Liberal Arts & Social Sciences International Journal (LASSI])
eISSN: 2664-8148 (online)
https://www.ideapublishers.org/index.php/lassij

Vol. 5, No. 1, (January-June 2021): 554-567

Research Article | Original Research https://doi.org/10.47264 /idea.lassij/5.1.36

Relationship between sexual harassment at workplace and subjective well-
being among working women in South Punjab, Pakistan

Ahmad Bilal*! | Sehrish Wazir? | Shakeela Altaf* | Samina Rasool*

1. Department of Applied Psychology, The Islamia University of Bahawalpur, Bahawalpur, Pakistan.
2. Department of Psychology, Government Sadig College Women University, Bahawalpur, Pakistan.

*Correspondence Emails: ahmad.bilal@iub.edu.pk | ahmadbilal4@gmail.com

Abstract

Sexual Harassment at workplace (SHW) is a global phenomenon. However, Article History
there has been no prior research on the association of SHW and subjective

well-being (SWB) of working women in Pakistan. The SWB is an umbrella Received:

term that encompasses concepts such as satisfaction with life (SWL) and March 30, 2021
subjective happiness (SbH). The 200 working women from the public and
private sector organizations in Pakistan were recruited randomly. The Sexual
Harassment Experience Questionnaire, The Satisfaction with Life Scale, and
Subjective Happiness Scale were administered as the main measures. The Accepted:
study met all the ethical considerations. The data was analyzed by the June 18, 2021
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences and expressed as baseline

characteristics, correlation analysis and t tests. There was statistically Published:
significant negative relationship of SHW with SWL and SbH in working June 30, 2021
women. The young age, high school or less education, single marital status,

and working in private sector organization were significantly associated with

the increased and decreased experience of SHW and SWB respectively. The

study recommended the adoption of anti SHW laws by the working sector

and the periodic screening of working women for SWB so as to reduce the

phenomenon of SHW and enhance the SWL and SbH in working women.
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1. Introduction

Sexual harassment at Workplace (SHW) is a popular form of sexual harassment (SH) and takes
many forms. Popularly, the phenomenon of SH is known as Eve Teasing in South Asian
countries especially India (Salman et al., 2016). Every state defines SHW differently but the
common characteristic is the unwanted advancement of sexual nature (Matsumoto & Juang,
2013). The UN defines SHW as any behavior that inhibits work performance and creates a
hostile work environment for women (UN Women, 2013). The women are usually the victims
of SHW and men are usually the perpetrators (Espelage et al., 2016; Gruber & Fineran, 2016).
Traditionally, the eves are considered responsible to tempt the men in harassing them (Hoque,
2013; Kuruvilla & Suhara, 2014).

Recently, the focus in studying the impact of SH on women’s wellbeing is increased among
researchers and policy makers (Mitchell et al., 2014). Previously, the phenomenon of SHW
has been mainly studied in the context of job satisfaction and other related organizational
outcomes (McDonald et al., 2015; Mellor & Golay, 2014). Most of these studies had been
conducted in USA, UK, Australia and other EU countries but little studies have been conducted
in Pakistan (Ali & Kramer, 2015). The studies conducted in western nations cannot be
generalized to Pakistan because of differences in gender roles and concepts about women
modesty (Ali, 2013). There is not a single study conducted with Pakistani working women on
the relationship of SHW and SWB. The study was conducted to fill this gap. The present study
tried to find out a relationship between SHW and SWL and SbH in working women.
Additionally, the study aimed at finding out the socio demographic determinants of SHW and
SWB in the working women. The study also tried to uncover the association of SHW with age
group, education, marital status, and the working sector type among the working women of
South Punjab.

2. Review of literature

The phenomenon of SHW is associated with certain socio psychological consequences of long-
term nature such as losing one’s self esteem (Ahmad et al., 2020; Muazzam et al., 2016). The
SHW results in decreased job satisfaction and is positively associated with psychological
distress which further leads to decreased psychological well-being (Hashmi et al., 2013) and
decreased overall happiness in working women (Quick & McFadyen, 2017).

Mitchell et al. (2014) describes the phenomenon as unwanted requests and favors, gestures,
and comments of sexual nature. The SH can be categorized into three types based on classic
tripartite model of typology of SH (Fitzgerald et al., 1997), (a) gender harassment which
includes verbal or nonverbal sexist comments about the other gender; (b) unwanted sexual
attention behaviors; and (c) sexual coercion when workplace rights are conditioned with
fulfillment of men’s sexual demands (NASEM, 2018). The third type is less common of all
these yet is associated with greater amounts of decreased psychological well-being (Sojo et al.,
2016; Thurston et al., 2017). These SH types are consistent across cultures and organizations
(Holland & Cortina, 2016). Often, a distinction among these types is not made. That’s why, the
gender harassment is not often considered a type of SH whereas the gender type of SH is the
most common type.

The SH can occur in any form like kissing, pinching, touching, leering, embracing or patting.
The more subtle forms of SH are stalking, unwanted emails, dirty jokes, or questions about a
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woman’s personal or sexual life. The women are more likely to be victims of SH as compared
to men (Chiodo et al., 2009) because of unequal gender roles and status in society (Clair et al.,
2019). Similarly, the act of gaining sexual consent of the women by threat, fear or coercion is
also considered an act of SHW (Aloka, 2009). There are several reasons of SHW against
women. Foremost is the patriarchal structure of Pakistani society (Akhtar & Métraux, 2013)
where traditional gender roles prevail and mixing of genders is considered a bad practice (Sigal
et al., 2005). The women in Pakistan are expected to keep traditional coy and honor of their
patriarchal family members (Yasmin & Jabeen, 2017). Therefore, men having patriarchal ideas
misinterpret the working of women outside of home and consider it legitimate to sexually
harass the women at workplace (Mangi, 2011).

The men use SH as a tool to show their masculinity (Mikorski & Syzmanski, 2017) and the
phenomenon is considered to be a type of entertainment for men (Dhillon & Bakaya, 2014)
and as a way to let off their sexual frustrations (Farooqi & Hajani, 2017). Generally, it is
believed that women provocate men to sexually harass them and they enjoy the act (Kuruvilla
& Suhara, 2014). It is often advised to women to keep distance from their male colleagues and
keep a stern look while working with them. The act of SH of women are laughed off in most
Pakistani families, thus helping this menace to maintain (Akhtar, 2013). There are environment
based organizational characteristics, which increase the chances of incidents of SHW against
women. These include greater ratios of men in the organization, the male leadership, and
organizations that tolerate the incidents of SHW (Quick & McFadyen, 2017; NASEM, 2018).
The organization’s tolerance of harassing behavior is the biggest factor that leads to more
incidents of SHW.

The terms satisfaction with life (SWL) and subjective happiness (SbH) are often used
interchangeably but they are two distinct and separate concepts (Anand, 2016). Both of these
concepts are often encompassed by the term subjective well-being (SWB). The satisfaction
with life is the evaluation of one’s life at any given time according to famous researcher Ed
Diener (Beutell, 2006). Satisfaction with Life is a broader and stable concept and refers to one’s
general evaluation of one’s life quality. On the other hand, the term happiness, often
synonymous with SbH, is one of several constructs that make a person satisfied with his/her
life. Usually, happiness alone is not enough to make one’s life satisfied. Lyubomirsky (2001)
defines happiness as a feeling of joy, and contentment and positive well-being coupled with a
sense that life is good, meaningful and worthwhile. Happiness is a feeling of enduring
satisfaction and contentment in life (Mohanty, 2014). Both, SWL and SbH are interdependent
and mutual to each other (Veenhoven, 2004).

The more broader term SWB is used to refer to one’s affective and cognitive evaluations about
the well-being (Diener et al., 2002). There are three components of SWB. These are: (a) the
presence of positive affect; (b) the absence of negative affect; and (c) the SWL, making it the
tripartite model of SWB (Lee et al., 2013; Busseri & Sadava, 2011; Tov & Diener, 2013). The
first two components are emotional in nature and a balance between these two components is
considered to promote SbH. The third component is the cognitive evaluation of one’s SWL.
Often, the sources and determinants of both SWL and SbH are same for the people (Tsuladze
etal., 2013).

The SHW is a commonly prevalent phenomenon globally. Even, it is hard to find a woman
who has not been victim of SH of any kind in her lifetime (Akhtar, 2013; Dhillon & Bakaya,
2014). Similarly, in Pakistan, SHW had been reported in working women employed in urban
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banking sectors (Nauman & Abbasi, 2014) although, the participation of women in Pakistani
workplaces is increasing and there are many women friendly occupations in Pakistan now (Zia
et al., 2016). Despite the increasing number of women participation in workforce of Pakistan,
there is an alarmingly huge proportion of women (93%) that become the victim of SHW either
in public or private sector (SPDC, 2009). Several incidents of SH against women occur on
daily basis (Farooqi & Hajani, 2017). A report by Reuters Foundation ranks Pakistan as the
sixth bad state after Saudi Arabia and Somalia when it comes to SH against women (Reuters,
2018). Previously, Pakistan had been a dangerous and insecure place for women (Akhtar &
Métraux 2013) because of frequent incidences of SH against women. Some other studies using
convenient sampling in other parts of the world reported prevalence of SH as ranging from
50% to 70% (Feldblum & Lipnic, 2016).

Although, Pakistan has introduced Protection against Harassment of Women at Workplace Act
(PAHWWA) in 2010 (NAP, 2010) to punish those stalking women, but the government has
done little to implement the laws related to SHW (Akhtar & Métraux 2013; Nosheen, 2011;
Qureshi, 2013). That is why, women are still reluctant to report incidents of SHW and seek
help (Yasmin, 2018). The patriarchal culture of Pakistan is a major hurdle in making women
reluctant of reporting incidents of SHW where such women are considered a shame to the
family thus, they prefer to keep silent (Akhtar & Métraux 2013; Ali, 2010; Hadi, 2017; Shams,
2018). In cultures like Pakistan, the women are trained to remain silent from the very early age
when experience SH (Muazzam et al., 2016) and accept SH as a routine fact of their lives
(Kamal, 2005). Spencer et al. (2017) reported that women who experience incidents of SH
become so sensitive that they fail to report these incidents to others. It is usually silence about
the SH that helps promote the phenomena (Dey, 2013) as in Pakistan, women are often advised
to keep silent about the incidence of SH whereas in US, women are encouraged to take photo
of perpetrator to be produced before police (Ramezani, 2015).

On the other hand, those working women who take up some courage and discuss the issue of
SH receive negative responses from their family members and unsatisfactory response from
higher legal authorities. (Yasmin, 2018) even the police suppress and harass the woman who
reports such matters (Abbas, 2011; Mustafa, 2017), though the “Me too” movement has
penetrated little in Pakistani society (Ahmad et al., 2020), yet, the culture of Pakistani society
is traditionally indoctrinated to remain silent about issue of SH against women (Muazzam et
al., 2016).

3. Research methodology

3.1. Research design

The cross sectional and survey research design was employed in this research.

3.2.  Participants

A total of 200 working women were randomly recruited from the public and private sector
organizations including civil and military hospitals, banks, radio stations, business
organizations, textile industries, shopping malls, private transportation companies, railways,
mobile service providers’ franchises, police department, courts, and educational institutions.

The sample was recruited by the team of researchers using systematic random sampling based
on the number of working women in the organization. These women ranged from lower rank
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workers to officers’ rank in the age range of 18-42 years. They were recruited from the districts
of Bahawalpur, Rahim Yar Khan, Multan, Lodhran, Muzafargarh and Dera Ghazi Khan in
South Punjab.

3.3. Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Only working women from the South Punjab who belonged to age range 18-42 years were
included in the sample. The working women from South Punjab were included in the sample
because little work had been done on the relationship of SHW and other psychological
variables. The housewives, women below 18 years of age or above 42 years of age and those
from other states and provinces were excluded from the sample.

3.4. Measures
3.4.1. Demographic Information Checklist (DIC)

A demographic information checklist was constructed by the researchers. It included basic
demographic information like age, education, marital status, working sector, and city of the
participating women.

3.4.2. Sexual Harassment Experience Questionnaire (SHEQ)

The Sexual Harassment Experience Questionnaire (SHEQ) is a standardized self-report
measure to assess the experiences of SHW. It contains 35 items that ask the respondents about
their SH experiences on a 4-point Likert type scale. The four Likert type response categories
are never (1), Once (2), A few times (3), and very frequent (4). The scale score has been
obtained by the total sum of the responses on all items. The higher scores represent a higher
level of SH. The Cronbach Alpha reliability of Pakistani standardized SHEQ is 0.94 (Kamal &
Tariq, 1997).

3.4.3. Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS)

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) was developed by Diener (1985) which consists of 5
items designed to measure overall life satisfaction. It is 7 Point Likert type scale and the
response categories range from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). The total score is
obtained by the sum of score of each item. The higher score represents higher level of SWL.
The Cronbach Alpha reliability of the scale is 0.87 whereas the test-retest reliability of the scale
is 0.82 (Diener et al., 1985). The Cronbach Alpha reliability of the scale was 0.81 for the Urdu
translated version.

3.4.4. Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS)

The Subjective Happiness Scale was developed by Lyubomirsky and Lepper in 1999 which
consists of 4 items designed to assess general happiness on a 7 Point Likert type scale. The
Likert type response items vary from not at all (1) to a great deal (7). The total score is the sum
of responses on all items. The greater scores represent greater level of SbH. The Cronbach
Alpha reliability of the scale is 0.86 (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999). The Cronbach Alpha
reliability of the scale was 0.89 for the Urdu translated version.
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3.4.5. Procedure

The ethical approval was obtained from the research ethics committee of department of Applied
Psychology at The Islamia University of Bahawalpur, Pakistan. The written permission was
obtained for data collection by the organizational heads. The researchers developed Informed
Consent Form (ICF) and DIC and finalized the measures. The researchers conducted a pilot
study for standardization of the two scales, SWLS and SHS in Urdu language using back
translation method. The data of the pilot study was not included in the final statistical analysis.
The data was collected by administering the measures to the participating women. The written
informed consent was obtained and all the ethical information and research participation
protocols were explained to participating women before enrolling them in the study. The
working women from the participating organizations were recruited by using systematic
random sampling to fill up the questionnaires.

3.4.6. Ethical considerations

The study met all the ethical considerations. The nature and purpose of the study including
possible harms was explained to all participants and written informed consent was obtained
from all the participants before enrolling them in the study. They were told that the data
obtained from them will only be used for research and will be kept confidential.

3.4.7. Statistical analysis

The data was analyzed by the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (IBM, USA) version
25. The results were expressed in the form of baseline characteristics of participants, a
correlation between the SHW, SWL and SbH, and several t tests for finding socio demographic
determinants of SHW and SWB. The Cohen’s d was also calculated for t tests. The 0.2, 0.5,
and 0.8 were considered small, medium and large effect sizes respectively (Cohen, 1977). The
correlation was two tailed and was significant at 99% confidence interval.

3.4.8. Limitations
The limitations of the study are as follows:

e The study data is restricted to South Punjab only, hence, the findings can not be
generalized to whole Punjab.

e The study did not include the demographic variable of rank of the women in the
organization.

e The study did not assess other important and related psychological parameters like
psychological distress, absenteeism, depression, helplessness, and suicidal ideation as a
possible outcome of effects of SHW.

4. Results and analysis
4.1. Baseline characteristics of participants

The baseline characteristics of the participants are outlined in Table-1. The (n=200) working
women participated in the study. Their age range was 18-42 years (M=26 years; SD=5.20).
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There were 73.5% working women in the early adulthood age range (18-29 years) whereas
26.5% working women were in the middle adulthood age range (30-42 years). Majority have
passed senior high school exam or more education (83%) compared with the 17% who only
had passed high school exam or less education. The 52% women were single whereas 48%
were married. There were slightly more women working in the private sector (51%) compared
with 49% who were working in the public sector organizations.

Table-1: Socio demographic characteristics of participants at baseline (N=200)

Socio Demographic Variables Baseline Characteristics N %
Age 18-29 years 147 73.5
30-42 years 53 26.5
Total 200 100.0
Education High School or Less 34 17.0
Senior High School or Above 166 83.0
Total 200 100.0
Marital Status Single 104 52.0
Married 96 48.0
Total 200 100.0
Organizational Type Public Sector 98 49.0
Private Sector 102 51.0
Total 200 100.0

4.2.  Correlation analysis

The Table-2 shows the results of correlation analysis of SHW with SWL and SbH. The study
variables SHW and SWB (SWL and SbH) showed a statistically significant correlation among
them. The SHW is negatively correlated with both SWL (r (198) =-0.72, p < 0.01) and SbH (r
(198) =-0.57, p<0.01). The SWL is positively correlated with SbH in working women (r (198)
=0.68, p < 0.01).

Table-2: Descriptive statistics and correlations among SHW, SWL and ShH (N=200)

Variables N M SD 1 2 3
Sexual Harassment 200 81.16 26.01 -
Satisfaction with Life 200 16.86 8.50 -0.72** -
Subjective Happiness 200 14.22 6.46 -0.57** 0.68** -
**p < 0.01
43. ttests

The Table-3 gives the results of several t tests computed to find the group differences in the
socio demographic variables of age, education, marital status, and working sector type for
SHW, SWL and SbH. The working women in the early adult years (M = 85.76; SD = 26.62),
with high school or less education (M = 94.21; SD = 25.89), having single marital status (M =
89.61; SD = 27.54) and working in a private sector organization (M = 94.08; SD = 26.26) had
been victim of SHW as compared to women in middle ages (M = 68.40; SD = 19.33), having
senior high school or above education (M = 78.48; SD = 25.29), having married status (M =
72.0; SD = 20.78) or working in a public sector organization (M = 67.70; SD = 17.65)
respectively (t (126.32) =5.03, p =0.000, Cohen’s d=0.74); (t (198)=-3.28, p=0.001, Cohen’s
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d = 0.61); (t (190.62)=-5.12, p = 0.000, Cohen’s d = 0.72); and (t (177.47) = -8.36, p=0.000,
Cohen’s d =1.17).

Table-3: Results of several t tests (N=200)

Age 18-29y (n=147) 30-42y (n=53)
Variables M SD M SD t(df) p Cohen’s d
SHW 85.76 26.62 68.40 19.33 5.03(126.32) .000 0.74
SWL 15.25 8.18 21.30 7.81 -4.66(198) .000 0.75
SbhH 13.35 6.35 16.64 6.19 -3.25(198) .001 0.52
Education <10™ G (n=34) >12" G (n=166)
Variables M SD M SD t(df) p Cohen’s d
SHW 94.21 25.89 78.48 25.29 -3.28(198) .001 0.61
SWL 12.18 7.32 17.81 8.42 3.62(198) .000 0.71
SbhH 11.68 5.79 14.74 6.48 2.55(198) 011 0.49
Marital Status  Single (n=104) Married (n=96)
Variables M SD M SD t(df) p Cohen’s d
SHW 89.61 27.54 72.00 20.78 -5.12(190.62)  .000 0.72
SWL 14.00 8.15 19.95 7.79 5.26(198) .000 0.74
ShH 12.48 6.18 16.10 6.25 4.11(198) .000 0.58
Working Sector  Public (n=98) Private (n=102)
Type
Variables M SD M SD t(df) p Cohen’s d
SHW 67.70 17.65 94.08 26.26 -8.36(177.47)  .000 1.17
SWL 21.41 6.87 12.48 7.59 8.70(198) .000 1.23
SbhH 17.42 5.45 11.15 5.85 7.83(198) .000 1.10

5. Discussion and findings

The study found a statistically significant relationship among SHW, SWL and SbH in working
women. Both the SWL and SbH were found to be negatively associated with phenomenon of
SHW. As the two constructs (SWL and SbH) are always positively correlated with each other
as also reported by this study, it is no wonder that both of these vary in the same direction due
to the impact of SH (Table 2 & 3). The previous studies also documented that SHW was
negatively correlated with both SWL and SbH in working women (Quick & McFadyen, 2017,
Hashmi et al., 2013).

The age group of the working women is a strong predictor of who will be receiving more SHW
(Nauman & Abbasi, 2014). The women in early adult years (18-29 years) were found to be
victim of SHW more than those women who are in their middle age years (30-42 years). One
reason of this association is that women in their young age are more physically attractive. Being
physically attractive has been mentioned as a reason of SHW by an earlier study conducted
with Pakistani women bankers (Nauman & Abbasi, 2014). Another reason is the biological
evolutionary theory which states that the men chase women as they try to maximize their genes
(Diehl et al., 2018). When the women do not accept their advances, they are labelled as
committing the act of SH. The evolutionary biological theory has received little research
support (Page & Pina, 2015).

The educational background of working women is an important determinant of SHW
experience. The current study found that those women received more SHW who had only
obtained high school or less education as compared to those women who had obtained senior
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high school or above education. Education equips the women with knowledge and skills that
help them cope with SHW attempts. The less educated women become an easy prey for those
men who try to sexually harass women at workplace. Another reason is that the women with
high school or less education are often ranked low in an organization which increases their
chances of experiencing SHW (Nauman & Abbasi, 2014; Sadruddin, 2013).

An interesting finding of this study is that single women received more SHW as compared to
married women. Usually, the single women are considered more attractive, and considered
looking for an opposite sex relationship. In Pakistani society, the single women are usually into
their mid to late 20s, a time marked with more attractiveness in Pakistani society. Being single
when combined with being in the early adult years becomes the perfect combination to become
a victim of SHW as is reported by this study and is consistent with the previous studies as well
(Diehl et al., 2018; Nauman & Abbasi, 2014).

The working sector of an organization like a public sector or private sector makes its women
employees more vulnerable to SHW. This study found that women working in private sector
organizations experience SHW more as compared to public sector organizations. This
difference may be attributed to the working environment of the organization, its location, the
number of other female members and gender of supervisor. The small or medium sized private
organizations barely adopt the government’s policies against SHW and provide enough
securities against such practices, hence, such organizations become hotspot of SHW incidents.
The previous studies in Pakistan confirm this finding (Sadruddin, 2013; Abbas & Ashiq, 2020).

6. Conclusion

The study concludes that SHW has serious implications for the SWB of working women and
is negatively correlated with both SWL and SbH. The presence of SHW was found to be
associated with low levels of both SWL and SbH in working women. The demographic
characteristics such as young age, having secondary school or less education, being single, and
working in a private organization were associated with the experience of SHW. On the other
hand, middle age, having higher secondary school or less education, being married, and
working in a public sector organization were associated with more SWL and SbH and less
chances of SHW. The future studies may be conducted with other demographic variables as
well such as the rank or position of working women in the organization. Moreover, future
studies need to assess psychological and work related aspects of working women such as
mental distress, depression, hopelessness, absenteeism, and turnover intention as an outcome
of effects of SHW. The study recommended that every organization should have an anti SH
cell which should devise effective policies to minimize the incidents of SHW in the light of
available research. Recommendations of the study are as follows:

e Every organization should impart regular trainings to its employees to raise awareness
against the SHW. Small group workshops can be conducted at regular intervals for
creating awareness.

e Every organization should create an atmosphere for its women employees where they
may work safely and do not experience SHW.

e Every organization should have the services of a qualified organizational or
counseling psychologist for the timely counseling of victimized women and for doing
the timely assessment of their current levels of SWB.
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