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I’ve worked in the Human Resources function, but never as a
practitioner. I’ve been a customer of the “People” function. It’s really
hard, in my opinion, to overstate the benefits that come to
workplaces where people are willing to speak up. Ranging from
improved team performance to innovation, to employee satisfaction,
when employees believe that it’s not safe to speak up, their
colleagues and companies are at greater risk of reputational and
brand damage, engagement stagnation, and churn leading to loss of
institutional knowledge. When people conclude that it’s just not worth
it to speak up truthfully about problems, offer ideas, or ask questions
with the goal of improvement, that organization is in trouble. 

As these issues continue to come to light in the media weekly, if not
daily, the gap between the kind of leaders and organizations we
ought to have and the ones we have is expanding, not contracting. 

Instead of responding in ways that lead employees to believe that
speaking up is pointless or will damage them, organizations must
find ways to reward the call-out of bad behavior as it benefits the
company. There is a middle- ground between the idea that “HR’s job
is to protect the company,” and “HR is not your friend.” 

PR-EventTM is a multi-tactical approach I’ve aggregated in an effort
to ensure that you don’t have a PR event like my former employer,
who handled this poorly at every step possible. 

On the pages that follow, I share 3 of the steps I believe
organizations can take to make it easier for employees to speak up
and report bad behavior without fear of retaliation. All 8 steps can be
found in my book, Harasshole, or learned in my program 'The
Empowered Employee'. 

THE EMPOWERED EMPLOYEE 2



1. TRAIN AND DEVELOP YOUR LEADERS ON CREATING AN
ENVIRONMENT OF PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY

Most people are thrown into corporate management and leadership roles
because they were good in their previous roles. But there is generally little
overlap between the skills needed to be a good employee and those required
to manage a team.

Think about this—Friday, someone is “Joe Employee” and gets promoted at
the end of the day. They spend the weekend celebrating with family and/or
friends and updating their LinkedIn profiles. Monday, they return to work as a
team lead. They’re now managing others. I promise you, as I’ve seen this
happen along my career way too many times, nothing changed over the
weekend other than their title.

If organizations invested more in developing critical leadership skills, including
teaching leaders how to create an inclusive climate (and not one that’s DEI
oriented inclusivity, there is a difference here), where people feel free to
speak up and report sensitive issues, they would improve not just that
individual but also the team’s effectiveness, and the overall organizational
culture.

When people and the teams on which they work lack trust, they lack safety.
Fear of safety impacts creativity, productivity, and willingness to experiment,
which is a necessary part of innovation. And after these last eighteen months,
we’ve all seen that innovation, creativity, and agility are key to business
survival.
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2. SELECT LEADERS WHO HAVE INTEGRITY & COMPETENCE;
SOFT SKILLS COUNT, TOO

Although leadership development is critical, the best predictor of how well
managers and leaders respond to any training or intervention tactics is how
much potential they have in the first place.

If organizations spent more time carefully vetting leaders for soft skill qualities
such as integrity, empathy, humility, and altruism (in addition to ensuring they
have the right competencies and technical skills for the role), we might just
actually reduce the frequency of inappropriate workplace behaviors.

Using my own experience as an example, Harasshole, as I shared with the
CEO immediately after interviewing him, had the competencies needed for
the role. His other behaviors, however, were an indicator of his challenge with
soft skills. Even knowing how to be appropriate during an interview. All of this
should have been a huge red flag blowing violently in the wind. Maybe you
are thinking he was just nervous? Nope, not a chance. His behavior with the
CFO during that interview was also “off,” according to what was shared with
me directly by the CFO. A candidate who doesn’t interact with the interviewer
and DOES HIS EMAILS during an interview is a strong warning sign.

Research shows that toxic workers corrupt culture and inhibit the potential
benefits that talented employees bring to the organization. This is only
exacerbated when they are put in leadership roles. This is exactly what
happened at my former employer.

There is a quote I’ve read that hits home for me: “You can tell a bully from a
leader by how they treat people who disagree with them.”

My former CEO = BULLY
Harasshole = BULLY

Just because you are smart or can get shit done doesn’t make you a leader.
We put too much emphasis on leaders. Just because someone isn’t a good
leader doesn’t mean they aren’t an asset. We often look at individual
contributors as those who can’t climb the ladder—we need to rethink this.
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3. PROVIDE NEW AND TRUE CHANNELS FOR ANONYMOUS 
 REPORTING FOR EMPLOYEES

In today’s environment, our employees don’t expect most leaders to truly and
honestly create an environment of open and transparent communication with
their teams, where people feel the freedom to speak up and report
harassment. Organizations must put in place other tools and processes that
make anonymous reporting a “no risk” proposition to employees. Everyone
has those anonymous help and tip lines to report behavior, and I suggested
above that employees should use them. Do you know where ours went at my
former employer? Hard wired to our legal counsel, even though it was an
“anonymous” line. Culture of psychological safety—no way.

For all the bad press that surveillance tech gets, the bright side is that it can
document and register offenses and protect those who report toxic behaviors.
This is not just an HR problem but an organizational problem. For technology
to help, leaders must be interested in helping, too, and not leveraging
technology to simply identify those who are “troublemakers” for raising and
reporting issues.

With COVID, so many employers are focused on using surveillance tech to
monitor the hours people are working and their productivity. Trust is a two-
way street. Do any of you HR people really think that one of your employees
woke up this morning and decreed that they would intentionally become a
problem for the company by reporting harassment? C’mon.

You would think that with remote work, incidents of harassment and bullying
would decrease, as there’s no physical environment in which to practice these
activities, right? Statistics show just the opposite. It’s flying under the radar
because it’s more private. For example, I know someone who started a new
job and has yet to meet her colleagues in person. On multiple occasions,
when she arrived to a Zoom call early, a male member of the executive team
at her organization made comments like, “Oh, you put on makeup today.”
Please help me to understand why that is either appropriate or relevant. But
she’s in a situation where she’s new-ish, and doesn’t really know anyone at
her new organization. . . what’s she supposed to do? Not having an
environment where one might get caught only exacerbates in some cases
what people feel they can get away with.
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The Author
Lisa Bowman is a survivor of workplace sexual harassment who shows
women how to find their courage to stand up and speak out. It’s 2021 and
Enough is Enough; thirty-five years since the landmark ruling by the U.S.
Supreme Court in Meritor Savings Bank v. Vinson where sexual harassment
was recognized as a violation of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.

In January of 2020, Lisa was terminated from her role as the global Chief
Marketing Officer of United Way Worldwide in retaliation for reporting sexual
harassment of herself and others by a peer on the Executive Team.

As a female leader, Lisa felt that to stay silent was to be complicit in
condoning this and providing a path forward for this behavior to continue. She
went public with her story via HuffPost in November of 2020 fueling significant
media coverage that subsequently led to the resignation of United Way’s long
standing CEO on February 9, 2021.

The Book
Harasshole is Lisa Bowman’s narrative of her journey from award-winning
Chief Marketing Officer at “America’s Favorite Charity”, United Way, to her
allegations of harassment and retaliation that eventually resulted in her
termination.

With a conviction to no longer allow bad behavior to live in the shadows, Lisa
stood up. She went public with the story in an effort to inspire others to find
their voice as well and bring an end to this all too common behavior in the
workplace.

As she navigated Human Resources processes and Legal paths, trusting the
system to work the way she thought it was supposed to, she learned it did
not. That knowledge will help others who find themselves in the same
situation avoid the mistakes she made.

The Program
Pulled from the pages of her book, 'The Empowered Employee' is an 8-step
program to empower employees. Learn more at www.harasshole.com.
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