addressing vio-
lence and harassment, a comprehensive strategy, 
strong enforcement and monitoring, access to 
remedies and support for victims, sanctions, de-
veloping guidance, education and training, and 
ensuring inspection and investigation of cases. 
Article 5 requires governments to “respect, pro-•
mote and realize the fundamental principles and 
rights at work,” namely to protect freedom of as-
sociation and the right to collective bargaining, 
elimination of forced labor and child labor, and the 
elimination of discrimination in respect to employ-
ment and occupation. 
Article 6 obliges states to adopt laws and policies •
ensuring the right to equality and non-discrimina-
tion in employment and occupation, including for 
women workers, and for workers from groups in 
situations of vulnerability disproportionately af-
fected by violence and harassment in the world of 
work. 
Article 7 requires governments to adopt “laws and •
regulations that define and prohibit violence and 
harassment at work, including gender-based vio-
lence and harassment.” 
Article 8 focuses on prevention, including the role •
of public authorities in the case of informal sector 
workers, identifying and addressing sectors and 
work arrangements that leave workers and others 
at high risk of violence, and taking measures to 
protect them. 
Article 9 obliges governments to require employ-•
ers, as appropriate, to take steps to prevent vio-
lence and harassment, including a workplace 
policy, integrate violence into occupational safety 
and health measures, identify and take measures 
to prevent risks and hazards, and provide training 
on risks and prevention and protection measures.

Article 10 requires governments to monitor laws on •
violence and harassment, ensure easy access to 
appropriate and effective remedies and safe, fair 
and effective reporting and dispute resolution 
mechanisms, including protection against retalia-
tion. This includes support for victims, protection 
of privacy, sanctions, and specifically ensuring 
that victims of gender-based violence and harass-
ment have effective access to gender-responsive 
complaint and dispute mechanisms, support, and 
remedies. It also includes recognizing and mitigat-
ing the impact of domestic violence at work. Arti-
cle 10 provides workers the right to remove 
themselves from a dangerous situation at work 
and for labor inspectorates and other authorities 
to stop work that may cause danger to workers. 
Article 11 requires governments to ensure violence •
and harassment is addressed in relevant national 
policies, and that employers, workers, authorities 
have guidance and training, and awareness-rais-
ing is undertaken. 
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dards, providing a comprehensive definition of vio-
lence and harassment and understanding of the world 
of work where these protections should apply. These 
include not only protections in the physical workplace, 
but also on commutes to and from work, at off-site 
work-related events, and with third parties. The scope 
of the treaty encompasses both the private and public 
sectors, and both formal and informal work. It provides 
protections not only for workers, but also for interns, 
apprentices, workers who have been terminated, vol-
unteers, jobseekers, and individuals exercising the au-
thority, duties or responsibilities of employers.  
The treaty specifically recognizes that gender-based vi-
olence disproportionately affects women and girls, and 
that efforts to end such violence must be gender-re-
sponsive. This includes recognizing the impact of do-
mestic violence on work, and the role that government, 
trade unions, and employers can play to help keep 
workers safe and connect them with support services. 
Ratification of the ILO Violence and Harassment Con-
vention is a historic opportunity for countries to pledge 
their commitment to ending violence and harassment 
at work. Implementation can help change a culture of 
impunity and bring about new assurances for workers’ 
safety and dignity, no matter who they are or where 
they work.  
For example, in less than a decade, advocacy by do-
mestic workers’ groups and labor unions around the 
2011 ILO Domestic Workers Convention has bolstered 
national campaigns and helped spur reforms in dozens 
of countries, including standard contracts, weekly rest 
days, access to labor courts, minimum wages, and in-
clusion in social security programs.4 While a great deal 
of work remains to end exploitation of domestic work-
ers, advocacy around the convention has played an im-
portant role in these advances.5 
This document summarizes the provisions of the ILO 
Violence and Harassment Convention and parts of the 
accompanying recommendation, and elaborates on as-
pects that represent important advances. It draws from 
Human Rights Watch research to illustrate these issues 
and includes examples of promising government prac-
tices.

CONVENTION 190  
AT A GLANCE 
The ILO Violence and Harassment Convention re-
quires governments to respect, promote, and re-
alize the right of everyone to work free from 
violence and harassment.6  
The ILO Violence and Harassment Recommenda-
tion (no. 206) supplements the Violence and Ha-
rassment Convention and provides additional 
guidance to states.7 
The following summary briefly describes provi-
sions of the convention: 

Article 1 defines violence and harassment as •
a range of “unacceptable behaviours and 
practices, or threats thereof, whether a sin-
gle occurrence or repeated, that aim at, re-
sult in, or are likely to result in physical, 
psychological, sexual or economic harm, and 
includes gender-based violence and harass-
ment”; 
Article 2 outlines the scope of the conven-•
tion to cover workers, interns, apprentices, 
workers who have been terminated, volun-
teers, jobseekers, and individuals exercising 
the authority, duties or responsibilities of 
employers. It applies to all sectors, whether 
private or public, formal or informal. 
Article 3 outlines coverage of the convention •
to violence and harassment taking place: 

in the workplace, including public and –
private spaces; 
in places where the worker is paid, takes –
a rest break or a meal, or uses sanitary, 
washing and changing facilities; 
during work-related trips, travel, training, –
events or social activities; 
through work-related communications; –
in employer-provided accommodation; –
and 
when commuting to and from work.–
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AN INCLUSIVE, 
INTEGRATED, AND GENDER-
RESPONSIVE APPROACH 
 
The convention requires governments to develop a 
comprehensive strategy that takes an inclusive, inte-
grated, and gender-responsive approach to ending vi-
olence and harassment at work (article 4). 
Governments that ratify the treaty must adopt laws 
and policies specifically prohibiting and addressing 
violence and harassment in the world of work. Govern-
ments should have a holistic approach toward pro-
tecting workers against violence and harassment that 
integrates criminal law and civil laws, including labor 
laws, occupational safety and health laws, and equal-
ity and nondiscrimination laws. Civil laws can promote 
prevention, monitoring, and remedies while criminal 
laws impose punishment for more severe forms of 
workplace abuse. 
The convention requires governments to be inclusive 
and adopt legal protections on equality and nondis-
crimination at work. Workers may be at heightened 
risk of violence and harassment because of their race, 
ethnicity, gender identity, sexual orientation, migra-
tion status, disability, and age among other character-
istics. For example, women workers are 
disproportionately affected by sexual harassment and 
violence. Human Rights Watch research on migrants 
has shown how restrictive immigration laws foster 
abuse. An example is the kafala (visa sponsorship) 
system in countries across the Middle East that tie a 
worker’s migration status to her employer.8  
There are many promising examples of how the provi-
sions of the convention can be implemented, includ-
ing through a combination of regional standards. For 
example, several European Union directives reflect the 
elements discussed above. EU occupational safety 
and health and equality directives prohibit both vio-
lence and harassment at work and require prevention 
measures. Directive 89/391/EEC requires employers 
to ensure the health and safety of workers, including 
by providing protection against external violence and 
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Burmese port workers sort fish in Ranong city, Thailand, 
March 13, 2016.  
© 2016 Daniel Murphy for Human Rights Watch



DEFINITION 
Article 1 defines violence and harassment as a “range 
of unacceptable behaviors and practices, or threats 
thereof, whether a single occurrence or repeated, that 
aim at, result in, or are likely to result in physical, psy-
chological, sexual or economic harm, and includes 
gender-based violence and harassment.” 
Verbal and psychological abuse has been a regular fea-
ture of the violence that Human Rights Watch has doc-
umented against domestic workers in more than a 
dozen countries. Workers describe being shouted at, 
being called degrading names, being belittled, threat-
ened, humiliated, and intimidated.15 For example, Ra-
hela C., a Bangladeshi domestic worker, said her 
employer in Oman threatened to kill her when she 
asked for three months of unpaid salary. She said her 
employer told her, “I will kill you and throw you in the 
sea.”16 
Human Rights Watch has interviewed garment workers 
in Bangladesh who said they experienced physical vio-
lence at their job. One worker said, “Whenever some-
one missed the [production] target, the bosses started 
shouting at them. Sometimes they also beat the work-
ers. One of the supervisors once kicked me on the back 
just because I was talking to a fellow worker.”17 Others 
described being beaten with iron bars or attacked by 
locally-hired thugs because of their union activity.18 
Human Rights Watch has documented how senior crew 
members beat and humiliated workers aboard Thai 
fishing vessels who did not work fast enough or to their 
expectations. 19   
Human Rights Watch interviewed female farmworkers 
in the United States who described unwanted touch-
ing, sexually explicit verbal abuse, and rape. In some 
cases, these were situations of quid pro quo in which a 
worker was raped as a condition for securing or keep-
ing her job.20 Domestic workers in more than a dozen 
countries have told Human Rights Watch about in-
stances when their male employers or recruiters 
groped them, exposed themselves, forcibly kissed 
them, attempted to rape, and raped them.21  
Violence and harassment at work includes economic 
harm. Many garment workers across different countries 
told Human Rights Watch that when they complained 
about working conditions including violence and ha-
rassment, their managers or supervisors applied 
“pressure” on them through what they perceived as 
deliberate strategies used to demoralize and harass 
them. Workers described how their employers denied 
them overtime work; forced them to work longer hours 

with higher production targets; or transferred them to 
a different department or to a different manufacturing 
site further away from home. Such measures often 
forced them to quit their jobs.  
Some promising legal standards addressing elements 
of a comprehensive definition at the national and sub-
national level include: 
 

The Gender Equality Law in Bosnia and Herzegov-•
ina defines gender-based violence as “any act 
causing physical, mental, sexual or economic 
damage or suffering, as well as threats of such ac-
tions, which interfere with the enjoyment of rights 
and freedoms based on gender equality, in public 
and private life, including trafficking in human be-
ings for the purpose of forced labor, and any re-
striction or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, for 
persons exposed to such acts;22 
The law addressing workplace violence in the pub-•
lic sector in the province of Buenos Aires, Ar-
gentina addresses third-party harassment and 
defines violence as: “the act of public officials 
and/or employees or third parties related directly 
or indirectly to them, who making use of their hier-
archical position or of circumstances related to 
their function, engage in behaviors that violate the 
dignity, physical, sexual, psychological and/or so-
cial integrity of the worker, manifesting an abuse 
of power through the use of threats, intimidation, 
terrorization, wage inequality, harassment, physi-
cal, psychological and/or social maltreatment.”23 
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bullying.9 EU equal treatment directives prohibit ha-
rassment based on the grounds of racial or ethnic ori-
gin, religion, belief, disability, age or sexual 
orientation.10 Another directive prohibits both harass-
ment and sexual harassment as forms of discrimina-
tion, both in the form of hostile work environment and 
of quid pro quo and makes specific reference to both 
hostile work environments and quid pro quo demands, 
where workers are forced to endure abuse to secure or 
keep a job, promotion, or pay raise.11  
The Violence and Harassment Convention also recog-
nizes that the effective respect, promotion and realiza-
tion of the ILO fundamental principles and rights at 
work is key to preventing violence and implementing 
an effective response. This includes protection of free-
dom of association and the right to collective bargain-
ing, the elimination of all forms of forced labor and 
child labor, and ending discrimination with respect to 
employment and occupation.12 

When governments protect workers’ rights to organize 
and to collectively bargain, it enables greater circula-
tion of information about rights and where to turn for 
help. Through collective power, organized workers are 
better able to push for improvements in working condi-
tions, and also to monitor and report when abuses 
exist. For example, the Worker Rights Consortium, an 
international labor rights group, uncovered sexual ha-
rassment in three factories in Lesotho. Unions and two 
prominent local women’s rights organizations played a 
key role in pushing for better protections. Factory man-
agement signed legally binding agreements with the 
unions and three brands.13 These agreements include 
creating an independent investigation body to look 
into complaints of sexual harassment, anti-retaliation 
protections, and ensure that factories’ policies against 
gender-based violence and harassment also apply to 
its suppliers and third-party contractors.14  
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Garment workers making shirts at a factory 
in Karachi, Pakistan, February 2015.  
© 2015 Rizwan Tabassum/AFP/Getty Images



Domestic Violence 
An important feature of the convention is the recogni-
tion of the impact that domestic violence may have on 
the world of work, and the critical role that govern-
ments and employers can play to support and protect 
workers experiencing domestic violence. 
The recommendation provides additional guidance on 
the types of measures that governments and employ-
ers can take, including leave for domestic violence vic-
tims, flexible work arrangements and protection for 
victims of domestic violence. For example, leave and 
flexible work arrangements could be made to seek 
counseling and accommodate court hearings the vic-
tim is attending and protection may include an em-
ployer implementing security measures to assist a 
worker trying to keep an abuser away from her work-
place. Another key measure is temporary protection 
against dismissal for challenges arising from a worker 
facing domestic violence. Employers should not retali-

ate against survivors who take time off to recover, 
come to work with visible injuries, or who have had a 
perpetrator come to the workplace and be disruptive. 
Positive measures employers can take include con-
ducting awareness-raising and providing referrals. 
These measures are gaining increasing relevance with 
a shift toward remote work, including due to public 
health measures to contain the Covid-19 pandemic. As 
people increasingly were effectively confined at home 
and worked from home, reports of domestic violence 
spiked.35 The role that employers can play has also 
grown, in awareness-raising, facilitating access to sup-
port services, and taking steps to prevent the abuse 
from resulting in job loss. 
An increasing number of governments have adopted 
laws to prohibit employers from dismissing victims of 
domestic violence due to the impacts of the violence, 
or have introduced specific leave provisions. Trade 
unions have helped advocate for and secure these 
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SCOPE 
The ILO found that existing laws against violence and 
harassment at work often exclude categories of work-
ers most exposed to abuse, for example, informal sec-
tor workers, and have an overly narrow definition of 
“workplace.”24 The convention provides important 
guidance to address these gaps. 
Article 2 outlines the scope of the convention to cover 
all workers irrespective of their contractual status, in-
cluding interns, apprentices, workers who have been 
terminated, volunteers, jobseekers and job applicants, 
and individuals exercising the authority, duties, or re-
sponsibilities of employers. It applies to all sectors, 
whether private or public, or whether formal or infor-
mal. 
Article 3 outlines coverage of the convention to vio-
lence and harassment taking place: 

in the workplace, including public and private •
spaces; 
in places where the worker is paid, takes a rest •
break or a meal, or uses sanitary, washing and 
changing facilities; 
during work-related trips, travel, training, events or •
social activities; 
through work-related communications; •
in employer-provided accommodation; and when •
commuting to and from work. 

A critical feature of the convention is an approach that 
includes violence and harassment committed by or 
against third parties. The recommendation elaborates 
that third parties include, for example, clients, cus-
tomers, service providers, users, patients, and mem-
bers of the public. Third parties are not limited to this 
list, they could include, for instance, students.  
Human Rights Watch research has documented vio-
lence and harassment against workers often excluded 
from workplace sexual harassment laws, such as do-
mestic workers. Other research has included violence 
against jobseekers and job applicants. For example, 
Human Rights Watch found that female recruits to the 
Indonesian armed forces must undergo a “virginity 
test,” a discriminatory and degrading practice that has 
no scientific validity. Female recruits to all branches of 
the Indonesian military must also undergo this prac-
tice. All of the women Human Rights Watch spoke to 
described the process as painful and traumatic.25  
Teresa G., a woman in North Carolina in the US who 
works on a tobacco farm, told Human Rights Watch 

that in 2011 a supervisor told two of her coworkers they 
had to have sex with him in order to get the job. When 
Teresa found one of the women crying, she asked why 
she had done it, and she replied, “My husband doesn’t 
have work. I don’t have work.”26 
Employers, workers, and governments have begun to 
innovate to address violence and harassment outside 
the physical workplace, including commutes to and 
from work. The Indian National Trade Union Congress 
described employers collaborating with the govern-
ment and nongovernmental organizations to improve 
street lighting near the workplace and to hire women 
cab drivers to help transport female workers home at 
night.27 Other employers shifted work schedules so 
that larger groups of workers could travel home to-
gether.28 
The following are examples of legislation that address 
elements of the comprehensive scope required by the 
convention: 

Belgium prohibits “violence, harassment and sex-•
ual harassment” against workers including ap-
prentices, interns and non-employees performing 
work under the authority of another person.29 Ex-
amples of sexual harassment at work in Belgian 
case law include an employer requiring the em-
ployee to wear “sexy” clothes, saying that he will 
pay a salary on condition of certain sexual favors, 
or using inappropriate terms about female cowork-
ers.30 
India’s law governing sexual harassment extends •
workplace protection to students, third parties vis-
iting a workplace such as customers or clients, 
and those directly or indirectly employed (includ-
ing trainees, apprentices, volunteers, employed 
through an agent). The law applies both to the or-
ganized and unorganized sectors.31 
Several US states have extended protections from •
sexual harassment to independent contractors, in-
terns, volunteers, and graduate students.32  
In the Philippines, the sexual harassment law cov-•
ers job applicants.33 
In Zambia, the definition of the workplace extends •
beyond formal worksites and is defined to include 
“any place where the employees work or are likely 
to work, or which they frequent or are likely to fre-
quent in the course of their employment or inci-
dental to it.”34  
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Cambodian garment workers traveling to work at 6:30 a.m.  
© 2014 Samer Muscati/Human Rights Watch



laws, and in several countries have pushed for the in-
clusion of domestic violence leave provisions in col-
lective bargaining agreements, for example in 
Australia.  
The Philippines was the first to legislate specific leave 
for domestic violence survivors, providing for 10 days 
paid leave.36 In 2018, New Zealand passed a law grant-
ing victims of domestic violence 10 days of paid leave 
to leave their partners, find new homes and protect 
themselves and their children.37 Brazil authorizes 
judges to order employers to maintain the employ-
ment relationship of victims of domestic violence and, 
when necessary, to grant victims leave from work for a 
maximum of six months.38 
Other examples of promising government practices re-
lated to the intersection of domestic violence and 
work include: 

Australia requires employers to accommodate re-•
quests for changes in working arrangements to 
protect domestic violence or gender-based vio-
lence victims.39 
Puerto Rico allows an employer to request a pro-•
tection order in favor of an employee against visi-
tors if the employee has been a victim of domestic 
violence in the workplace.40 In 2019, it enacted a 
law providing for reasonable accommodation, 
flexible work conditions, and 15 days of unpaid 
leave to deal with abuse, including domestic vio-
lence and sexual harassment in employment.41  
Spain provides women workers who are victims of •
gender-based violence the right to a reduction 
and reorganization of working time, to move their 
location, and to suspend the employment con-
tract.42 
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Women in the sewing division of a factory in 
Phnom Penh, Cambodia’s capital. Women 
constitute about 90 percent of the workforce in 
Cambodia’s garment industry.  
© 2014 Samer Muscati/ Human Rights Watch



For example, Human Rights Watch research on domes-
tic workers and fishers showed how isolation and in-
ability to leave the workplace, combined with a 
significant power imbalance, created environments 
where violence could flourish.  
The recommendation outlines ways for governments to 
prevent violence and harassment. These include fund-
ing and implementing programs that address root 
causes—such as discrimination and harmful norms—
through measures like gender-responsive training for 
government officials who monitor and enforce the 
laws, including judges, labor inspectors, police, and 
prosecutors. It suggests model codes of practice and 
risk assessment tools as well as public awareness-rais-
ing campaigns.  
Promising examples of legislation, policy, and prac-
tices include: 

In Finland, the 2002 Occupational Safety and •
Health Act requires work to be arranged so that, 
“the threat of violence and incidents of violence 
are prevented as far as possible.” This includes 
providing appropriate safety equipment and 
arrangements, ensuring employees have ways to 
summon help, and to avoid hazards or risks when 
employees are working alone.43  
In Singapore, all new employers applying for work •
permits to employ migrant domestic workers must 
undergo a training to learn about the relevant laws 
and policies governing the employment relation-
ship, and about common situations that generate 
conflict between workers and employers.44 
The state of New York in the US requires public em-•
ployers to develop and implement programs to 
prevent and minimize workplace violence, includ-
ing through written policy statements, conducting 
risk evaluations, creating a prevention program, 
providing training for employees, documenting in-
cidents, and reviewing all cases annually.45 
In 2018, the UK government introduced the first •
National Health Service (NHS) violence reduction 
strategy to protect NHS workers from “deliberate 
violence and aggression from patients, their fami-
lies and the public, and to ensure offenders are 
punished quickly and effectively.”46 The strategy 
also includes training for health workers to deal 
with patients acting aggressively and prompt ac-
cess to psychosocial services if they experience vi-
olence.47 

In the UK, Transport for London began a poster •
campaign in 2012 to make clear to members of 
members of the public and transport users, that 
they will not tolerate abuse of their transport staff 
and will take action against any such violence.48  
The state of Tamil Nadu in India has adopted a law •
specifically addressing violence against health 
workers, including requirements for employers to 
take preventive measures.49  
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PREVENTION AND 
IDENTIFICATION  
OF HIGH-RISK SECTORS 
Prevention efforts are essential to end violence and ha-
rassment in the world of work.  
The Violence and Harassment Convention requires gov-
ernments to identify sectors or work arrangements that 
expose workers to a higher risk of violence. These 
could include, for example, occupations or work 
arrangements characterized by night work or physical 
isolation, as well as work engaged with the public, 
such as health, transport, social services, education, 
and hospitality.  
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A health worker in protective gear meets with  
a woman during the coronavirus pandemic in 
Kawangware, Kenya. 
© 2020 Dennis Sigwe/SOPA Images/Sipa via AP Images



without losing pay if the employer does not take 
appropriate steps to stop harassment in the work-
place.56 
EU laws, applicable in all member states, shift the •
burden of proof to the defendant once facts are es-
tablished supporting a presumption that there has 
been discrimination, including harassment.57 
Peru allows an employer to take preventative •
measures, including moving the harasser or the 
victim, if the latter so requests, temporarily sus-
pending the harasser, providing psychological as-
sistance to the victim, and seeking restraining 
orders against the harasser.58
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ENFORCEMENT AND  
ACCESS TO REMEDIES  
AND SUPPORT 
The recommendation provides guidance on the steps 
that governments can take to monitor and enforce their 
laws against violence and harassment in the world of 
work. 

Monitoring and Enforcement 

14. The remedies referred to in Article 10(b) of the con-
vention could include: 
(a) the right to resign with compensation; 
(b) reinstatement; 
(c) appropriate compensation for damages; 
(d) orders requiring measures with immediate execu-
tory force to be taken to ensure that certain conduct is 
stopped or that policies or practices are changed; and 
(e) legal fees and costs according to national law and 
practice. 
15. Victims of violence and harassment in the world of 
work should have access to compensation in cases of 
psychosocial, physical or any other injury or illness 
which results in incapacity to work. 

Complaints Mechanisms 

16. The complaint and dispute resolution mechanisms 
for gender-based violence and harassment referred to 
in Article 10(e) of the convention should include meas-
ures such as: 
(a) courts with expertise in cases of gender-based vio-
lence and harassment; 
(b) timely and efficient processing; 
(c) legal advice and assistance for complainants and 
victims; 
(d) guides and other information resources available 
and accessible in the languages that are widely spoken 
in the country; and 
(e) shifting of the burden of proof, as appropriate, in 
proceedings other than criminal proceedings. 

Access to Support and Services 
17. The support, services and remedies for victims of 
gender-based violence and harassment referred to in 
Article 10(e) of the convention should include meas-
ures such as: 
(a) support to help victims re-enter the labour market; 
(b) counselling and information services, in an accessi-
ble manner as appropriate; 
(c) 24-hour hotlines; 
(d) emergency services; 
(e) medical care and treatment and psychological sup-
port; 
(f ) crisis centres, including shelters; and 
(g) specialized police units or specially trained officers 
to support victims. 

Examples of Good  
National Practices 

Colombia and Costa Rica have laws and directives •
addressing workplace violence that instruct labor 
inspectors on how to handle victim complaints in 
cases of workplace harassment.50 
Ireland, Germany, and the UK provide for a doc-•
trine of vicarious liability that results in the em-
ployer being held liable for harassment or 
mobbing (collective harassment) perpetrated by 
employees, unless the employer proves it has 
taken reasonable prevention measures.51  
In India, the sexual harassment at the workplace •
law carries penalties for employers who do not 
comply, including fines and, for repeated viola-
tions, cancelation of license.52 
In Finland, employers can be required to pay com-•
pensation for abuses committed by third parties, if 
the employer did not take appropriate steps to mit-
igate risks.53 
Courts in Spain and Canada have interpreted laws •
to provide compensation for work-related injuries 
resulting from violence and harassment.54  
Several countries, including South Africa, have •
laws protecting workers from retaliation or 
reprisals by employers or co-workers in response 
to the worker filing or participating in a workplace 
violence complaint.55 
German law permits employees to refuse to work •
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In the United States, New Jersey Governor Phil Murphy signs 
legislation that mandates hotels provide panic buttons for 
housekeepers to protect them against violence, sexual assault and 
harassment in the workplace, June 11, 2019. The bill was pushed by 
hotel workers from Unite Here Local 54.   
© 2019 Edward Lea/The Press of Atlantic City via AP



THE ROLE OF EMPLOYERS 
The convention provides guidance to governments on 
oversight of employers and on prevention and monitor-
ing measures. It obliges governments to require that 
employers have workplace policies addressing vio-
lence and harassment, risk assessments, prevention 
measures, and training.  
Employers should take on these responsibilities re-
gardless of whether their government ratifies or imple-
ments the convention. 
The recommendation sets out the measures that gov-
ernments should require of employers, including col-
laborating with workers in the design, implementation, 
and monitoring of workplace policies. These include 
policies that prohibit violence and harassment, create 
prevention programs, and provide information and 
complaint and investigation procedures. Such policies 
should include protections against retaliation for those 
making complaints, witnesses, and whistleblowers. 

In Argentina, labor courts have found employers •
may be held responsible for their own acts and/or 
those of others and have a duty to repair the harm 
caused.59 
The 2006 Colombian Law on Harassment in the •
Workplace mandates the prevention of workplace 
harassment. The employer’s duty of care for em-
ployees extends to violence and psychological in-
juries.60  
Uruguay adopted a national policy in 2013, revised •
in 2016, through the National Women’s Institute, 
called “Quality Management Model with Gender 
Equity” that certifies companies that put in place 
policies to end the gender gap at work, including 
through complaints mechanisms and monitoring 
cases of sexual harassment.61 
Some states in the US have passed laws requiring •
employers to introduce mandatory anti-harass-
ment trainings, anti-harassment workplace poli-
cies, climate surveys that assess employee 
knowledge and attitudes, and notices of employee 
rights.62 
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Trans women at an International Women’s Day march in 
Montevideo, Uruguay. Thousands gathered to demand an end to 
gender-based violence and to demand gender equality. 
© 2019 Mauricio Zina/SOPA Images/Sipa USA via AP Images



RATIFICATION AND 
IMPLEMENTATION 
ILO members adopted the Violence and Harassment 
Convention with overwhelming support. These mem-
bers should now work actively to promote ratification 
and implementation, so that these new global stan-
dards result in change on the ground. 
Human Rights Watch urges all ILO member states to 
act promptly to develop the domestic legal framework 
required by the Violence and Harassment Convention, 
ratify the convention, and implement its provisions 
and those of its accompanying Recommendation 206. 
Specifically, governments should: 

Submit the convention and recommendation to •
the national parliament or other national authori-
ties in accordance with article 19 of the ILO Consti-
tution; 
Consult with social partners—representatives of •
employers and workers—regarding the submis-
sion, ratification, and implementation of the con-
vention;  
Review national laws and bring them into align-•
ment with the convention and recommendation by 
adopting new legislation or reforming existing 
laws;  
Make a public commitment to ratify the conven-•
tion and implement the recommendation and in-
form the International Labour Office of this 
intention;  
Ratify the convention and take appropriate meas-•
ures to ensure the convention and recommenda-
tion’s prompt and effective implementation. 
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Marcelina Bautista, leader of Centro de Apoyo y Capacitación 
para Empleadas del Hogar, a domestic workers organization, 
celebrates the beginning of a pilot program extending access to 
social security and healthcare benefits for domestic workers, 
Mexico City,  Mexico.  
© 2019 El Universal/RCC Agency/GDA via AP 
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Looming municipal elections in Barcelona revitalized police efforts 
to clear vendors from the street. The new police policy consists of 
concentrating vendors in a single area of the port. May 5, 2019.   
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