
Commitment  
to Change 

Sexual harassment  

in the workplace is  

a real problem, with  

real—and costly—  

implications for your 

business. 

 
One thing is clear:  Sexual harassment carries a high price.   
• The cost of investigating an employee's complaint:  
$20-$30,000   
• The average jury award to sexual harassment plaintiffs: 
$350,000    
• Total litigation costs for defending against a claim: up to 
$1 million.    

And these are just the direct costs. After adding in the 
employee-related losses due to lowered morale, stifled produc-
tivity, and stepped-up absenteeism, Klein Associates, Inc., a 
Cambridge-based consulting firm, found that the typical Fortune 
500 company can lose $6.7 million annually because of sexual 
harassment. “The liability is “great...overwhelming,” says Cheryl 
Yannello, president of Human Resource Services, a Raleigh 
North Carolina-based consulting firm, “and the publicity is 
probably even worse than the payments.”   

Know your vulnerability 
Your business is not immune. More than 80% of the men 

and women responding to a survey of hospitality-industry 
managers perceived gender discrimination and sexual harass-
ment in the workplace as an ongoing problem. According to 
Robert H. Woods, coauthor of the survey and associate pro-
fessor at Michigan State University's School of Hotel, 
Restaurant and Institutional Management,  “If the harassment 
is this bad at the management level, we can only assume that 
it's worse at the employee level. Having worked in restaurants  
a lot,” he concludes, “I think it's almost second nature.” 

Restaurants are particularly vulnerable, says Donna Lenhoff, 
general counsel for the Women's Legal Defense Fund in 
Washington, D.C.  “A lot of things about the structure of the 
work make sexual harassment extremely prevalent in the restau-
rant industry,” she cautions. The opportunities for harassment, by 
co-workers, by managers, even by customers, are 
plentiful.  

Employees interact constantly, often in places like 
kitchens or supply rooms, that may be fairly isolated. 
Waitresses feel a lot of moment-to-moment pressure to 
get the order back out to the customer; their hands may 
be loaded with trays of dishes and/or hot food, so they 
can't stop to deal with an offensive incident. Many 
restaurants are small, with no personnel director or 
human resource advisors to monitor the work envi- 

ronment. “Some restaurants,” says Lenhoff, “are begging to be 
sued. Management needs to be extremely aware of the liability it 
is potentially bringing on itself by setting up a work environ-
ment” that does not discourage sexual harassment.  

How do you build a work environment that is harassment-
free? By starting at the top, say the experts. “People at the very 
senior levels (in the organization) must be committed to the 
idea that there will be no harassment,” says Yannello.  
“Commitment must come from the top down.”  

It's your restaurant; you provide the workplace in which 
these problems can occur. And developing and demonstrating 
that commitment is an important part of your role as a fran-
chisee or manager. Besides being the right thing to do, “harass-
ment-proofing” your establishment decreases your risk and low-
ers your exposure to possible high-profile, potentially 
business-threatening lawsuits.  

Let's evaluate the sexual harassment potential and the man-
agerial attitudes illustrated in the following scenarios. (Names, 
places, and specifics are fictional, but the situations are based 
on real-life restaurant industry cases.)  

Scenario 1. Mike, owner of a small suburban restaurant, 
hires local teenagers for his high-turnover counter positions, 
giving many of them their first “real job” and requiring them to 
report to a shift supervisors describes himself as an “out-
going, fun-loving, and friendly” guy who likes to  “kid around 
with the kids.”   

When asked about the possibility of problems with sexual 
harassment at his establishment, Mike says, “We don't have 
that kind of hassle here. The workers and supervisors all get 
along and enjoy their work. The kids all have a great time, and 
we've never had a complaint.”  

Does Mike have a problem?  

Scenario 2. Paul owns three restaurants in a mid-
states region, with each location run by a general 
manager who is responsible for overseeing all 
operations in his store. As owner, Paul says, “We 
have a clear policy on sexual harassment. My mana-
gers and I keep close tabs on what happens at each 
location. If there's any hanky-panky, any offensive 
behavior, the manager will talk with the employees 
involved and take appropriate action.  

Has Paul covered all the bases? 
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