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ABSTRACT  

Workplace sexual harassment (SH) has been addressed in global literature as a form of 

gender discrimination. SH undermines gender equality at work and adversely impacts 

workers' dignity and well-being. In Vietnam, traditional social norms of sexuality and gender 

roles have led to a biased conceptualisation of SH as a 'personal and sensitive topic' that is 

largely not considered within the workplace context. Furthermore, the absence of legislation 

on workplace SH prior to 2019, unavailable national statistics, and limited academic research 

have added to the silence on this topic in Vietnam.  There has been little analysis concerning 

what constitutes workplace SH in Vietnam, how SH is culturally constructed, and what socio-

cultural, organisational, and legal factors contribute to the workplace SH issue. This thesis aims 

to fill these gaps, addressing the question, ‘How has sexual harassment been a workplace issue in 

Vietnam, and how do Vietnamese working women conceptualise SH at work?’   

 Informed by socio-cultural and organisational theoretical approaches, the thesis 

investigates workplace SH produced by the interrelation of socially constructed gender 

inequality and organisational power at work. It examines the extent to which SH has been 

portrayed as a workplace issue, how the socio-cultural structure of gender relations and social 

norms inform workers' perceptions, experiences, and responses to SH at work, and whether 

workers convey a sense of legal consciousness in addressing the issue at work. To understand 

workplace SH from working people's perspectives, the thesis analyses a survey of 342 working 

people from several employment sectors and 72 interviews conducted online in 7 cities and 

provinces in Vietnam in 2020. The secondary data analysed in this thesis draws on an eclectic 

body of global scholarship and academic literature, research reports, social media, and 

legislation documents.   

This thesis argues that SH is a complex workplace problem in contemporary Vietnam. 

This issue is mutually constructed and reinforced by unbalanced organisational power 

relations and unequal gender relations, governed by traditional gender social norms 

attributed to men and women, which spill over from society into the workplace. These 

interconnected forces significantly inform the entire process, starting from workers' 

conceptualisation of workplace SH to how they frame and disclose their experience and 
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respond to it. The findings suggest the relationship between workers' perceptions, 

experiences, and responses to workplace SH is entrenched in traditional cultural narratives 

that position women in subordinated roles and push them to conform to conventional norms. 

The thesis results and analysis imply that the Vietnamese laws on promoting gender equality 

at work, particularly the recent law on SH, have not yet sufficiently emphasised on and dealt 

with challenging and shifting the deep-seated traditional cultural justification for gender 

disparity which are a cause of gender-based violence and SH.   

The thesis makes an original contribution to identify and fill gaps in knowledge about 

workplace SH in Vietnam and demonstrate the importance of examining sexual harassment 

in contexts beyond the West. It examines how working women in Vietnam conceptualise and 

make sense of SH in the workplace environment, which underscores a variety of perspectives 

people hold about what constitutes SH. Working people's understanding of SH does not 

necessarily correlate with the way they label their incident as SH or seek formal institutional 

support from laws or organisational policies. Employees' sense of fairness in addressing SH at 

work is driven by cultural norms and expectations of proper workplace behaviours and 

morality rather than legal consciousness or understanding of the law. 

The thesis centres on unpacking socio-cultural and organisational factors giving rise to 

SH, including differential workplace power and the roles of gendered norms operating at 

work. It furthers the cultural dimension of understanding SH and brings together historical, 

cultural, structural, and legal factors that shape workplace SH, offering a new conceptual and 

theoretical inside of examining the phenomenon in interconnected aspects. The thesis 

deepens understanding of workplace SH from intertwined socio-cultural and organisational 

perspectives by revealing SH at work that has been obscured by long-lasting Vietnam’s 

Confucian blending with a socialist-communist gender regime. It demonstrates that in the 

contemporary society of Vietnam, the tension of unwritten gender norms remains and is 

carried over to the workplace, making the case of SH at work a highly complex issue. The 

thesis broadens the literature on the role of social norms as potentially putting brakes on or 

providing accelerators to promote women's voices and organisation power to tackle SH in the 

workplace. The thesis provides evidence for influencing gender norms to support women's 

advancement, employment participation, and workplace equality and safety.   
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CHAPTER 1: BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH  

1.1. Introduction 

Workplace sexual harassment (SH) is a notorious aspect of workers' lives worldwide; it 

undermines gender equality at work and adversely impacts working people's dignity and well-

being. While the issue has been investigated in global literature and postulated as a form of 

gender discrimination, Vietnam has just recently introduced the term SH in the Labour Code 

revision. The few existing studies on SH in Vietnam indicate that SH is considered a ‘sensitive 

topic,’ and the Vietnamese traditional gender social norms of sexuality and gender roles have 

led to a biased conceptualisation of SH as a personal and out-of-workplace matter. This can 

be seen in the absence of legislation on SH before 2019, in the lack of national statistics, and 

in the neglect of the topic by academic researchers.  

However, in recent years, workplace SH has become a growing concern of the Vietnam 

government, researchers, organisations, and employees. Public condemnation has been 

increasing, leading to the 2019 revision of the Labour Code, which includes the SH definition 

and provisions for dealing with SH. The legislation focuses on addressing workplace SH from 

a legal perspective. However, it does not tackle inequality rooted in socio-cultural beliefs and 

norms that inform an individual’s consciousness and responses to workplace SH. In Vietnam, 

there is little understanding and analysis concerning what constitutes workplace SH, how SH 

at work is culturally constructed, and what socio-cultural, organisational and legal factors 

contribute to this phenomenon. This thesis aims to fill these gaps, addressing the question, 

‘How has SH been a workplace issue, and how do Vietnamese working women conceptualise 

SH at work’?   

The thesis reports on empirical research to understand workplace SH from working 

people's perspectives.  This research exposes the hidden SH at work in the Vietnam cultural 

context of Confucian and socialist-communist gender regimes. At an academic level, it seeks 

to demonstrate the intertwined relationship between the cultural construction of workplace 

gender relations and workplace power relations that constitute SH at work. It broadens the 

literature on the role of gendered social norms as brakes on, or accelerators to, women's 

voices within organisations and workplace settings to tackle at work. Findings from the 
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research reveal the tension of unwritten gender norms in shaping the way gender power and 

organisational power is distributed to conceptualise work SH. The thesis, thus, sheds light on 

understanding workplace SH as social gender and workplace power issues and advances the 

way we understand SH in Vietnam and similar contexts.  Furthermore, the thesis investigates 

workers’ legal consciousness in conceptualising workplace SH and their responses to the 

issue. It raises a critical question about understanding that women’s rights need wider 

support to ensure that policy is more than ‘window dressing’. Workplace policy on SH can be 

implemented in practice without the whistle-blowers paying the price. 

1.2. Research Context  

Vietnam is an Asian country led by the Communist party, which tailored the nation's 

development around a socialist-oriented market economy strategy. The country's Renovation 

- 'Doi Moi' - in 1986 paved the way for impressive economic growth, social change, human 

development, and international relations (Diez, 2016; Teerawichitchainan et al., 2015). 

Socialist-communist gender regimes place gender equality as a development goal and posit 

women as agents of change in the country's prosperity. Vietnam’s reform has opened the 

door to western values, greater mobilisation of diverse cultures and significant increase of 

women work force. Although the context of gender relations and norms has changed in some 

ways, norms of masculine dominance and inferior femininity remain persistent and give rise 

to sexual and violence against women (Lewis et al., 2022). The Vietnamese gender 

construction reflects the entrenchment to the traditional gender ideology of Asian patriarchy, 

the Three Teachings (Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism) that attribute distinctive gender 

roles and norms to women and men. While Vietnam's gender equality policy aims at 

eliminating backward traditional gendered social norms, it also reinforces the conventional 

norms of gender roles and relations. By extolling women’s pivotal role in the workforce and 

family, it creates a collision between the demand for economic development and aspirations 

for gender equality in both spheres. 

Current research in Vietnam argues that gendered social norms are the leading cause 

of gender inequality and discrimination (Hoang, 2020; Institute for Social Development 

Studies, 2020; Khuat, 2004; Kwakwa, 2015; Phạm et al., 2021). Gendered social norms of 

women's domestic roles and upholding traditional moral expectations limit the extent to 
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which women seek employment, leadership roles, and work-life balance and raise their voices 

against sexual violence and harassment (CARE International Organisation, 2020; CARE 

Vietnam, 2019; Phạm et al., 2021).  

While neither national statistic nor comprehensive research on SH at work is available, 

some studies show that Vietnam is not an exception to the global workplace SH phenomenon. 

Recently, a CARE (2020) project baseline survey carried out with 107 workers in four garment 

factories found that 44% of the workers experienced at least one type of SH in the last 12 

months (CARE International Organisation 2019, ii). More than 70% of employees working in 

companies of CARE project had heard of someone experiencing SH at their workplace. 

Meanwhile, the CARE survey also showed that very few incidents had resulted in formal 

reporting to factory management. In another employment context, an online study of 

‘Women and Journalism in Vietnam’ conducted by the Fojo Media Institute in Vietnam in 2018 

found that more than 27% of 247 local female journalists experienced SH during their 

professional life (Vo, 2018). However, the actual number is likely to be higher because many 

female journalists interviewed did not include verbal communication in their definition of 

sexual harassment. Vo (2018) claims that SH in the ‘newsroom’ is persistent, with harassers 

usually being managers, but the issue only came to light in April 2018, when the ‘MeToo’ 

movement arose in the country's journalism, starting with the report of a respected 

newspaper's journalist intern in Ho Chi Minh city whom her boss had harassed (Vo, 2018). 

Even though the Fojo survey is one of the rare studies on SH, conducted at the peak of the 

‘Me Too’ social movement in Vietnam, and while the Labour Code revision was underway, it 

was not widely disseminated and cited. Another research project on violence and SH against 

workers was conducted by the Fair Wear Foundation (FWF) with 763 female workers in some 

garment factories in 2018.  I was involved in the design phase of this research. However, the 

report result has not been fully published because data on sexual harassment is considered 

'a sensitive topic' at work. This implies that SH is not considered a workplace or a worker’s 

legal rights issue, as it should be, but it may rather be a threat to a company’s reputation.  

While there is a lack of formal statistics, social media platforms, and online newspapers 

have started to bring SH to the public's attention in the wake of the ‘MeToo’ movement and 

the Labour Code revision. Hence there is an increase of voices from victims, researchers, 
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experts, and policymakers on the issue of workplace SH. The issue received public attention 

again in 2022, under various aspects of ethics, morals, law and justice, when a female 

journalist shared her story of accusing her boss of sexually harassing her 23 years ago. The 

serious harassment led her to get pregnant and miscarry, resulting in her suffering from 

mental and physical trauma for over two decades. When she reported the incident and 

reached out to a lawyer 23 years ago to seek justice, her case was not resolved as SH. Instead, 

it was considered a personal conflict and workplace problem, and the manager moved to a 

higher management role (Hieu Dong, 2022; Nguyen, 2022). In another case, a young employee 

reported coercion and harassment from a university law lecturer, which continued for a long time. 

However, the case generated contradicting views from people who expressed their doubts and 

associated her appearance with exchanging sex for job benefits (Tuong Van, 2022).  

Individual case studies in the social and news media reveal how loopholes in existing 

legislation fail to help identify SH behaviours, and the administrative handling of SH is 

ineffective, failing to deter the violation. They also indicate the influence of inequality, 

gendered social norms, gender stereotypes, and prejudice toward victims. Gender norms 

concerning women's responsibility to save the family’s reputation and dignity and the 

persistent patriarchal power hierarchy present obstacles for working people to understand, 

identify and respond to SH.  SH is often unreported, invisible, and taboo; thus, there is little 

effective response to the problem (France 24, 2019). The issue is primarily met with a 

resounding silence within Vietnamese society resulting in ineffective law implementation. 

There are no lawsuits of SH, and the few reported cases were addressed at the organisational 

level through internal procedures or in the form of reconciliation. Most information about SH 

is in the form of fragmented stories in public and social media or NGO project reports. All of 

this leads to the conclusion that the issue of workplace SH has gained inadequate attention, 

although it persists in Vietnamese society and the workplace.    

What makes workplace SH a silent issue in Vietnam? Research in Vietnam shows that 

the term SH did not exist in Vietnam in its full sense until Vietnam integrated deeply into the 

world economy and adopted international instruments concerning gender equality. For a long 

time, words like teasing, wooing, courting, and flirting were used to describe SH behaviours 

of violating cultural morality norms. SH is largely culturally constructed and reinforced by 
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traditional gender norms of gender inequality, and workplace power imbalance constitutes 

SH (ILO, 2013, p. 25; Khuat, 2004, p. 126). In the workplace, harassment often happens within 

work relations characterised by unequal power between those in positions of authority and 

their subordinates, demonstrating gender inequality at work. SH at work appears to be 

affected by occupational features and occurs in all corners of the workplace, both inside and 

outside organisational spaces (ILO, 2013, p. 8). However, reporting to organisations or 

authorised people rarely happens unless it escalates to serious forms of sexual assault (ILO, 

2013, p. 9). The impact of SH on employees and organisation is immeasurable, ranging from 

health, psychological, and social harm to economic loss. Until recently, SH was not considered 

a form of gender violence threatening a person based on their gender or sexual orientation, 

nor was gender discrimination at work. As an ILO study put it, the lack of legislation on SH 

indicated a deep reluctance of formal institutions to address workplace SH (ILO, 2013, p. 9).   

The Labour Code revision on SH provision in 2019, which takes effect on 1st January 

2021, and the supplementing legislation document, Decree 145/2020/NĐ-CP, lay out the legal 

foundation for tackling workplace SH. However, experience in many countries shows that 

while legal provisions are necessary, they are insufficient to address SH. Equally important is 

establishing and shifting the social and cultural understanding of what constitutes SH at work 

in various settings. How SH is defined in the blurred line of cultural influences and within 

workplace power relations and how working people perceive, experience, and respond to the 

issue are not automatically shaped by the law. The law itself cannot tackle inequality rooted 

in socio-cultural beliefs and norms that inform people's perceptions, legality, and 

consciousness of SH. These issues raise the need to understand workplace SH at deeper levels 

to provide evidence-based research for appropriate legislation, public action, socio-cultural 

education, and workplace-based measures to effectively combat gender-based violence in 

Vietnam.  

In the global context, workplace SH is painted as a prevalent issue entrenched across 

cultures and in various employment industries and environments. SH happens in all 

employment contexts, from schools to offices, from factory workers to government officers 

to celebrities, and from the workplace to the journey between work and home (Haspels et 

al., 2001).  UN Women (2020) reveals an alarming figure of  40-50% of working women in 
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European Union countries experiencing unwanted sexual advances, physical contact, or other 

forms of SH at work (UN Women, 2020). In the United States of America, workplace SH targets 

33 million women in work-related incidents (Langer, 2017). In Australia, 33% of employees 

were sexually harassed between 2014-2018, affecting approximately 4.4. million people; in 

total, 39% of female employees have been sexually harassed at work (Deloitte Access 

Economics, 2019, p. 24). In most reported cases, the perpetrators are supervisors, managers, 

or senior co-workers (Australian Human Rights & Commission, 2020, p. 92).  

SH rates in Asia are similarly high. According to one UN study, 30% - 40% of women 

across Asia, including Japan, Malaysia, the Philippines, and South Korea, reported suffering 

from workplace SH (UN Women, 2010). A Singapore study in 2008 reported that 54.4% of 500 

research participants experienced SH at work. Of these, nearly 60% were women,  but men 

also reported being harassed (AWARE, 2008, p. 18). Research conducted with 255 female 

Chinese journalists in 2017 found a high rate of 80% of research participants experiencing 

workplace SH  (Halegua, 2021, p. 11).  

 In the Mekong region, export-oriented industries with a predominantly female labour 

force, such as textiles, garments, footwear, and electronics, are recognised as places of 

workplace SH. In Cambodia's garment industry, research with 1,287 workers revealed that 

nearly one in three female garment factory workers experienced SH at the workplace during 

the previous year (CARE International, 2017, p. 5). Research conducted in Myanmar with 271 

working women in universities, government agencies, and the private sector reveals that SH 

is a widespread workplace issue. 58%,  55%, and 14%  of women reported experiencing at 

least one form of SH in general,  gender harassment, and unwanted sexual attention, 

respectively (Nilar & Kanai, 2003, p. 215).  

Studying SH in Asian countries presents a challenge due to SH's sensitivity to culturally 

specific Asian contexts and values (Cheung et al., 2018, p. 1468). For example, in China, which 

shares a similar socio-cultural background of Confucianism with Vietnam, the high rate of SH 

reflects a societal context where women are subordinated to men and traditionally viewed as 

the root cause of all evils. Women are often blamed for their husbands having a mistress or if 

she is sexually harassed (Srivastava and Gu 2009, 43). This means that the discussion of SH is 

repressed, and scholars are uncertain about the extent of SH prevalence (McDonald, 2012, p. 
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3). According to McDonald (2012), the changing socio-cultural understanding of SH and 

political factors also influence the reporting of SH (McDonald, 2012, p. 3). The variation of SH 

reporting across cultures is also related to the scope of the definition of SH defined by national 

laws (McDonald, 2012) and a lack of a universal definition of SH (Timmerman & Bajema, 1998, 

p. iii). The lack of agreement on what constitutes sexual harassment has led to diverse 

perceptions and understanding of SH.  

1.3. Sexual Harassment: A Multifaceted Phenomenon 

Given the difficulties in defining SH, it is perhaps unsurprising that there is no single 

theoretical framework or the best way to conceptualise the multiple faces of the SH issue. 

This section will briefly discuss some widely accepted approaches to SH, focusing on socio-

cultural aspects, organisational contexts, sex-role spill over, and natural/ biological 

explanations of SH. The socio-cultural approach examines SH as a social institution that 

manifests gender inequality, sexism, and imbalance in power relations existing within the 

broader social and political context (Gutek, 1986; MacKinnon, 1979; Thomas & Kitzinger, 

1977; Uggen & Blackstone, 2014). The organisational theory positions SH within the 

organisational power relations and highlights multiple organisational factors of power 

imbalance, unequal status, and working cultures attributed to the workplace (Gruber, 2003; 

Tangri et al., 1982). Sexual harassment is perpetrated by individuals and institutionalised in 

the organisation and workplace culture (Gelfand et al., 1995; Welsh, 1999; Williams, 1998). 

Sex-role spillover theory attempts to integrate contextual characteristics and individual 

gender-based beliefs to explain sexual harassment at work (Burgess & Borgida, 1997; Gutek, 

1986).The approach emphasises that the culturally-based gender stereotypes 

institutionalised in the workplace lead to the differential treatment of women and men with 

similar organisational roles (Stockdale, 1993, p. 97). Meanwhile, the natural/biological 

approach considers SH as an expression of sexual attraction and a natural element in mate-

seeking (Browne, 1997; Tangri & Hayes, 1997). This approach to SH explains sexual 

harassment simplistically without considering the complex factors of social and personal 

characteristics as a social construction (Pina et al., 2009, p. 133). Of these theoretical 

approaches, the socio-cultural and organisational approaches are most relevant to inform my 

conceptual research framework, which I will further discuss in chapter 2.  
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Despite many attempts to define SH, no universal definition of SH at the international 

level has been agreed upon to date (Herrera et al., 2018; Pina et al., 2009). The common 

consensus in the literature is that SH involves any physical, verbal, or nonverbal sexual 

behaviours that are unwanted, unwelcome, or offensive to recipients and interferes with the 

integrity of all sexual orientations (Australian Human Rights & Commission, 2020, p. 16; 

Cantisano et al., 2008; Dyer et al., 2019; Gutek, 1992; Herrera et al., 2018; Ineson et al., 2013, 

p. 1; Ranganathan et al., 2021, p. 1). Defining unwanted sexual conduct is critical to distinguish 

between inoffensive and unacceptable behaviour to help prohibit workplace mistreatment 

and permit consensual sexual behaviour (McCann, 2005, p. 3).  

A pioneering feminist study in the 1970s categorised two forms of SH: quid pro quo and 

hostile environment (Farley, 1978; MacKinnon, 1979; McDonald, 2012; Whaley & Tucker, 

2007). Quid pro quo happens 'when sexual compliance is exchanged or proposed to be 

exchanged for an employment opportunity’ (MacKinnon, 1979, p. 31). In other words, it 

occurs when job-related benefits depend on the victims acceding to demands for some form 

of sexual behaviour (McCann, 2005, p. 18). The second form arises when 'SH is a persistent 

condition of work', whereby unwelcome sexual behaviours, which can happen in physical or 

verbal forms, create a hostile environment (Johnson et al., 2018, p. 24; MacKinnon, 1979, p. 

32). The distinction between the quid pro quo and a hostile environment is that the former 

involves a one-on-one relationship in which powerful people take employment control over 

the target. The latter involves many perpetrators, and many targets and co-workers present 

a pattern of hostile sexist behaviour toward multiple targets (Johnson et al., 2018, p. 24). 

In another approach, researchers conceptualise SH as a psychological construct 

(Fitzgerald et al., 1995, p. 443) and classify SH under the behavioral categories of gender 

harassment, sexual coercion, and unwanted sexual attention (Fitzgerald et al., 1995, pp. 430–

431; Johnson et al., 2018, p. 18). These dimensions of SH were purposely developed to classify 

and measure sexual behaviours. Gender harassment includes harmful or illegal SH that is not 

necessarily sexual activities or motivated by sexual desire (Johnson et al., 2018, pp. 24–25). 

This type of SH stems from negative views of women and general gender hostility (Keplinger 

et al., 2019, p. 2). It can be defined as violating cultural gender stereotypes held by harassers  

(Johnson et al., 2018, p. 24). Thus, gender harassment represents the basis for more egregious 
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forms of SH and reflects broader gender inequality- ties in society and is also the most 

pervasive and can have particularly profound adverse effects on women (Keplinger et al., 

2019, p. 2). Sexual coercion involves sexual advances and, in some instances, makes some 

form of sexual cooperation a condition of employment in the form of sexual compliance 

(Gelfand et al., 1995, p. 168; Johnson et al., 2018, p. 25; Lim & Cortina, 2005, p. 484). Sexual 

coercion involves threats toward women who will not comply with sexual requests or bribes 

in exchange for sex (Keplinger et al., 2019, p. 2). It is noted that sexual coercion is always 

undesirable, nonconsensual and involves power relations (Karantzas et al., 2016, p. 1054; 

O’Sullivan & Allgeier, 1998, p. 234). Meanwhile, unwanted sexual attention includes sexual 

advances, but it is unnecessary to add professional rewards or threats. It expresses sexual 

interest that is unwelcome, unreciprocated, repeated requests, and offensive to the target 

(Gelfand et al., 1995, p. 168; Glomb et al., 1997, p. 316; Johnson et al., 2018). It is distinguished 

from sexual compliance as it lacks job losses or benefits and is not tied to job-related 

outcomes (Gelfand et al., 1995, p. 168; Glomb et al., 1997, p. 316). 

Psychological explanations contribute to measuring SH behaviours, while legal 

definitions constitute the legal framework to address SH. Together, these approaches help 

define and classify various sexual behavioural forms at the workplace and how the law and 

organisational policy can be formulated in responding to SH. Regulations to prevent SH at 

work may reflect different theories of SH. According to UN Women (2019), the law may treat 

SH as gender discrimination, an offence against dignity, or an issue of workers' health and 

safety. For example, in the United States, labour law defines SH as discrimination in 

employment and can lead to employer liability. In many European countries, SH law 

incorporates discrimination, dignity, and health and safety perspectives. In many developing 

countries, SH is an offence against dignity that results in criminal punishment for the 

perpetrators (UN Women, 2019). 

The diagram below displays the parallel between the two concepts.  
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Figure 1.1: Defining Sexual Harassment: The parallel of behavioural categories and legal concept 

Source: L. F. Fitzgerald, Gelfand, and Drasgow 1995, 431 

In the international policy framework, SH is defined under the category of Gender Based 

Violence (GBV). The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 

Women (CEDAW) and ILO's CEACR (Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions 

and Recommendations) affirm that SH is a serious manifestation of gender discrimination. 

The CEDAW's General Recommendation No. 19 (11th session, 1992) characterised ‘gender-

based violence, which impairs or nullifies the enjoyment by women of human rights and 

fundamental freedoms, as discrimination’ (CEDAW 1993, paragraph 7). Recently, the 

International Labour Organisation (ILO) convention 190 of Eliminating Violence and 

Harassment in the World of Work recognises that gender stereotypes, discrimination, and 

unequal power relations are ‘underlying causes’ and ‘risk factors’ of GBV at work, including 

SH (ILO, 2019). Recommendation No. 206 highlights that violence and harassment threaten 

equal opportunities, are unacceptable, and are incompatible with decent work (ILO 2019). 

The recommendation states: ‘Violence and harassment encompasses a range of behaviours 

and practices, or threats thereof, whether a single occurrence or repeated, that aim at, result 

in, or are likely to result in physical, psychological, sexual or economic harm, including gender-

based violence and harassment’ (2019, article 2). SH in the world of work, thus, needs to be 

addressed within independent policies on gender-based discrimination at work. 
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Understanding workplace SH also involves understanding how individuals perceive SH, 

experience, and respond to the issue at work and what factors impact this process (Bitton & 

Shaul, 2013; Foulis & McCabe, 1997; Gowan & Zimmermann, 1996; Hamada, 1995; Mazer & 

Percival, 1989; McCabe & Hardman, 2005). Individuals' attitudes and consciousness influence 

their definitions of  SH and their labelling of the SH experience. In turn, (frequent) experiences 

of sexual harassment may shape people's definitions and attitudes toward sexual harassment 

(Gowan & Zimmermann, 1996, p. 721; Mazer & Percival, 1989, p. 137). However, the 

relationship between people's perceptions and experiences of SH is contradictory. Some 

studies find that past experience of SH (including the type of SH and severity of behaviours) 

strongly influences employees' conceptualisation of SH (Gowan & Zimmermann, 1996; Mazer 

& Percival, 1989; Powell, 1983). Other studies indicate no clear relationship between past 

experience and people's perception of SH because people become habituated to SH 

behaviours and tend not to label those behaviours as sexual harassment (Konrad & Gutek, 

1986, p. 432). People who experienced more sexual harassment and those who experienced 

less sexual harassment demonstrate a similar consciousness and perception about the 

severity level of sexual harassment (Mazer & Percival, 1989, p. 144). Studies indicate that 

various individual and organisational factors are involved in determining people's perceptions 

and experience of SH, including age, gender, gender role, past experiences of sexual 

harassment, gender ratio, sexual harassment policies, and the role of employers (Amick & 

Sorenson, 2006; McCabe & Hardman, 2005). 

Regarding working people's exposure to SH, several studies have shown that women 

are more likely to be affected and experience more frequent sexual harassment at work than 

men. This is due to unequal gender relations and power distribution in many societies, cross-

employment sectors, and patriarchal traditions (Australian Human Rights & Commission, 

2020; Cortina & Berdahl, 2008; Fitzgerald & Cortina, 2018; McDonald, 2012; Sojo et al., 2016). 

Adult, young and disadvantaged women remain the most frequent subject of expected 

unwanted sexual conduct (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2018, p. 21; AWARE, 2008, 

p. 18; European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2014, p. 81; Uggen & Blackstone, 

2014). Women with a lower education level, temporary contracts,  and women in subordinate 

positions are reported to be harassed more than other groups (Breant, 2017, p. 29,36; 

McCann, 2015, pp. 5–6; Timmerman & Bajema, 1998, p. 5). Besides, migrant workers, 
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unregulated workplaces, and workers in the private sector are more vulnerable to sexual 

harassment. This is because their status depends on employers' sponsors, guardians, and 

contracts (Puri & Cleland, 2007; Welsh et al., 2006). Workers on casual and limited tenure 

work are at high risk of sexual harassment regardless of their position in the organisation 

(Deloitte Access Economics, 2019, p. 45). 

Interestingly, women in authority and leadership positions and women in male-

dominated employment are also found to be at risk of being sexually harassed at work 

(McCann, 2015; McLaughlin et al., 2012; Romito et al., 2004; Watts, 2007). Nonetheless, 

Beltramini et al. (2020) argue that it is unclear whether women in powerful positions are more 

likely to be targeted by sexual harassment than employees in lower-level positions or whether 

their positions make them more likely to define sexual harassment behaviour and more 

comfortable reporting them (Beltramini et al., 2020, p. 407). These findings contribute to the 

general knowledge that sexual harassment is a means of social control and expression of 

hostile gender power to thwart women who venture beyond traditional roles of 

subordination (Beltramini et al., 2020, p. 407). 

In regard to responding and reporting SH, scholars have offered multiple models, 

drawing attention to critical responding strategies at individual, organisational, and social 

levels (Cortina and Wasti 2005, Gruber and Bjorn 1986). Gruber and Bjorn (1986) suggested 

socio-cultural, organisational, and personal resource models. They explain that social power, 

workplace power and position, and self-esteem are key factors determining sexual 

harassment and response strategy. People tend to respond to sexual harassment similarly 

regardless of their socio-cultural power resources position. Women who hold more significant 

power sometimes do not utilise their power sources to respond assertively to sexual 

harassment (Gruber & Bjorn, 1986, pp. 820–821). Coping strategies vary from passive to 

assertive (Cortina & Wasti, 2005; Knapp et al., 1997; Wasti & Cortina, 2002). 

Coping strategies are important to research because most workers who experience 

workplace SH do not admit to or label their experience as SH (Burgess et al., 2018, p. 398). 

Common responses to SH are avoidance, denial, negotiation, advocacy seeking, and social 

coping (Knapp et al., 1997; Wasti & Cortina, 2002, p. 394). The silence on SH is attributed to 

socio-cultural beliefs that encourage submissiveness and underpin the victims' powerlessness 
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(Kalra and Bhugra 2013, 245). Victims of SH experience a sense of blame and cultural shame, 

while perpetrators are more likely to consider SH normal or acceptable behaviour (Haspels et 

al., 2001, p. 36). The issue is a pervasive but hidden form of gender-based violence (Latcheva, 

2017, p. 1821).  

The above literature, mostly reporting on SH in Western societies, has illuminated 

various aspects related to the workplace. As research on workplace SH in Vietnam is limited, 

this broader literature is worthwhile considering when examining SH against working women 

in Vietnam.   

1.4. Research Rational and Research Problem  

The present research focuses on workplace SH of working women in contemporary 

Vietnam. Although men are increasingly recognised as victims of workplace SH, this research 

specifically focuses on the issues faced by working women, which has, as already stated, 

received little academic attention. Meanwhile, the significant studies on workplace SH are 

mainly conducted in Anglo-Western countries and are informed by Western 

experiences(McDonald, 2012, p. 2), which may differ from the case in Vietnam. Vietnam is 

one of the success stories in Asia in translating equal educational attainment into gender 

equality in the labour participation rate (Banerji et al., 2018, p. 17). However, there remain 

challenges to female participation in the workplace, including gender inequality at work, 

despite the fact that Vietnam has greater female labour force participant rates than other 

developing countries in the region (Cunningham et al., 2018, p. 2). An increase in female 

employment is associated with high risks of gender vulnerability to violence, including 

harassment. Jobs can increase women's agency, which is the ability to make one's own 

choices and act upon them. Still, a lack of agency and freedom from violence will limit 

women's employment opportunities (World Bank Group, 2014, pp. 2–3). Women cannot 

fulfill their potential economic opportunities if the critical constraints on women's agency are 

not well addressed (2014). The changing economy and labour division that increase the 

number of women participating in the workforce contribute to unequal power distribution 

that must be considered when seeking to explain the associated factors of SH at work. While 

other related GVB issues have been well-addressed in Vietnam, workplace SH remains a 

hidden issue with a lack of empirical research.  
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Vietnam’s policy and legal evolution over the country's development history have 

demonstrated immense progress in respecting human rights and attempting to liberate the 

people from the traditional Confucian-based doctrine of men's dominance and women's 

subordination and domestic roles (Teerawichitchainan et al., 2015, p. 61). Anti-discrimination 

legal frameworks are necessary to tackle institutional and individual gender discrimination 

(Nguyen & Simkin, 2017, p. 609). However, policy development often does little to challenge 

and eliminate traditional cultural justification of gender disparity which are a cause of gender-

based violence and sexual harassment. Gender mainstreaming into development programs 

and laws has not well focused and amply addressed the construction of gender relations at 

work and shifting workplace culture and public attitudes that reinforce gender norms.  

At the same time, the government of Vietnam has demonstrated its commitment to the 

global goals of promoting gender equality and the ILO Convention 190 on the Elimination of 

Violence and Harassment in the World of Work (ILO Convention 190) to create a zero-

tolerance environment toward GBVH at work.  Vietnam enacted the Labour Code revision in 

2019 that harmonises the country's law with the convention. The law and the convention 

provide complementary and mutual reinforcement of national and international standards to 

tackle workplace SH.  

Given this current context in Vietnam, along with my experience in contributing to 

Vietnam Labour Code revision advocacy, this research on contemporary workplace SH is very 

timely. Vietnam's specific social, cultural, economic, and legal environment makes it an 

intriguing workplace SH case study. This thesis contributes to the argument in the existing 

literature that SH manifests gender inequality and a form of GBV and is a persistent and 

pernicious issue of workplace discrimination in the changing employment context. SH is 

positioned in the intersections of society's cultural norms attributed to women, gender 

relations and values, class, and power relations at work. Workplace SH toward female 

employees begins with unequal gender relations, gender stereotypes, discrimination, and 

unequal power relations in society and at the workplace. This thesis also considers the 

workers' consciousness of legal rights to explore whether the legal terms capture what 

constitutes SH in reality and what factors inform working people's legality of addressing 

workplace SH. The impact of existing cultural and gendered social norms on workers' legal 
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rights consciousness creates challenges in addressing workplace inequality and SH. It poses 

the need to promote a social and cultural understanding of SH and policy implementation to 

ensure women's agencies and power are presented in policy, the workplace, and society. 

Workplace SH in Vietnam should be understood in the broader context of women's 

participation in Vietnam employment and the socio-cultural contexts in which women's 

image, roles, and contributions have been portrayed. Under the Vietnamese socialist-

communist gender regime, women have been recognised early on as an important labour 

force and encouraged to participate in all social strata. However, the era of Vietnam's 

economic development and globalisation reintroduced and reinforced some traditional 

Confucian gender roles with double standards toward women. Economic development also 

manifests some problems commonly seen in a capitalist society, where gender inequality 

manifests in low-paid jobs, unequal pay for equal work, and limited leadership roles. By 

bringing to light the complex cultural narratives that are reinforced by workplace power, the 

thesis expects to contribute distinctive empirical and theoretical insights into the socio-

cultural and organisational construction of SH into workplace gender issues in Asian country 

contexts. 

1.5. Research Objectives and Questions 

The research seeks to examine the multifaceted workplace SH from employees' 

perspectives and the underlying factors that construct the issue. Thus, it investigates the 

socio-cultural and organisational factors that shape how individuals conceptualise, 

experience, and respond to the workplace SH. The research also explores the extent to which 

laws and regulations reflect working workers' legal consciousness and identifies the gaps 

between legal terms and workers' deployment of legal languages to address workplace SH.  

To answer the main research question posed above, this thesis focuses on the socio-

cultural, organisational and legal factors underpinning working people's perceptions, 

experiences, and responses to SH. It addresses the following sub-questions: 

 

Research Questions  

1. How has sexual harassment been conceptualised and defined at work?  
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2. To what extent are working women's perceptions, experiences and responses to 

workplace SH shaped by the socio-cultural constructions of gender relations and 

organisational power?  

3. To what extent do working women's responses to SH draw on a sense of legal 

consciousness to demand justice or on other values and expectations? 

The findings of this study will inform feminist interventions to appropriate public action, 

socio-cultural education, shifting gendered social norms, and workplace-based measures to 

combat gender-based violence in the Vietnam workplace effectively. The research will also 

contribute to academic and feminist research on gender equality and women's human rights 

in Vietnam. Understanding people's perceptions, experiences, and responses to SH is 

essential for recommending laws and procedures to remedy the problem.  

1.6. Research Methodology 

The research employs a mixed methods approach combining quantitative and 

qualitative data collection. The research methodology was changed from qualitative to mixed 

methods considering travel bans during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic to achieve 

similar outcomes and to ensure sufficient information was collected.  The benefit of mixed-

methods research is that quantitative research findings are further investigated and cross-

examined through the qualitative method (Creswell, 1999, p. 460).  

I developed a survey in Qualtrics and a semi-structured in-depth interview 

questionnaire to obtain data. The survey allows the researcher to reach a greater number of 

participants to gain a broad understanding of the prevalence and patterns of SH in the 

workplace. Interviews collect specific, detailed 'stories' from participants to get in-depth 

information about the research issues. Qualitative research emphasises the significance of 

each participant's story and how their perspectives on the research issue had influenced by 

their situation and experiences. Both the survey questionnaire and the interview questions 

were developed in three sections, of which the first covers participants' demographics, 

including age, gender, marital status, occupation, and work position. The second section 

examines people's understanding and perception of SH in general and at the workplace. The 
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last section focuses on people's experiences of SH, how people respond to SH, and their 

knowledge of policy on workplace SH (see Appendix 2 and 3).   

 

Figure 1.2: Mixed-methods Research 

In designing these research instruments, I drew on existing tools such as the Sexual 

Experiences Questionnaire (SEQ) developed by Fitzgerald et al. (Fitzgerald et al., 1988) and 

the socio-legal approach by Ewick and Silbey (1998). The SEQ seeks to capture SH through 

three dimensions: gender harassment, unwanted sexual attention, and sexual coercion. The 

term SH does not appear until the end of the questionnaire to avoid prejudging the 

respondents' subjective experiences, given the ambiguity surrounding the concept of SH 

(Fitzgerald et al., 1995, p. 427). Similarly, the legal research approach proposes a method in 

which the research questions do not imply or enforce a conventional definition of law and 

legality (Ewick & Silbey, 1998, p. 24). Instead, the method invites interviewees to start with a 

depiction of their daily experiences at home and work. Interviewees are asked more 

structured questions when they mention events or experiences that relate to SH. This 

approach is useful for this research study because it helps people to disclose the interactions 

between socio-cultural factors, workplace contexts, and law, and how consciousness of SH 

and language to describe it frames their understanding and response to the issue.  

Based on these methodological approaches, I provided the respondents with a list of 

behaviours drawn from the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (Part 1604 
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Guideline on Discrimination Because of Sex, 1980) and Code of Conduct in Vietnam (VCCI. et 

al., 2015)  and paraphrased to be culturally understandable (See appendix 6). With the help 

of this list, I aimed to capture how people define and label their experiences as SH and disclose 

them. This allowed survey respondents to define which behaviours, in their view, constitute 

SH, and to add other conduct or behaviours not listed that they considered to be SH.  

In interviews, I also did not use legal terms or ask direct questions about whether they 

had experienced SH. Instead, I tried to analyse whether and how respondents used words 

that have a similar meaning to legal terms describing SH. It should be noted that at the time I 

conducted the interviews, the law on SH was not well-established, and there were no 

guidelines available on how to implement it. The Code of Conduct (2015) addressed SH, but 

it was not binding. Therefore, it was important to ask questions that did not assume 

knowledge of legal terms and to give respondents space to define SH behaviours based on 

their own understanding and experience within their social contexts and organisational 

environments. This also helped to overcome people's hesitance to label their experience as 

SH, which remains a sensitive issue.  

Identifying and selecting participants and interview locations 

The Qualtrics survey was completed by 342 employees working in state organisations, 

factories, and private sector industries such as banking often have a high proportion of female 

employment. The survey recruited employees across various employment sectors of state-

employment - organisations, service sectors, and private-sector manufacturing plants, 

allowing me to obtain a broader picture of SH at the workplace. The survey targeted 

workplaces where women constitute a significant proportion of the workforce, such as 

garment factories, wherein nearly 80% of the industry workforce are women (Vietnam 

General Department of Census, 2020). Every employee willing to join the research had access 

to the survey, which explains that although the research mainly targets female workers, 

workers also participated (See Appendix 8). In the survey, two main groups are distinguished: 

‘white-collar’- office staff and blue-collar- factory workers. Office staff comprise more than 

half of the participants, most of whom work in the banking industry. This industry was 

included in this survey as it employs a young, educated working population and a high 

proportion of female staff. Their work often involves diverse relationships with managers, co-
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workers, and customers. Because of these factors, it was suggested that SH might be common 

in the banking industry (Giao et al., 2020, p. 2). Managers and team leaders constitute a 

quarter of the survey participants, mostly in banking and trade unions. In factories, very few 

women occupy leadership roles, even in those workplaces where they account for the 

majority of the labour force. 

The key interview population of 72 comprises female officers in state agencies, female 

factory workers, and key informants. Of these, 17 interviews were conducted with female 

officers in state agencies, 42 with female and two with male factory workers, and 12 with key 

informants, including four men (See appendix 4 and 7). Of the 72 interviews undertaken in 

this study, 60% were conducted with factory workers and 40% with office staff and managers. 

I attempted to collect diverse voices from the different kinds of factories, including garment, 

textile, footwear, and electronics, in various locations in the North, South, and Central regions 

of Vietnam. This allows the research to explore whether workplace characteristics, locations, 

and local culture may contribute differently to workers' understanding, experiences, and 

responses to sexual harassment.  

Government employees and factory workers were targeted because it can be assumed 

that they have different educational and social backgrounds, job opportunities, and working 

conditions that impact on their perception and response to SH differently. White-collar work 

in public service often involves workers with higher levels of education and more experience 

living in urban, more cosmopolitan settings. In comparison, factory workers tend to have 

lower levels of education and, in many instances, more rural backgrounds. This research 

design is carefully developed to enable comparison to be made on the perceptions, 

experiences and responses to SH of working women with different life and work experiences. 

To date, there is no research examining workplace SH in state organisations, which poses a 

gap in understanding the workplace issue in different employment sectors. Some research 

discusses the SH of factory workers (CARE 2020), but many questions related to workplace SH 

remain unanswered.  Factory workers participating in this research outnumber state officers 

because I tried to reach out to workers in different factories and regions to obtain diverse 

voices. Among workers, some participated in and received training on workers' well-being 

projects funded by CARE International and legal aid training from the Center for Development 
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and Integration (CDI). Therefore, they were more knowledgeable about workplace SH and 

related laws and policies. While the research mainly targeted women, some male employees 

participated in surveys. Engaging men helped to see the situation from different perspectives. 

The third group of interviewees are 12 key informants, including the representative of 

policymakers, researchers, lawyers, trade unions, women’s unions, managers and NGO 

representatives, of those four are male. They were included among the research interviews 

because they work on gender, worker issues, and policy. Given the accessibility to recruit 

participants and the labour nature of more women working on gender issues than men, their 

dual views- as experts on the working areas and as male staff provides critical insights into to 

the research.  

The research sample presents indicative views of working women in the target 

population and organisations about SH in Vietnam workplace with careful research steps 

undertaken for recruiting participants. Snowball sampling was applied to recruit interview 

participants. This technique allows me to discover characteristics of research populations that 

I may not be aware of before conducting the research. Since existing international and 

Vietnamese literature has indicated the common issues of SH in all sectors of employment, 

this research sample provides indicative insight of workplace SH that Vietnamese women 

face.  

        Female staff in the research mainly come from state-employed organisations of two 

unions and one ministry, as well as other central and local government offices. These research 

organisations work on the mandates of gender and workers' rights. However, this group of 

female staff are currently absent Vietnam's research on gender issues in Vietnam, and thus, 

their views on SH help to uncover the under-research areas. The interviews with workers were 

conducted in three main regions of Vietnam, North, Middle and South and at foreign and local 

owned companies. In addition, the survey reached out to female labour-intensive 

employment sectors and opened to everyone, including staff or managers, male or female, 

who were interested in the research.  

I attempted to collect diverse voices from different kinds of factories, including 

garment, textile, footwear, and electronics, in various locations in Vietnam's North, South, 

and Central regions. This allows the research to explore whether workplace characteristics, 
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locations, and local culture may contribute differently to workers' understanding, 

experiences, and responses to sexual harassment. With this research design-based on a 

saturation sample and survey, I do not intend to make statistical generalisations. 

The research locations were Thanh Hoa, Hanoi, Vinh Phuc, Hai Duong, Hai Phong, Dong 

Nai provinces and Ho Chi Minh city. Thanh Hoa is the largest province with the third biggest 

population in central Vietnam and an increasingly important location for garment and textile 

factories.  Hanoi is the capital of Vietnam and the second-largest city. It is the country’s centre 

of politics, economy, culture, science, and technology and hosts all ministries and state 

agencies, VWU, Trade Union, MOLISA, and other government organisations, as well as 

research institutions, were the key informants of this study work. Workers in factories located 

on the outskirts of Hanoi also participated in this research.  

The other five provinces and cities were suggested by staff in a local NGO organisation, 

the CDI, to reach more factory workers.  Vinh Phuc, Hai Duong, and Hai Phong are in the north 

of Vietnam and Dong Nai provinces and Ho Chi Minh city are in south of Vietnam. These 

provinces have foreign and locally owned factories that attract many workers. Interviewing 

workers from different factories in various locations and regions of Vietnam allowed me to 

gain a more nuanced understanding of diverse workers' views and how they reflect local 

socio-cultural values and backgrounds, shaping their perception, experience and response to 

SH. Including international and locally owned factories which also helped to understand how 

the organisational context contributes to workers’ experiences and actions.  

Data collection 

Given the COVID-19 pandemic that barred travelling to Vietnam, my data collection was 

conducted online over four months, from January to May 2021. The survey participants were 

invited through trade union staff in factories, leaders in state agencies and networks of family, 

relatives, colleagues and friends. Most research participants were recruited through my 

professional and personal networks developed over 20 years of working in Vietnam. These 

networks helped to build trust with participants and contributed to the honest sharing of 

information. I contacted managers who were my colleagues and friends, the scholarship 

alumni network, the factory trade union staff, and NGOs' staff to help disseminate the survey 
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to their staff, colleagues, and friends. Many of these workers invited their peers to join the 

survey through snowballing.  

Those willing to participate in the survey gave written consent on the first page of the 

survey before entering the main questionnaire (See appendix 2). The survey ran for more than 

two months in February and early April 2021. About 60 people who signed the consent form 

but completed less than one-third of the survey were removed from the survey count because 

their responses did not provide enough information to meet the research objectives.   

To recruit interviews, I applied snowball sampling, starting with members of my 

professional network (also called network sampling) (Sarantakos, 2005, p. 139). Working 

people who agreed to participate in an interview contacted me with their contact details. 

Interviews with working women focused on understanding workplace SH from employees' 

perceptions, experiences, and responses to workplace issues. Key informants were asked 

about their perspectives on SH as a workplace problem and their views on current policies 

and legislation to address SH in Vietnam. All interviews were conducted via telephone, and 

participants gave verbal consent before the interview started.  Interviews lasted an average 

of 50-60 minutes, with some shorter interviews of around 40 minutes and some longer ones 

when interviewees had a lot of information and interest in the topic. Most interviews were 

conducted from my home office in Australia, and some were conducted from office space at 

Flinders University. Interviews were organised based on a participants' availability and 

comfort. Interviews with Vietnamese workers often occurred in the evening, after they 

finished their day shift and completed their domestic work, which was often late Australian 

evening time.  Interviews were conducted at participants’ homes to ensure their privacy, 

confidentiality, and comfort. Interviews with state officers and informants were often 

conducted from their office or a spare office and during working time. 

Care was taken to ensure that no paper trail would disclose the research participants’ 

identity or evidence of sharing information with me. All interviewees were given pseudonyms 

in accordance with the Flinders University research ethics approval (See appendix 1 and 5 for 

the ethics approval and consent form). I took notes of all the in-depth interview information 

and later coded it in NVivo software.   
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Data analysis 

The Qualtrics survey was analysed in SPSS to produce descriptive statistics to map 

factors like gender, age, education, employment, and position positions. Cross-tabulation was 

used to relate these factors with the perceptions and experiences of SH. The text responses 

to the survey's open questions shed light on the underlying causes that shape SH and people's 

responses to the workplace issue. Frequency helped me gain a deeper look at the survey's 

issues to describe SH at work. Interviews transcripts were thematically coded in the NVivo 

program under the themes following the structure of the research questions. I read the 

transcripts and identified key themes that responded to the research and interview questions. 

The relevant information was organised and categorised under these key themes and later 

analysed.  

1.7. Research Significance  

This research is one of the first empirical academic studies in contemporary Vietnam to 

explore SH as a workplace gender issue rooted in gender discrimination, gender inequality, 

and workplace power relations. The research positions SH within workplace settings to tease 

out underlying socio-cultural and organisational factors underpinning workers' perceptions, 

experiences and responses to SH in the workplace. The research produced empirical data to 

understand workplace SH from the working people's perspectives – not only as the SH target 

but also as agents of change in tackling workplace SH. The research addresses workplace SH 

as a process that consists of working people (1) conceptualising, (2) experiencing, admitting 

and disclosing their SH incidents, and (3) responding to SH. This process is investigated in the 

intersection of organisational power relations and the socio-cultural construction of 

workplace culture.  

The research identifies existing and emerging power dynamics at workplace SH that 

contribute to workplace SH and informs workers' legal consciousness. In doing so, the 

research seeks to enrich the theoretical understanding of workplace SH by delving into the 

cultural constructions of gender and power relations, which manifest the embodiment of 

traditional unequal gendered social norms existing in society and extending to the workplace. 

The research indicates that workplace SH illustrates the entanglement of the organisational 

and cultural power of the gender construction in the context of the Vietnam workplace. These 
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power sources exhibit the hallmarks of Vietnamese patriarchal ideology and practices of male 

dominance in the organisational hierarchy. Power at work is not separate from the 

organisational system and cultural influences; instead, they reinforce each other. Within this 

context, sexual harassment maintains the gender inequality of women and discourages them 

from working and confronting harassers.  

In addition, the study illuminates how law and organisational policy shape the 

organisation's legal environment that informs workers' legal consciousness of (in)justice and 

options to address SH.  It examines whether the legal terms capture what constitutes SH in 

reality. In turn, the empirical research findings provide the basis for recommendations to 

address factors that constrain the implementation of the law to address workplace SH. While 

policy-making on women's rights in Vietnam has made progress in addressing the harassment 

of women at work, there is great scope addressing remedy through implanting more legal and 

structural changes. Such measures would help protect women and shift the mindset of 'male 

entitlement' and the notion of what constitutes normal or acceptable behaviour in the 

workplace.  The research is conducted at a critical time in Vietnam as new legislation is 

established and the country moves towards ratifying the ILO convention 190. The findings 

serve as an evidence base to advocate for strengthening Vietnamese legislation on SH and 

harmonising it with the ILO convention 190.  

Furthermore, his research adds a detailed examination of SH in Vietnam's unique 

cultural and social context to the existing social science literature. The country has moved 

from low economic development and a Confucian patriarchal culture-influenced society to a 

more open and fast-developing country with a diverse culture and values, leading to changes 

in socio-cultural beliefs and gender norms. Research findings provide evidence for influencing 

gender norms to support women's advancement, employment participation, and workplace 

safety. Vietnam's economic and human development also requires the government's 

commitment to implementing international human rights and gender equality conventions.  

By investigating in the research themes above, the research, thus first makes an original 

contribution to identifying and filling gaps in knowledge about workplace SH in Vietnam and 

extends our understanding of the issue in the context beyond the West. The Vietnamese 

context is nuanced and complex, bringing together historical, cultural, structural, and legal 
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factors that shape the phenomenon of sexual harassment. The second contribution centres 

on examining sociocultural and organisational factors giving rise to sexual harassment in the 

context of Vietnam, including differential workplace power and the role of gendered norms 

operating in workplace contexts. Some of these same sociocultural and organisational factors 

also serve to limit responses to sexual harassment, leading to individualised responses that 

may further harm working women. It deepens our understanding of sexual harassment in 

Vietnam through examining how working women conceptualise and make sense of SH in the 

workplace environment, and underscoring the variety of perspectives people hold about what 

constitutes SH. 

Moreover, the research offers a cultural dimension of understanding SH, revealing SH 

at work has been obscured by long-lasting Confucian influence. At the same time, it reflects 

the gender values of socialist-communist gender regime, which at some points, reinforces the 

traditional culture norms. The working people’s perceptions are coloured by many layered 

cultural influences, including global media, knowledge of women’s rights, as well as a sense 

of the brave roles of women in Vietnam’s history and the need to provide and care for family 

by making sacrifices.  

The case of research in Vietnam contributes to feminist debates on the construction of 

gendered social norms in relation to SH, raising argument of persistent bias gendered social 

norms of inequality between men and women in a changing gender relations context. It 

demonstrates while the Vietnam contemporary society welcome more elements of Southeast 

Asian culture and Western values, there is tension of shifting the unwritten norms and 

balance women's roles and position at work. Together, these factors make SH is highly 

complicated gender and workplace issue. The research points to that while SH at work is a 

global common issue, it is also culturally specific construction. Findings from the thesis help 

to broaden the literature on the role of social norms, which are not fixed but changeable 

across time and space, as potentially putting brakes on or providing accelerators to promote 

women's voices and organisation power to tackle SH in the workplace. The research provides 

evidence for influencing gender norms to support women's advancement, employment 

participation, and workplace equality and safety. By using a mixed methods approach that 

includes qualitative and quantitative data collection, and multi- feminist approaches of SH, 

the research brings new conceptual and theorical insights of examining SH from 
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interconnected approach of socio- cultural, organisational and legal consciousness to SH. 

Finally, the research, encourages academic research on SH in Vietnam, and adds to the body 

of feminist research on workplace SH in Asian countries.  

1.8. Research Outline   

This thesis is organised into eight chapters. Chapter one has presented an overview 

background of the research, reflecting the country's research context and global workplace 

SH issues, research rationale, objectives, research questions, and methodology and research 

significance. Chapter two discusses critical theories conceptualising workplace SH within 

gender and organisational contexts. This chapter sets out my conceptual research framework, 

grounded in the tangible correlation of socio-cultural, organisational and legal consciousness 

approaches. Chapter three focuses on unpacking workplace SH in Vietnam to understand how 

the issue has been conceptualised from social, academic, and cultural perspectives and legal 

lenses. The chapter demonstrates the link between traditional cultural expectations and 

practices that inform workplace SH and how the law reflects the need to address the 

workplace in a more effective legislative framework. Chapter four examines working people's 

conceptualisation of SH, showing the various perceptions, understandings, and definitions of 

SH, and reaffirming the common characteristics of sexual behaviours that constitute SH. 

Chapter five positions SH within the workplace setting to reveal the multiple socio-cultural 

and organisational factors contributing to workplace SH. The chapter highlights that 

workplace power, as a core driving of workplace SH, consists of organisational power relations 

and cultural relations and is governed by traditional gendered social norms. Chapter six seeks 

to understand how working women experience SH at work, pointing out multiple cultural 

narratives and organisational factors that influence the forms and likelihood of experiencing 

workplace SH. The chapter also indicates different exposure levels of workplace SH to female 

working groups, in which white-collar workers and female managers experience higher 

incidents than blue-collar workers and staff positions. Chapter seven presents various coping 

strategies and tactics female employees mobilise to respond to SH, of which individual 

response is the most frequent while formal reporting is rare. It reveals that working people’s 

cultural interpretation informs their responses and legal consciousness of gender roles, social 

expectations, and workplace cultures. Chapter 8 presents the thesis conclusion, including the 
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leading findings, research contributions, limitations, future research suggestions, and 

recommendations.  
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO EXPLAIN SEXUAL 
HARASSMENT  

This chapter explores how SH has been conceptualised as a gender issue in feminist 

theory and related explanatory models. In this chapter, I show that SH is a multifaceted 

phenomenon that cannot be fully captured and understood by a single theoretical 

perspective, such as Radical, Liberal, or Socialist feminism. Key works written on these 

theories do not directly address SH but inform conceptual approaches to SH, particularly 

socio-cultural and organisational approaches, and show the relevance of legal consciousness 

in examining SH. 

The chapter overviews feminist theories and different explanatory models on SH at 

work. Using a feminist lens and understanding the socio-cultural, organisational and legal 

consciousness dimensions is critical to workplace SH and informs my research framework. 

Undertaking theoretically informed research on this topic adds to the existing academic 

literature on SH in Vietnam, which thus far has been lacking in explicitly articulating the 

theoretical framework in which SH was researched. This has resulted in a missing appreciation 

of how specific cultural and organisational contexts contribute to workplace SH and 

distinguish SH as a workplace gender issue and SH in general.  

First, I show that the Radical, Liberal, and Socialist feminist schools of thought provide 

a foundation for conceptualising SH as a broader issue of gender and inequality. I discuss a 

few widely accepted models and approaches to workplace SH, namely the socio-cultural, 

organisational, and legal consciousness. Finally, I synthesise the findings from sections 2.1 and 

2.2 to conceptualise my research framework on workplace SH.  

2.1. Feminist Conceptualisations of Gender and Sexual Harassment 

Feminist theories have significantly focused on conceptualising gender inequality, 

sexuality, and the system of oppression in which gender identities construct women's lives. 

This section briefly discusses some important feminist theory contributions by radical, liberal, 

and social feminists to SH. I demonstrate that the feminist lens views SH as nested in a broader 

issue of unequal gender relations. 
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Radical feminist theorists view a patriarchal society as a societal structure in which 

men's dominance is the root cause of gender inequality and women's oppression (Atkinson, 

2000; Rowland & Klein, 1990, p. 275; Walby, 1990, p. 3). This oppressing structure of male 

dominance perpetuates women's inferior position through the socialisation process to make 

sure that women's and men's behaviour and belief systems match the respective powerful 

and powerless groups they belong to (Rowland & Klein, 1990, p. 277). The patriarchal belief 

system posits men as the ‘natural owners of intellect, rationality, and the power to rule while 

women by “nature” are submissive, passive, and willing to be led’ (Rowland & Klein, 1990, p. 

278). As Tong (2009) argues, patriarchal societies use ‘rigid gender roles to keep women 

passive and men active' (Tong 2009, p. 51). This school of feminist thought states that 

sexuality is neither a private matter nor the features of individual preference or psychological 

processes (Atkinson, 2000, pp. 85–86; Rowland & Klein, 1990, p. 273). Thus, Radical Feminism 

makes male control visible and emphasises that the control of men over women's lives is 

present in both private and public spheres (Rowland & Klein, 1990, p. 273). Radical Feminism 

calls for eliminating men's dominance in society to address the imbalance of power relations 

and gender inequality. This offers theoretical foundations for understanding SH.  

Like other forms of gender-based violence, SH is socially constructed by the patriarchal 

gender inequality system under this view. Reflecting on SH in Vietnam, Radical Feminism 

positions the gender ideology of equality and gender relations in Vietnam as a problem of 

patriarchal oppression. However, at the time this theory was coined, many emerging factors 

of changing contemporary society were not reflected in its argument. The approach ignores 

the factor of women as agents of change and the relational aspect of individuals’ power 

differential and structural power. It also fails to consider the diversity of women and the 

structural foundations of subordination shaped by the organisational and formal institutions 

of policy and capitalism. Challenging the patriarchal gendered social norms and unequal roles 

of men and women is vital to achieving gender equality. The Liberal feminist approach 

challenges unequal gender relations as socially constructed and proposes ways to promote 

gender equality and social justice.  

The liberal theory emphasises the critical role of the state in providing and protecting 

individual rights and equality. The primary goal of Liberal Feminism is gender equality in the 
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public sphere, and legal changes will make the goal possible (Jaggar, 1983, pp. 27–40). Liberal 

Feminism pursues changes through legislative reform and anti-discrimination laws, in which 

the state has a critical role in establishing gender equality (Arat, 2015, p. 676). Such legislation 

aims to promote women’s freedom and rights to equal opportunity in employment, including 

access to jobs that are traditionally seen as men’s (Tong, 2009, p. 36). Liberalism emphasises 

individual autonomy, freedom, and personal choice. However, women’s choices are largely 

constrained by maintaining gendered roles (Levey, 2005, p. 127). Women’s choice reflects 

their understanding and perception of their roles and values, which is socially and culturally 

constructed. Mill and Mill addressed this view: 

Men do not want women's obedience solely; they want their sentiments […]. They have 
therefore put everything in practice to enslave their minds […]. All women are brought up from 
the very earliest years in the belief that their ideal of character is the very opposite to that of 
men; not self-will and government by self-control, but submission and yielding to the control of 
others. All the moralities tell them that it is the duty of women, and all the current 
sentimentalities, that it is their nature, to live for others, to make complete abnegation of 
themselves, and to have no life but in their affections (Mill & Mill, 2009, p. 28).  

This quote presents the view that women are socialised to have compliant or 

subordinate preferences matching men's and society's expectations and references. Laws and 

policies also regulate how unequal relations are portrayed by society. Mill notes, ‘Laws and 

systems of polity always begin by recognising the relations they find already existing between 

individuals’ (Mill & Mill, 2009, p. 28). Thus, their gender references are shaped by social forces 

(Levey, 2005, p. 130).  

However, Liberal Feminism is criticised for predominantly emphasising Western liberal 

thought (Jaggar, 1983, p. cited from Tong 2009, 38). It views the issues faced by white, 

Western women as universal and does not systematically address what factors contribute to 

maintaining patriarchal attitudes in particular places (Tong, 2009, p. 37). This may pose a 

limitation in understanding gender inequality in non-western countries where various 

traditional cultural values shape gender equality differently. Liberal Feminism differs from 

Radical Feminism in that it conceives women’s subordination as the summation of numerous 

small-scale deprivations rather than resulting from an overarching social structure (Walby, 

1990, p. 3). However, both theories have stressed that gender inequality is not an individual 

matter; it is deeply ingrained in the structure of society and is socially constructed (Lorber, 



31 | P a g e  

 

1997, p. 10). Liberal Feminism contributes to my research with an argument of the state's role 

in providing the legal framework to ensure individual rights and justice. The state plays a vital 

role in policymaking to define SH as a workplace gender inequality issue. The policy is 

indispensable to ensure that the legal framework creates a safe working environment free of 

violence and harassment against women. Women's voices and participation in policy agendas 

are vital to formulating effective laws and policies.  

Another feminist school of thought, Socialist Feminism, is influential with respect to 

gender ideology in socialist-communist Vietnamese society, both in politics and social science.  

Socialist Feminism draws its analysis from understanding women's subordination in a ‘coherent 

and systematic way that integrates class and sex, as well as other aspects of identity such as 

race, ethnicity or sexual orientation’ (Holmstrom, 2003, p. 38). In other words, class is viewed 

as central to women’s societal position and intersects with other social structures, such as 

gender and race. According to Holmstrom (2003, p. 47), the ‘brutal economic realities of 

globalisation make it impossible to ignore class’ because rapid economic change places a 

greater burden on women and makes them vulnerable to sexual violence (2003, p. 39). 

Regarding class oppression, Reed (1970) explains that capitalist economic forces and social 

relations are fundamental creators of the oppression of one class by another and one gender 

by another. Capitalism is the key driver of women's oppression and inequality because money 

is most often power (Reed, 1970, p. 41), and thus gender inequality is an integral part of the 

class struggle. 

 The Socialist gender regime focuses on capitalism's dominance over labour and classes 

rather than the patriarchy. Vietnam's economic development since the shift to a market 

economy promotes diverse financial and business sectors that have changed the patterns of 

class and society that shape social and gender equality at work. In particular, the working class 

is increasing in industrial zones and due to urbanisation, has deepened the development and 

gender gaps among the social classes. The COVID-19 pandemic in Vietnam has impacted 

differently on the diverse social classes in which workers are in disadvantaged groups. Thus, 

Socialist perspectives of the class suggest the approach to understanding the relationship 

between gender equality and class to explain SH issues at work. An analysis of feminist 

approaches to women's subordinate position and oppression constructed within the capitalist 
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and patriarchal system is beyond this thesis's scope. However, it is important to emphasise 

that feminist theory has provided a fundamental understanding of gender and women's 

position in patriarchal and capitalist societies. The theories point out the interaction of gender 

with other identities within the totality of social relations, which helps understand the cultural 

construction of gender that shapes perceptions of inequality and workplace SH. These 

approaches confirm that SH needs to be understood in a broader socio-cultural context. My 

understanding of women’s subordinate position and oppression and the feminist revolution 

to liberate women is informed by the theoretical approaches discussed above. Workplace SH 

manifests not only social power but also organisational and institutional influences. This 

brings the chapter discussion to the second part of the literature below. 

By examining these different feminist approaches, I posit the issue of workplace SH 

within radical and liberal feminists' perspectives to argue that SH is a form of gender 

inequality shaped by socio-cultural constructions, not biological ones. It is a product of gender 

inequality resulting from unequal power between men and women. The unequal power is 

shaped either by men's dominant system of patriarchy or an unequal world of work where 

women are viewed as incapable and the majority occupied in low-paid jobs. SH at work 

manifests workplace power created by organisational structures, position power and gender 

relation at work, where gendered social norms and stereotypes reinforce women’s 

disadvantages. In addition, the liberal feminist view of the state's role in addressing gender 

inequality and preventing SH in the workplace is critical to my research approach. It provides 

arguments for the important roles of state policy, organisation regulations and women's 

participation in policymaking, which make the theoretical link of addressing SH from a socio-

legal lens, emphasising workers' legal consciousness. Socialist Feminism's emphasis on class 

will extend my research by looking at working women as a class in different industrial sectors 

and how occupational factors link to SH at work. The mixing of traditional patriarchal social 

norms and a Socialist ideology of gender equality offers a compelling context from which to 

examine SH in Vietnam. Still, little research emphasises the cultural construction of gender 

relations and gendered social norms that shape people’s perceptions, experiences and 

responses to SH at three levels: individual, society and organisation. The rigid patriarchal 

gendered social norms which oppress women in traditional roles in any part of patriarchal 
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society like Vietnam appears to play a role in maintaining unequal power and shaping gender-

based violence and SH. 

2.2. Analysing Sexual Harassment: Three Theoretical approaches  

The second strand of literature examined here is the explanatory models of SH. As I 

have briefly introduced in chapter 1, there are many approaches to analysing SH. This section 

discusses relevant theoretical approaches that inform my conceptual research framework, 

including socio-cultural, organisational, and legal consciousness approaches.  

The socio-cultural approach 

The model examines SH in the broader social and political context that creates and 

maintains SH (Pina et al., 2009, p. 131). It posits that ‘SH is the product of a gender system 

maintained by dominant and normative forms of masculinity (Uggen & Blackstone, 2014, p. 

66). SH  is a social institution rooted in gender inequality, sexism, and the existing unequal 

power relations (Gutek, 1986; Malovich & Stake, 1990; Thomas & Kitzinger, 1977). The socio-

cultural model explains the occurrence of SH in unequal power relations where women are 

inferior and have subordinate positions (Pina et al., 2009, p. 131). SH is associated with the 

sexist male ideology of male dominance or male superiority that takes power over women 

(Matchen & DeSouza, 2000, p. 303). This explains why men possibly harass women even when 

they are in lower positions and status than women. 

Sexual harassment reinforces gender inequality (Matchen & DeSouza, 2000, p. 296) and 

maintains the existing gender stratification by stressing traditional gender role expectations  

(Gutek, 1986; Pina et al., 2009; Schacht & Patricia, 1993; Tangri & Hayes, 1997). SH intimidates 

and discourages women from pursuing work opportunities, thus maintaining men's 

dominance occupationally and economically (Tangri et al., 1982, p. 40).  

MacKinnon contributes to socio-cultural explanations by pointing out that workplace 

SH is discrimination on the basis of sex. She maintains that SH is a social problem shaped by 

the social and political context where it occurs and exists. Women's inferior position in the 

workplace and society is both a consequence and a cause of SH (MacKinnon, 1979). 

MacKinnon officially coined the term SH and argued for the legal recognition of SH as sex 

discrimination in employment in her pathbreaking book Sexual Harassment of Working 
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Women (MacKinnon, 1979). MacKinnon's book is, according to Siegel, ‘a stunningly brilliant 

synthesis of lawyering and legal theory’ (Siegel, 2004, p. 9). Using the case of SH of working 

women in American society, Mackinnon highlighted 

men's control over women's sexuality and capital's control over employees' work lives […] 
Women historically have been required to exchange sexual services for material survival in one 
form or another. Prostitution, marriage, and SH institutionalize this arrangement’ (MacKinnon, 
1979, pp. 174–175).  

 
Although the immediate concern of MacKinnon in this book was with the sex 

discrimination law in America, it gained classic status as bringing together legal specialists and 

feminists (Brant & Too, 1994) and thus raised the need for how the law operates when 

recognising discrimination. Uggen and Blackstone draw from the insight of legal 

consciousness and gender relations to further support MacKinnon’s argument that workplace 

power and gender relations influence SH (Uggen & Blackstone, 2014). The authors redefine 

SH as a gendered expression of power, and power and masculinity are strongly linked to 

harassing behaviour and perception of harassment (Uggen & Blackstone, 2014, p. 64).  

The feminist socio-cultural approach of SH reviewed above is close to Radical Feminism 

in explaining women's oppression under the patriarchal system of male dominance. 

According to Brant and Too (1994), the theory's strength is introducing a logical synthesis of 

gender issues, patriarchy, and dominance to explain SH. As a result of anti-discrimination 

legislation, workplace SH has become increasingly visible in Western public discourse and 

legal debates since the 1970s. It continues to raise the attention of social science research on 

this gender issue in developing countries because workplace SH has been raised as an issue 

in the world of work. For example, in contemporary Vietnam, the social movement ‘MeToo’ 

and the legislation changes have influenced cultural perceptions of SH and that steps to 

address global legal changes laid out by the ILO Convention 190 have been taken. 

The feminist socio-cultural approach explains that male dominance significantly impacts 

how men and women are socialised in the idea of existing gender roles, beliefs, and 

stereotypes. SH becomes justified and acceptable given the expectation that women will 

manage emotional and sexual interactions between men and women (Gruber & Smith, 1995, 

p. 543). This expectation may be carried over to the workplace and result in SH unless 

workplace policy is effective. SH is also viewed as a consequence of cultural experience 
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because of culturally legitimate power and status differences between men and women and 

within gender relations (Whaley & Tucker, 2007, p. 21). Women and men perceive and 

experience SH differently because of gender inequality and culturally prescribed expressions 

of sexuality (Uggen & Blackstone, 2014, p. 67).  

The organisational approach 

This approach uses various organisational-related issues, including power and status 

inequality, to explain SH  (Pina et al., 2009, p. 131). The organisational model emphasises that 

structural or formal power inequality in an organisation results in harassment (Welsh, 1999, 

p. 176). Inequality and a power imbalance typically place women at particular risk of being 

sexually harassed; therefore, SH results from inequality within organisations. Organisational 

power refers to the power distribution pattern within the organisation (Stockdale, 1993, p. 

95). It is defined by the construction of the occupation system and access to vital resources 

within the organisation (Cleveland & Kerst, 1993, p. 52). The way an organisation's formal 

personnel structure treats women perpetuates structural segregation and tends to exclude 

women, for example, from leadership roles (Kanter, 1997). Consequently, women face 

challenges in gaining power through personal strategy or organisational  structure (Cleveland 

& Kerst, 1993, p. 52). 

The organisational power position is the best prediction of some primary forms of SH 

(Stockdale, 1993, p. 95). SH that involves supervisors presents obvious power issues, as 

supervisors can determine, reward, and possess coercive control over their staff (Cleveland & 

Kerst, 1993, p. 55). Men tend to harass, and women are more likely to be harassed because 

men are often in higher power positions, and women are usually more subordinate (Cleveland 

and Kerst 1993, 52). Gender inequality and power hierarchy create opportunities for men to 

hold higher positions while women occupy jobs that lack power and have little opportunity 

to exercise their power in the workplace (Stockdale, 1993, p. 95). 

Organisational power is considered an extension of social power in the workplace. 

Power comes not only from the formal differences in authority but also from relative 

influence on workplace social norms. The gendered social norms and stereotypes of 

masculinity, presented as goal-oriented, assertive, and aggressive, and femininity, presented 

as more passive-receptive and family-oriented, spill over into the workplace and expect 
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subordinates to comply. People in higher roles may believe they have the right to make 

demands over their subordinates’ behaviour and misuse their power to harass them (Whaley 

& Tucker, 2007, p. 23). However, SH is also used as an attempt by peers or subordinates to 

gain power or equalise the different power between perpetrators and victims within an 

organisation (Pina et al., 2009, p. 132). Although co-workers, as perpetrators,  appear to 

engage in less serious forms than supervisors do (Cleveland & Kerst, 1993; Gutek, 1986; 

Welsh, 1999), power differences in positions between perpetrators and victims of harassment 

cannot fully explain SH (Cleveland & Kerst, 1993, pp.49-50).  

Thus, SH is perpetrated by individuals and institutionalised in the organisation and 

workplace culture (Fitzgerald et al., 1995; Welsh, 1999; Williams, 1998). Fitzgerald and his 

colleagues assert that SH arises mainly from the organisational conditions that facilitate its 

existence, not from individual deviance. While individual differences in the propensity to 

harass do exist, the main problem is the organisational environment in which conditions and 

social norms allow or encourage unwelcome sexual attention (Fitzgerald et al., 1995).  As 

such, SH is an organisational-level phenomenon, and organisational attributes link to the 

severity and forms of SH (Chamberlain et al., 2008). In the same vein, Johnson et al. argue 

that a potent predictor of SH is the organisational climate (Johnson et al., 2018, p. x). Key 

factors creating organisational conditions of SH include an organisation's perceived tolerance 

for SH, the environment of male-dominated work settings, the hierarchical power structure, 

and uninformed leadership that lacks effective measures to address SH (Johnson et al., 2018, 

pp. 3–4). Other factors or conditions within the organisation, such as the gendered occupation 

structure, gender ratios, ethics, norm, and policy, may also influence SH. A strong 

recommendation from the organisational model is that the organisation should move beyond 

legal compliance to address culture and climate (Johnson et al., 2018, p. 6). This is because 

basic legal compliance and policy cannot rely solely on formal reports made by targets. SH 

must be addressed as a significant problem in the organisational culture and climate. This 

argument is important in examining SH in Vietnam, given that the legal context of SH is 

recently established and currently under enforcement. Meanwhile, organisational cultures is 

heavily influenced by social and cultural norms of tolerance and blaming associated with male 

dominance. 
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Legal consciousness approach 

 In addition to the two theories above, legal consciousness is a relevant concept guiding 

my research in examining the formulation and implementation of a legal system to address 

SH in Vietnam. Legal consciousness builds on the ground-breaking work of Ewick and Silbey’s 

socio-legal approach to explore the relevance of laws in an individual's pursuit of justice and 

the power of law within society (Ewick & Silbey, 1998; Merry, 1990). It draws attention to an 

individual's awareness and understanding of law and legality as addressed in Ewick and 

Silbey's book:  

Legality refers to the meanings, sources of authority, and cultural practices commonly 
recognised as legal regardless of who employs them or for what end. In this rendering, people 
may involve and enact legality in ways neither approved nor acknowledged by the law (Ewick & 
Silbey, 1998, p. 22) 

Thus, the approach examines a broader perspective of the social dimensions of law and 

the relationship between formal institutions and everyday perception of the law (Blackstone 

et al., 2009, p. 632).  It sheds light on how the law may shape individuals' behaviours and 

norms relating to social interactions (Nguyen, 2017, p. 14). Legal consciousness illustrates the 

interaction process whereby people understand, experience, and respond to the law and 

legality. 

Blackstone et al. (2009) deploy socio-legal, feminist, and criminological theories in their 

conceptual model that ‘treats experiencing SH and mobilising in responses as interrelated 

processes’ (Blackstone et al., 2009, p. 631). Like Ewick and Sibley, Blackstone et al. focus on 

understanding people's responses to SH through their interaction process whereby they 

understand, experience, and respond to the law and legality (Blackstone et al., 2009, p. 632). 

Their research contributes in several ways to legal consciousness and SH literature. First, the 

authors use legal consciousness to explain the interrelated SH target and mobilisation 

process. They suggest that ‘SH target and mobilisation are best understood as interrelated 

processes. Targets appear to be selected, in part, because they are less likely to mobilise the 

law to respond’ (Blackstone et al., 2009, p. 665). Second, the authors incorporate individual 

social interactions and experiences of SH to examine their subsequent responses; as stated, 

‘participants' legal consciousness was shaped by their SH experience and other social 

interactions, and these, in turn, shaped their feelings about the subsequent experience’ (664). 
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These arguments help to explain the diversity of people's deployment of mobilisation 

strategies in addressing SH in the workplace. They also suggest a way to understand how 

workers' legality is socially and culturally constructed by social interactions and norms related 

to SH.  

Another important piece of literature supporting legal consciousness research is the 

work of Brant and Too, Rethinking Sexual Harassment (1994). Most relevant for my research 

is their question: ‘has the language of sexual harassment gone as far it can or in the direction 

that it should’ (Brant & Too, 1994, p. 1).  The reason for raising this concern is whether the 

term SH describes unwanted sexual attention clearly and how it has become entangled with 

other contentious issues (Brant & Too, 1994, pp. 1–2). Thus, the contribution of this book to 

my research is, as the authors state:   

[…] offers an opportunity to reflect upon how we think about, speak about and deal with 
pressing issues […. ]it aims to raise consciousness about the discourse of sexual harassment and 
the adequacy of practices based on this language […] consider what is specific to harassment in 
a different context, whether institutional, geographical or historical. They show how simplified 
narratives and explanations of harassment disguise complexity for particular social reasons 
(Brant & Too, 1994, p. 2). 

By drawing attention to the language used to talk about sexual harassment, Brant and 

Too (1994) highlight the importance of considering the specific context in which SH is 

culturally conceptualised. Understanding workplace SH from working people’s perspective in 

Vietnam thus requires careful attention to language through which they express their 

consciousness of the issue and how these ways of talking relate to broader socio-cultural 

views and interactions.  

Another important point made by the authors is recognising the law as a powerful force 

in determining what SH is. The law provides not only a means of redressing SH, but it can also 

be a form of social discourse where social attitudes to SH can be tested and challenged (Brant 

& Too, 1994, p. 19). This indicates that law is not a fixed term, but rather, it is the process of 

social interaction and legal consciousness to integrate society's needs into the legal 

framework. Legal consciousness is a part of the law. Thus, the law can vary from culture to 

culture and between historical periods. As such, contemporary challenges to the cultural 

construction of gender relations and the legal changes in Vietnam to harmonise national law 
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with international instruments for gender equality must be considered in understanding 

workplace SH.  

Reviewing the literature on theories/approaches to SH shows that the diversity of views 

illustrates the interaction of multiple factors that shape SH and how people understand it. SH 

is a multifaceted social issue which a single theory or approach cannot sufficiently explain. 

Each theory has examined SH from a different angle and has added understanding and 

knowledge to social sciences. Each view has independently looked at the issue and focused 

on either aspect of power, sexual behaviour at work, or perpetrator characteristics. By 

themselves, these approaches lead to over-simplistic analyses of SH. For example, the socio-

cultural approach to SH is criticised as being over-inclusive and simplistic because it lacks a 

profound explanation for gender role socialisation that involves more than stereotyped 

expected gender behaviour (Pina et al., 2009, p. 131). According to the authors the 

organisational theory does not examine power differentials in-depth as gender-specific and 

how people's differences affect SH (2009, p. 131). In addition, few theoretical models have 

been empirically tested and have considered a multifactor analysis encompassing several 

variables' impact simultaneously on SH's perceptions (Amick & Sorenson, 2006, p. 52). 

Thus far, I have discussed some brands of feminist theories and specific theoretical 

approaches to explaining SH. This allows me to draw the theoretical link to conceptualise the 

research issue of workplace SH in broader gender issues and how it is conceptualised within 

a socio-cultural context involving organisational and legal factors.  

2.3. Research Conceptual Framework 

The research is constructed under the feminist theoretical explanations of SH, including 

socio-cultural and organisational models and legal consciousness. The first two theories 

explain SH as gender discrimination, gender inequality at work, and organisational-related 

issues that create inequality and an imbalance in power relations in organisations and society. 

The legal consciousness approach addresses how people's perceptions of SH are shaped and 

the likelihood of subsequent responses. These three approaches are important to 

comprehensively investigate workplace SH as a social gender and workplace issue. These 
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issues always happen within organisation settings which settle in societal contexts and 

cultural backgrounds and involve law and policy to protect workers’ rights. 

The first point taken away from the socio-cultural model to conceptualise my research 

is: that SH is an expression of gender inequality and a gendered expression of power 

(MacKinnon, 1979; Uggen & Blackstone, 2014). SH is a part of social stratification that is 

produced by the interaction of social structure (institutions, practices) and social meaning 

(stories, reasons) (Siegel, 2000, p. 82, 2008, p. 10).  

The second point of this theoretical contribution to my research is that workplace SH is 

gender discrimination at work. Mackinnon addresses this point ‘Sexual harassment of women 

at work is sex discrimination in employment […] Sexual harassment is seen to be one dynamic 

which reinforces and expresses women's traditional and inferior role in the labour force’ 

(1979, p. 4). Thus, the legal system importantly recognises unlawful sexual harassment as 

discrimination and recognises women's right to work free of unwanted sexual advances. It is 

suggested that the law of SH does not simply address SH but aims at ending inequality and 

discrimination (Siegel, 2004; Uggen & Blackstone, 2014). 

Drawing from the organisational model, my research framework adopts an argument 

highlighting the influence of power and inequality as a core factor within an organisation that 

increases the likelihood of SH (Tangri et al., 1982). SH manifests not simply power in the 

workplace but also gender power dimensions and societal gender hierarchies displayed 

within organisations (Houghton-James, 1995, p. 35; Samuels, 2003, p. 470). SH is ‘the result 

of certain opportunity structure created by organisational climate, societal gender hierarchies 

hierarchy and specific authority relations’ (Tangri et al., 1982, p. 34). The model also 

underscores the organisational foundations of work power, workplace culture, and gender 

composition to help explain workplace SH at work (Chamberlain et al., 2008).  

In conceptualising the research framework, I adopt a legal consciousness approach to 

explore working people’s mobilisation in responding to SH. The legal consciousness approach 

allows for examining working people’s experiences of SH and their mobilisation of responses 

as an interrelated process (Blackstone et al., 2009). This approach offers an argumentative 

discourse on SH and whether the language use provides sufficient meaning to define the issue 

concerning other contentious problems within the Vietnamese workplace cultures (Brant & 
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Too, 1994, pp. 1–2). It also affirms the importance of the law on SH as a powerful force to 

define SH behaviours and workplace mechanisms to address the issues. The role of law, under 

this approach, is not only to provide a formal institutional means to address SH about the 

legal languages, and the law is also a process of integrating social needs and reflecting the 

public legal consciousness in law formulation and implementation. It addresses the social 

interaction of law and other socio-cultural and organisational factors attributed to workers’ 

legal rights consciousness in mobilising law to protect their rights from HS.  

The review above shows that socio-cultural and organisational approaches are distinct 

but correlated and provide a broader concept of explaining SH as a social and organisational 

phenomenon in the Vietnam workplace context. Legal consciousness also indicates its 

relevance in offering the social and legal dimensions of addressing SH. These theoretical 

approaches will help uncover gender factors associated with organisational-related issues 

that culturally shape and influence the rise of SH.  

The conceptual research framework is represented in the diagram below: 

 

Figure 2.1: Research Conceptual framework 

While adopting the models of socio-cultural and organisational theories and legal 

consciousness above to conceptualise my research framework, I acknowledge some 

limitations. First, these models were developed primarily in Western societies where social 
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power structure highlights racial inequality, which is different from Asian patriarchal society. 

The organisational power structure also focused on understanding SH with respect to poorly 

paid women and subservient female jobs rather than other women’s groups. In fact, recent 

research shows that women in leadership and supervisory positions experienced SH more 

than other employees (Picchi, 2020). The employment sectors in contemporary society, when 

liberalisation contributes to women's advancement, have led to an increase in women’s 

participation and leadership in non-traditional industries. This change needs to be considered 

when examining SH at work.  In addition, the legal consciousness approach addresses the 

issue of law that was well-established in developed countries like America. The case in 

Vietnam is different because the law on SH has just been formulated recently.  

My research approach makes a difference by aiming to reveal the socio-cultural factors 

that underpin unequal power and reinforce it in the workplace to make SH possible. In other 

words, I delve further into the socio-cultural argument of the link between men's patriarchal 

dominance and privilege operating within family and society to explore how it translates and 

operates in the workplace. The gendered social norms constitute working people’s 

perceptions, experiences and understanding of SH which is the focus of this research. The 

research investigates two main employment sectors of state-employer organisations and 

factories, which have been labour pillars attracting high volume of female workforce. This is 

the distinction between my research and the existing research conducted in other countries.  

A promising approach for this research is to incorporate the traditional rigid gendered 

social norms, the gendered nature and power relation of the workplace, and legal 

consciousness toward workplace SH to discuss the case of Vietnam. My research will extend 

an understanding of gender relations and gendered social norms to seek an account of how 

socio-cultural construction shapes working people’s defining and label their experience and 

whether they deploy legal consciousness in responding to SH. Since SH is multidimensional, it 

is essential to examine the interaction of various factors that potentially result in different 

causes, definitions, detection, types, and severity of SH that working women define, 

experience, and respond. To do so, I also adopt the psychological construct of SH behaviours 

to explore the definitions of SH by working women in Vietnam. At the same time, I consider 
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the legal definitions to reflect Vietnamese law on SH and whether it adopts other legal 

standards to formulate legislation on this workplace issue.  

2.4. Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have aimed to draw the link between feminist theories and theoretical 

explanatory approaches to position workplace SH in broader gender issues and how it informs 

my conceptual research framework. While feminist theories address the systematic structure 

of gender inequality, which is a cause of SH, the explanatory approaches address how SH 

relates to the specific cultural constructions of gender and power relations in society and at 

the workplace and how the law addresses the issue.  

The key argument of Radical Feminism that inspires my research is that it centres on 

the analysis of gender inequality and women's oppression as a product of a patriarchal power 

hierarchy and men's dominance. Radical Feminism argues that violence against women is 

socially and culturally constructed. As such, the theory contributes to my research approach 

by examining SH at work as a social institution within a broader social and cultural context. 

However, Radical feminists focus mainly on patriarchal power and thus fail to consider 

organisational structure and the formal institution of policy and changing society. In contrast, 

Liberal Feminism emphasises individual authority, freedom and choices and the role of state 

law in promoting individual rights through shaping formal legal frameworks and organisation 

institutions to address gender inequality in general and gender inequality at work in 

particular. Although Radical and Liberal Feminism has different approaches to addressing 

gender inequality, the two theories consider gender inequality not as a personal matter but 

as a socially constructed issue within a social, cultural, and political context. Socialist 

Feminism addresses women's oppression and inequality issues through the class dynamics of 

capitalist society, and the economic exploitation of one class over another. This offers a 

critical analysis of SH at work as a struggle of female workers in a hierarchical organisational 

structure. It also helps to understand working women’s position in the context of a growing 

capitalist economy and the Vietnamese government's commitment to gender equality under 

the socialist gender regime.  
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My analysis of the above shows a critical link between the feminist theories and the 

theoretical approaches to deconstructing SH, which has not been pointed out in existing 

literature on SH. The socio-cultural approach to SH links closely to Radical feminism as it 

addresses the cultural construction of gender. Meanwhile, the organisational and legal rights 

consciousness relates strongly to Liberal feminism and Socialist – communist feminism in 

emphasising laws and organisations’ policies as legal instruments to address workplace 

inequality and workers’ rights.  

Overall, this chapter shows that SH is multifaceted and needs to be understood from 

different perspectives. SH is socially constructed within the social system and maintains and 

reinforces women's inequality by emphasizing traditional role expectations. In an 

organisation, power comes from formal institutions of job positions and informal relations of 

workers' social networks and workplace social norms. Thus, it suggests that addressing SH 

needs to go beyond policy and compliance procedures to tackle organisational culture and 

climate. The law needs to evoke working people's legality and consciousness as a part of its 

formulation and implementation. Drawing on this conceptual framework, the following 

chapter will investigate SH in the context of country research- Vietnam to discover how the 

issue has been conceptualised under socio-cultural and legal perspectives within the 

workplace context.  
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CHAPTER 3: SEXUAL HARASSMENT IN VIETNAM: FROM SOCIAL, 
CULTURAL, AND LEGAL PERSPECTIVES  

Vietnamese academic literature on SH is very limited and does not clearly distinguish 

between SH in general and SH in the workplace. Knowledge of the issue comes from a handful 

of academic research studies, reports, and the media, and these sources often discuss the 

issue in specific contexts. This has led to a patchy understanding of how workplace sexual 

harassment comes to be defined and understood in the Vietnamese community and 

workplace settings.  

In reviewing the existing information about SH in Vietnam, the chapter begins by 

examining how the academic literature and public media understand the key issues of 

workplace SH. In the second part, the chapter turns to the societal context of workplace SH. 

It seeks to understand the Vietnamese cultural construction of gender relations and social 

norms that influence the conceptualisation of SH. The third section describes the Vietnamese 

laws and policies on SH and argues that the Vietnamese legal system has adopted the global 

policy discourse on SH and international labour standards in formulating a legal framework 

for SH. Together these three sections lay out the Vietnam-specific context and the 

groundwork for understanding SH in the workplace. The aim is to understand SH through the 

cross-relationship of the traditional cultural construction of gender relations and social 

norms, SH practices, and the state's efforts to address SH as a workplace issue. 

3.1. Existing knowledge of Workplace Sexual Harassment in Vietnam 

While scholarly attention to the issue of SH has been limited in Vietnam, a pathbreaking 

study on SH was conducted almost two decades ago by Khuat (2004). In this research, Khuat 

examines the relationship between gender relations and SH in general and goes on to explore 

the issue in workplace and high school settings (Khuat, 2004, p. 118). Her research documents 

the issue in urban areas of Vietnam based on interviews with almost one hundred men and 

women in government organisations and private enterprises. This research contributes to 

academic knowledge about SH in Vietnam in several ways.  

First, the research shows that SH has been a long-standing issue in society and the 

workplace; there was no specific terminology to identify and label it. SH was understood and 
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described through everyday terms like teasing (choc gheo), wooing (ve van), and courting (tan 

tinh), rather than understanding its full sense as an offence against women's dignity, equality, 

and well-being (pp. 119, 121). Some SH behaviour, like telling sexual or lewd jokes, was 

considered by Khuat’s research participants as an intrinsic part of the culture and working-

class entertainment (Khuat, 2004, p. 121). This limited conceptualisation meant that SH was 

rarely reported as a problematic issue at work. 

The second contribution of Khuat is to position SH as a social problem culturally 

constructed by patriarchal social norms (Khuat, 2004, pp. 117, 121). She argues that gender 

relations and attitudes toward sexuality in Vietnam were shaped significantly by a 

combination of gendered ideologies, such as Confucianist ideology of women's roles which 

include responsibility for upholding morality. When women become victims of SH because 

they are deemed passive and naturally inferior to men, they face social discrimination 

because they are unjustly blamed for encouraging sexual behaviour and marked as 'damaged 

goods' (Khuat, 2004, p. 131). Khuat suggests that Vietnamese people frame their attitudes 

and perceptions of SH in reference to social ethics and moral values. Women internalise 

gendered social norms and accept the stereotype of men holding power over them in 

conceptualising the definition of SH (123). This is more recently confirmed in CARE's research 

finding that traditional gender social norms remain unchallenged in shaping people's 

attitudes and perceptions of SH (CARE Vietnam, 2019, p. 30).  

Another pioneering contribution of Khuat's research is that it analyses SH at the 

workplace and brings awareness to its commonness before the term workplace SH was 

defined. Khuat's research indicates the pervasive gender inequality in workplaces, revealed 

in the frequency of SH committed by male colleagues, schoolmates, or customers (p. 123). 

She suggests that the changes in people's socioeconomic status and greater freedom of sexual 

expression since Doi Moi contributed to increased SH at work. She bases this analysis on the 

finding that workers in the growing private sector experienced more SH because the sector's 

power structure tends to give absolute authority to executives (pp. 125-126). At the same 

time, government officers were also experiencing more SH at work, although most of Khuat’s 

respondents believed that government workplaces have better working conditions and that 

employees' behaviours are more tightly controlled. However, there was no law or policy on 
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SH at the time of Khuat’s research, illustrating that SH was not defined as a form of violence 

against women and a workplace problem of gender inequality.  

Khuat's research powerfully connects socio-cultural context and gender power relations 

to promote understanding (workplace) SH in Vietnam. The research contributes to my 

literature review to identify some gaps that were not addressed when it was conducted. 

Firstly, the difference between the concepts of workplace SH and general SH was not explicitly 

analysed. In other words, factors that constitute SH as a workplace issue, for example, 

organisational power, have not been examined. Secondly, the scope of the SH definition used 

in the research was narrowed down in some forms, which does not reflect the multiple 

manifestations of workplace SH that are imbricated with workplace power. Finally, although 

the research focuses on examining the relationship between gender relations and SH, the 

unique socio-cultural aspects of Vietnamese culture that significantly shape SH at work were 

not pointed out. These gaps will be addressed in my research more comprehensively, which 

will also address more recent developments, such as the increased use of online 

communication and the growing number of women in middle leadership positions.   

Most recent new insights into workplace SH have come from policy papers and reports 

by international and non-government organisations and gender consultants (CARE Vietnam, 

2019; ILO, 2013, 2017; MOLISA & UN Women, 2019). These reports provide more data to 

understand SH prevalence in the context of Vietnam's current employment structure and 

workplaces. The ILO and MOLISA report (2013) conducted focus groups with one hundred 

participants, including key informants in government agencies, representatives of trade 

unions, researchers, employers, and students. The research by CARE highlights SH prevalence 

in garment factories based on a similar number of research informants (CARE Vietnam, 2019). 

Both studies were designed to focus on informing policy making, in which the ILO report 

examines Vietnam's legislation on SH while CARE's research seeks to understand the current 

workplace SH in garment factories and workers' attitudes and perceptions of SH.  

The findings from these reports confirm the key arguments of Khuat's research. First, 

workplace SH is socially constructed in that individuals' perceptions of SH are shaped by 

gendered social norms attributed to men and women in economic and social life (CARE 

Vietnam, 2019, p. 30). Their perceptions vary depending on whether they are positioned in 
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the gender hierarchy (ILO, 2013, p. 8). It is argued that because women are predominantly in 

low-ranking positions and subordinated to men, they are the majority of  SH victims (ILO, 

2013, pp. 8, 20). But there is a common acceptance that women are naturally the target of 

flirting by men, and this allows men to justify their sexual harassment of women (MOLISA & 

UN Women, 2019, p. 20).  

Moreover,  the reports reiterate Khuat's finding regarding the narrow definition of what 

constitutes SH behaviours due to the lack of a legal framework for workplace SH. Workers 

tend not to consider sexual jokes, sexual gestures and other verbal sexual behaviour as SH. 

Unclear definitions of SH behaviours could pose significant difficulties in handling reported 

SH cases (CARE Vietnam, 2019, p. 45). This, in turn, confirms people's conceptualisation of SH 

as a sensitive topic governed by traditional gender roles and gender relations between men 

and women (MOLISA & UN Women, 2019, p. 9). And thus, SH remains a hidden issue at work 

and under-reported in organisational landscapes (ILO, 2013, p. 8,22). Under-reported SH is 

explained with reference to workers' perceptions, company climate, gendered social norms 

related to reporting, and knowledge of organisational grievance mechanisms. Fear of losing 

face and dignity and breaking working relationships constrain reporting SH at work. SH is 

considered a personal matter and a personal business to prevent. Co-workers were not willing 

to step up to intervene; instead, they often advised victims to resolve it themselves.  

This research has contributed to the field of knowledge by shedding light on SH in 

workplace settings and extending arguments on the key characteristics of SH and its 

definition. The literature conceptualises SH within the broader context of gender inequality 

and workplace discrimination (ILO, 2013; MOLISA & UN Women, 2019). This leads to a 

recommendation to adopt a broad definition of SH as not just physical but also non-physical 

and verbal sexual conduct in and around the workplace: 

SH is any act of a sexual nature and other conduct based on sex or gender stereotypes by a 
person, including verbal, non-verbal, or visual deeds, gestures and actions aimed at another 
person who does not desire and/or feels discomfort with such an act. Such act can be 
humiliating, create a problem of health and safety, or cause disadvantages to the victim relating 
to the benefits of his/her employment, including recruitment and promotion or creating a 
hostile working environment’; and the term 'at the workplace' denotes any location where the 
acts of harassment occur and where the employee is situated because of the working position 

he/she is assuming or for his/her performing the assigned tasks (ILO, 2013, p. 11). 
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This recommended definition significantly advances the conceptualisation of SH at work 

by identifying a range of sexual behaviours. It extends the concept of 'workplace' to include 

any location related to work and gestures towards two legal approaches to SH: a gender 

discrimination issue and a violation of workers' dignity and health. However, even though the 

definition mentions the targets' feelings of discomfort, it falls short of providing an account 

of the behavioural characteristics that constitute sexual behaviour as SH.  

Discussing the relationship between working people's perceptions and responses to 

workplace SH, the reports reveal that while there are different levels of people's 

understanding of SH, there is a discrepancy between perception and response (ILO, 2013; 

MOLISA & UN Women, 2019). Regardless of their understanding of SH, most victims choose 

to remain silent because they believe nothing can be done about it. People often put up with 

SH for fear of losing jobs, negative appraisal or deduction of work benefits, and moral blaming 

(MOLISA & UN Women, 2019, p. 9). Employees only seek help if SH escalates to sexual assault; 

even then, no legal case is filed. Victims refrain from seeking social support from family and 

friends out of shame and embarrassment  (ILO, 2013, p. 9; MOLISA & UN Women, 2019, p. 8). 

From the employer's side, the issue is often ignored if employees are silent. If the case is 

reported, it will be addressed as a warning to modify behaviour rather than filing a legal claim. 

These processes result in a hostile environment where SH occurs behind the scenes and is 

hidden from employees and employers (CARE Vietnam, 2019, p. 42).  

The third source of information discusses workplace sexual harassment gleaned from 

mass media and social media. These platforms provide opinion pieces without statistics. 

However, they remain a significant source of information to understand the widespread SH 

at work and the change in public awareness of SH as a social and gender issue. Many SH 

incidents revealed on social media posts show increased public attention and suggest that 

social media can offer a place of disclosure that is both anonymous and supportive (Hieu 

Dong, 2022; Kieu, 2018; Tuong Van, 2022). More importantly, these social media sources 

contribute to understanding SH at work through various voices and perspectives and quickly 

reach out to a broader public. Social media in Vietnam has demonstrated its ambiguous role 

in popularising SH at work. On the one hand, it provides a space for gender activists and the 
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public to call out SH. Conversely, it can also play down the seriousness of the issues when 

people interpret their cultural perceptions to either blame victims or tolerate harassers.   

For instance, a notable post by Hoang Tu Anh, a gender activist and researcher, on her 

Facebook has pointed out a new context of workplace SH. She argues that SH 

metamorphosised through the organisation's teambuilding activities. Rogue staff retreat 

games are the source of SH in the workplace. This is because it allows people to touch other 

people's bodies freely for one reason: Team Building is ‘playing hard and is for everyone’ 

(https://www.facebook.com/khuat.t.hong). In effect, such teambuilding activity can be a 

starting point for other inappropriate activities in the office. In one example, a jovial boss puts 

his arm around the employee's shoulder and pats their bottom. While men's colleagues 

slapping a woman's backside may be considered SH, a woman slapping a man's bottom is fun, 

joking, and nothing serious. Other serious jokes about sex, even crude ones like flat chests or 

comments on body sizes, can come from participating in perverse games that allow people to 

feel free to touch each other's bodies (https://www.facebook.com/khuat.t.hong).  

Another example of public media is the In-Depth webpage published in the context of 

the new Vietnamese law on SH (Vu, 2021). The article comments on the culture of silence, 

blunting the impact of the new Vietnamese law on SH (Vu, 2021). It argues that as long as 

there is a broader social acceptance that men can ‘tease' and ‘touch’ women, implementing 

the law remains a daunting challenge (Vu, 2021). This suggests that there is increasing 

awareness of the cultural factors that persist and translate into workplace socialisation and 

interaction in the public discourse.  

The discussion above has reviewed different sources on SH in Vietnam. The key theme 

through these sources is that workplace SH in Vietnam is primarily culturally constructed and 

reflects gender relations and norms. Traditional cultural and gendered social norms embrace 

people's attitudes, perceptions of SH, and their views of experience and response to this 

workplace issue. This argument of the persistence of unequal gendered social norms in 

changing the context of gender relations is reconfirmed in recent research (Lewis et al., 2022, 

p.360). There is a shared view that SH strongly relates to law and organisational policy in 

forming people's understanding and responding to SH.  However, the existing research has 

been patchy and unclear on how serious workplace SH is, given the limited empirical academic 

https://www.facebook.com/khuat.t.hong
https://www.facebook.com/khuat.t.hong
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research. It also has not analysed the socio-historical and cultural context constructs of 

gender relations and norms related to workplace SH. These points bring attention to 

Vietnam's cultural construction of gender relations and legal framework, which I will discuss 

in the following sections.  

3.2. Socio-cultural Gender Ideologies in Vietnam 

The discussion of global literature and Vietnamese studies show that SH is culturally 

constructed, of which gendered social norms significantly influence people's framing of SH 

and labelling of their experiences and response to it (CARE Vietnam, 2019; Khuat, 2004; 

MacKinnon, 1979). In Vietnam, there has been increased research on the relationship 

between gender social norms and other issues related to women at work, revealing the close 

influential relationship between traditionally gendered social norms and gender equality at 

work. However, the cultural construction of sexual harassment, illustrated through the link 

between SH and gender power relations and gendered social norms, has gained little 

attention. This is despite widespread acknowledgment that the construction of gender, 

gender relations, and gendered social norms are socially determined by culture, religion, or 

socially acceptable ways of thinking or being (Cislaghi & Heise, 2020, p. 142; West & 

Zimmerman, 1987, p. 129). Debates about gender relations and gendered social norms 

revolves around the fundamental question: what are the relations between men and women?  

and what roles, values, and positions do men and women have in society and are expected to 

perform?  In other words, what do societies view and desire for women and men?   

The discussion of gender equality and gender relations in Vietnam often goes back to 

the fundamental Vietnamese socio-historical and cultural roots that shape public perceptions 

of women in today's society (Phạm et al., 2021, p. 13). Vietnam's socio-historical and cultural 

context derives from the influences of Confucianism patriarchy, Taoism and Buddhism 

proposed in the Three Teachings (Grosse, 2015; Le & Yu, 2021; Vuong et al., 2018). This 

cultural context shapes ideas of hierarchy, gendered family roles and responsibilities, and 

gendered behavioural expectations, which influence Vietnamese society (James-Hawkins et 

al., 2019, p. 4423; Vuong et al., 2018). Although there are many sociocultural forces driving 

the construction of gender in contemporary Vietnam, research shows the significant footprint 
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of Confucian traditional culture on public perception of gender values and norms (Nguyen, 

1998, Gao et al., 2012; Tho, 2016, Phạm et al., 2021).  

This section explores how gendered social norms construct SH and shape workplace 

issues. It sheds light on understanding the relationship between Vietnamese socio-cultural 

gender ideology, social norms, and (workplace) SH. The section will address the main issues: 

(1) Confucian gender ideology grounded on the Three Teachings that institutionalise 

traditional gender norms; (2) socialist gender ideology to understand the interweaving and 

contradiction of the traditional and socialist gender regime and how these impacts on the 

conceptualisation of SH.  

Confucian gender ideology 

Confucian philosophy highlights the critical focus of obligation to the family and 

attributes unequal power to men (Hoang, 2020; Nguyen, 1998; Pease, 2019; Schuler et al., 

2006). It defined unequal roles for women and men based on their positions in the family and 

social practices. Men were considered superior to women, whose predominantly domestic 

roles were considered inferior (Le & Mai, 1978, p. 33). This gave men unlimited rights and 

authority in both private and public spheres. 'Men are to be respected, and women 

disregarded' is the basic principle through which Confucianism introduced and maintained an 

unequal division of labour and gender discrimination (Le & Mai, 1978, p. 42). The heritage of 

men's dominance and external power in labour division and public duties creates male-

favored conditions in the workplace. At the same time, it prevents women from participating 

on equal terms in Vietnam's labour market and gaining leadership positions in the workplace. 

Consequently, workplace inequality contributes to increased risks of SH.  

Conforming to social standards is a deep-seated gender inequality in Vietnam's 

patriarchy, which forms women's compliance and obedience (Nguyen, 1998, p. 154). 

Confucianism requires people to live up to and comply with the expectation of high 

responsibility for family and society (Gao et al., 2012; Tho, 2016, p. 92). Confirming social 

principles was a means of controlling people within Confucian ethical boundaries. Violence 

may be used to maintain social order in the family and reinforce men's power in society. Fear 

of violence is often strong enough to prevent women from challenging their traditional roles 

or leaving their subordinated position (Wendt & Zannettino, 2015, p. 9). SH and other forms 
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of violence against women thus arise from and are maintained by such a socio-ethical 

foundation. Understanding these cultural influences will help to explain why most 

Vietnamese women keep silent to protect their family's dignity and reputation when coping 

with violence and harassment. 

Confucianism, along with the ideologies of Taoism and Buddhism, jointly make up the 

Three Teachings that largely shape gender-based values and expectations in  Vietnamese 

culture  (N. H. Nguyen, 1998; N. T. Nguyen, 2016; Q. T. N. Nguyen, 2016; Vuong et al., 2018). 

Taoism emphasises the critical concept of harmony, which is close to the Vietnamese desire 

to sustain balance and harmony rooted in traditional agricultural cultivation. The tenet of 

harmony and a social order based on the natural order leads to conformity to a social 

hierarchy expressed in obedience and reverence to superiors and men regarded as holders of 

incontestable virtues (Le & Yu, 2021, p. 4). Harmonious interaction manifests in Vietnamese 

characteristics of tolerance and moderateness in all social relations (Q. T. N. Nguyen, 2016, p. 

36; Tho, 2016, p. 647). As a result, the 'shortcomings of Taoist doctrines are resignation and 

inaction' (Q. T. N. Nguyen, 2016, p. 34). Women are expected to accept the arrangement of 

their roles and duties as their destiny. Taoism's influence on Vietnamese characteristics may 

explain why many victims of violence and SH choose to tolerate and even cooperate with 

harassers so as not to damage their family and work relations. While Confucianism and 

Taoism outline the principles of social conduct, Buddhism is considered the Vietnamese 

religion that promotes the spirit of sympathy, tolerance, benevolence, and warm-heartedness 

(Q. T. N. Nguyen, 2016, p. 36). The Buddhist concept can be viewed in the philosophy and 

practices of morality, social and political relations, equality, sacrifice, good deeds, and life 

directions. It offers people a pathway to escape from life's predicaments and release them 

from pain (Vuong et al., 2018). These Buddhist values have been acknowledged and accepted 

as Vietnamese characteristics and inform the construction of gender relations, in which 

women are expected to be sacrificing, tolerant, and benevolent. 

The Confucianist and Three Teachings' principles continue to have a deep-seated 

influence on shaping Vietnamese culture and remain instructive in modern life (Le & Yu, 2021; 

N. H. Nguyen, 1998; N. T. Nguyen, 2016; Q. T. N. Nguyen, 2016; Phạm et al., 2021; Schuler et 

al., 2006). It sets the criteria for good men to meet Three Moral Bonds’ (Tam cương )  and 
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‘Five sets’ or ‘Five Cardinal Virtues’ (Ngũ thường) (Cao & Schafer, 1988, p. 769). In this regard, 

men are expected to carry heavy duties that require physical strength, are labour-intensive 

and involve external interaction (Nguyen & Simkin, 2017, p. 612). It implies that men are a 

'strong force' (Phái mạnh)- - and more powerful and intelligent to undertake their expected 

roles as family breadwinners or financial backbone (Nguyen & Simkin, 2017, p. 610). The 

expectation centred around men's ability to financially support the family and gain a social 

position in public (Nguyen, 2015, p. 150). The hierarchical power of men's dominance also 

allows men to assert authority over women and impose their patriarchal power on the family. 

These powers are carried over to the workplace to reinforce men's dominance. In another 

circumstance, the increase in women's leadership and higher education qualifications may 

threaten men's power in the workplace and the family.  

In contrast, women are to be guided by ‘Three Obediences’ (Tam tòng) and ‘Four 

Virtues’ (Tứ đức). Three Obedience relegates women to subordinate and domestic roles 

within the family's hierarchical structure. Women are expected to perform the Four Virtues 

of moral conduct (đức): diligent work (công); fair appearance (dung), proper speech (ngôn), 

and proper behaviour (hạnh). The first means that women should be skillful and resourceful 

in their work, and women's greatest career is caring for their children and keeping the family 

happy and harmonious. The second, dung, stipulates a women's duty to observe her 

appearance through elegant, appropriate, and modest dress.  Ngôn requires women to know 

how to speak gently and skilfully and avoid profane or chaotic communication. Lastly, hạnh 

is a woman's essential virtue: knowing how to educate her children and maintaining 

harmonious relationships in the family. 

These moral teachings establish clear hierarchical relationships of filial piety between 

father and son and between husband and wife. They create gender inequality norms that 

reinforce women's domestic roles while prohibiting their social opportunities. Individuals who 

behave differently are considered to act against the natural order and the accepted social and 

ethical norms and standards. Gendered social norms are an underlying cause of inequality 

and gender-based violence in Vietnam, and they continue to impact on people's perceptions 

of sexual harassment, as the section below will argue.  
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Gendered social norms 

Gender norms are an element of the gender system and often go along with gender 

roles, gender socialisation, and power relations (Cislaghi & Heise, 2020, p. 410). Gender norms 

are also determined as the prescription of gender roles, and they are social rules and 

expectations to maintain the entire gender system and keep it intact (Cislaghi & Heise, 2020). 

Gendered social norms towards women and men influence individuals' perceptions and 

behaviours (UNFPA, 2010, p. 2). This section identifies gendered social norms that potentially 

shape people's views toward SH at work.  

Drawing from the Three Teachings tradition, gendered norms in Vietnam define 

women's roles and values assigned to primary family functions and domestic duties (Bélanger 

& Khuat, 2018; Le & Mai, 1978). To comply with these norms, women are expected to be good 

wives, mothers, charming, elegant, beautiful, tolerant, and family caregivers. The proverb 

'men build houses; women build a home'-(Đàn ông xây nhà, đàn bà xây tổ ấm) - is a common 

saying expressing this. It is a word-of-mouth educational and moral message passed from 

generation to generation to educate people about men's and women's roles, responsibilities, and 

socialisation. Women internalise gendered social values and are willing to compromise their well-

being, advancement, and interests (Institute for Social Development Studies, 2015, p. 11).  

The women's domestic role is also associated with having a family, a goal for women to 

achieve and a measure of their worth. 'Not yet having a family' 'chưa lập gia đình' is a 

Vietnamese saying that implies that the natural order is for people to get married and set up 

their family as a nucleus of society.  This powerful expectation ties women and men in family 

relationships of heterosexual marriage (Bélanger & Khuat, 2018, p. 93). Thus, unmarried 

women are devalued in the family, and any deviation from the traditional family structure is 

considered a personal failure. As discussed by Pease (2021, pp. 93-94) and Bélanger and Khuat 

(2018, p. 93), the Confucianist ideology explains why family and marriage are such strong 

normative expectations in Vietnamese life.  

Family is important for both men and women, but it is women who are expected to do 

their best to keep their families and marriage together regardless of violence or harassment. 

Family duties limit women's representation in public spaces and restrict their voices, 

participation, and contributions to society. As a consequence of bearing the burden of 
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domestic chores, women are often economically disadvantaged.  Women's normative roles 

in the family as wives and daughters reinforce women's obedience and compliance to men. 

Vietnamese women are held accountable for maintaining the four virtues -diligent work, 

appearance, faithfulness, and dignity. It is unsurprising to find widespread victim-blaming and 

women's silence about domestic violence and harassment.  Furthermore, men are in positions 

of power in the workplace, and women are not. Thus, men have the power to engage in 

certain behaviours, including SH, that many see as a consequence of unequal power relations. 

Many of my research participants explained men's SH toward women based on the cultural 

and gender norms of men's strength and privilege and women's feminine characters (see 

Chapter 5).  

Secondly, gendered social norms result in the expectation that women are submissive 

to men and that good women are considered obedient, compliant, enduring, and devoted 

(Khuat, 2004, 2016; Le & Mai, 1978, p. 91).  Women are portrayed as of lower status, 

powerless, and mainly in charge of domestic work. The Vietnamese language reflects this 

gender hierarchy through terms for male and female (đàn ông – đàn bà), not only being used 

to distinguish men and women but also to illustrate how society judges them. ‘Đàn ông’ 

means manly and has the connotation of respect and performing the social expectation of 

male gender traits, while ‘Đàn bà’ means womanly and often carries a negative connotation.  

Finally, women are traditionally associated with beauty, charm and grace, not only in 

outward appearance but also in their inner beauty. While the expectation of beauty in women 

is not unique to Vietnam, the saying of 'Flowers are for picking; girls are for teasing' - (Làm 

hoa cho người ta hái, làm gái cho người ta trêu) illustrates a dark side by implying that women 

also a subject of teasing and flirting. This perception tolerates men's harassment of women 

as a customary and acceptable practice to comment about women's appearance.    

The concept of beauty challenges women because they have to take care of their 

appearance and cultivate proper behaviours that are not against the traditional norms of 

faithful and loyal women (Khuat, 2016, p. 116). Women are judged on their beauty, but at the 

same time, they must be proven to be a 'good woman’ who is patient, obedient and willing 

to make sacrifices (Hoang, 2020, p. 304). Thus, the myth of female beauty and 'good women' 

places women in the complex position of being judged and even harassed.  
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The Confucian patriarchy and the Three Teachings are not the only factors shaping 

gender perception and gendered social norms. As mentioned earlier, the Communist gender 

equality ideology plays an integral part in constructing gender-related standards, practices, 

and institutions in Vietnam. The Communist system and its social, cultural and political 

movements have contributed to promoting gender equality while also reinforcing traditional 

gendered social values and gender values.   

Socialist-communist gender equality  

The Vietnamese Communist Party was established in February 1930 and quickly 

endorsed the Marxist-Socialist idea of liberating women. The Declaration of Vietnam's 

Independence in 1945, under the leadership of the Communist Party, spread and promoted 

gender equality and liberty to the people. In contrast with Confucianism, which prescribes 

gender-specific roles, the focus of communist gender ideology is to promote economic and 

political equality for both men and women. Vietnam's socialist-communist gender regime is 

aligned with the pursuit of national independence and socialist ideas of equality (Barry, 1996, 

p. 2; Werner & Bélanger, 2018; Wisensale, 1999, p. 605). Women's liberation and 

participation in politics were driven by a genuine ideological imperative to improve the 

position of women. Women's rights were recognised as a cross-cutting issue for both upper 

and lower classes because they all endured suffering from the discriminatory practice of 

Confucianism and exploitation of colonialism (Turley, 1972, p. 796).  

Communist gender ideology considered that most sufferings and constraints of women 

were due to the backward Confucianist ideology, as discussed in the previous sections. The 

Communist Party maintained that it was necessary to abolish all religious and moral customs 

that fettered women to draw women into the ranks of the proletariat (Ho Chinh Minh 

National Academy of Politics, 2008). The significant achievement of the Vietnam Communist 

Party is that it has argued and strived for the emancipation of women from oppressive feudal 

social structures and Confucian social principles to establish and promote equality (Turley, 

1972, p. 793). With women considered a latent social force, the Vietnam Women's Union was 

created as the extended political arm of the Communist Party to pursue gender equality.  The 

organisation presents women's interests at all strata and classes and commits to improving 

women's lives and eradicating backward, feudal, superstitious, and generally unfair treatment  
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(Drummond & Rydstrom, 2004, p. 3). However, the implementation of the socialist-

communist gender regime has created a contradiction between promoting gender equality 

and reinforcing traditional women's gender roles through national social campaigns 

organised by VWU, VGCL, and other state organisations.  

Contradictions in the Socialist-communist gender ideology 

Current research in Vietnam has argued that the socialist-communist gender regime 

sought to re-traditionalise women's gender roles despite increasing women's economic and 

professional achievements (Hoang, 2020; Rydström, 2016; Schuler et al., 2006). It puts 

women under immense social pressure by reinforcing traditional Confucian notions of 

womanhood and motherhood (Hoang, 2020; Phạm et al., 2021; Schuler et al., 2006). The 

VWU's gender approach poses a paradox in emphasising both women's role in the workforce 

and domesticity and marriage. Several national campaigns organised by VWU and VGVCL, like 

'Happy family'- (Gia đinh hạnh phúc) and Cultured Family’ (Gia đình văn hóa) and 

‘Accomplished in public work, adept at housework’, have shaped the ideal family and 

women’s domestic roles alongside expectations that women contribute to household finance 

and in the workplace. These regulate women's gendered lives in the way traditionalised 

Confucian womanhood and motherhood (Hoang, 2020; Rydström, 2016).  

The ideal family continues to be confirmed as the cornerstone of national development. 

Women play a pivotal role in building the integrity of the family structure and maintaining 

family harmony (Hoang, 2020; Schuler et al., 2006). In socialist societies, women are 

acknowledged to contribute to nation-building through their household income and holding 

the ‘heavenly mandate’ of childbearing and raising. However, such perception and 

expectation of womanhood might undermine the goal of 'equality between men and women’, 

which is the key focus of Socialist-Communist and VWU's goals (Rydström, 2016, p. 220). The 

duties and capacity of a mother are stipulated as pertinent features of womanhood, and thus 

motherhood becomes a demand and expectation rather than an option for women 

(Rydström, 2016, p. 220). This perception is close to the Confucian concept, which is anti-

individualism and promotes family as the core success of women. It is, therefore, not 

surprising that Vietnamese women in contemporary life still prioritise family and domestic 

care (Cunningham et al., 2018, p. 7). Family, marriage, and domesticity continue to be 
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emphasised in the state's discourse, and this helps to explain why marriage remains almost 

universal in Vietnam (Hoang, 2020, p. 301).  As marriage is viewed as central to womanhood, 

women are inevitably subjected to enormous social pressure, including moral integrity 

concerns for unmarried or divorced women (Hoang, 2020, p. 305). Such strong social 

pressures to conform to prescribed gender roles help explain the findings in existing studies 

on sexual harassment that women do not wish to identify as victims of sexual harassment. 

Doing so would undermine their social status and may lead to being denied marriage or being 

divorced; thus, they are considered women who have failed to live up to social and moral 

expectations. 

In the context of employment, the normative definitions of a good mother and universal 

ideals about a good worker also pose inherent conflicts (Cuddy et al., 2004, p. 701). When 

workers are primarily seen as mothers and wives, the evaluation of a woman's performance 

at work is likely biased. This stems from women being traditionally assigned domestic care 

duties, unpaid work that is undervalued, and expected to perform dual roles at home and at 

work (Hoang, 2020, p. 303). As a result, family and motherhood become a constraint in 

assessing women's competency at work and promotion opportunities. The association of 

worker and mother attributes causes gender inequality at work, where women occupy fewer 

authority and leadership roles than men in many work settings. It is worth noting that despite 

a growing female workforce in countries like Vietnam, the gender gap in unpaid care work 

has barely changed over the years (Cunningham et al., 2018, p. 7). Other research points out 

that women adjust to their double burden by trying to find a job that does not require long 

working hours, and thus, women trade less travel and lower pay for more family-friendly 

policies - a choice that men are not forced to make (Chowdhury et al., 2018, p. 23). In the case 

of Vietnam, the campaign of ‘Good at work and work at home’ extols both motherhood and 

gainful employment as normative roles for women. The obligation of holding a job to support 

the family's income helps to explain the silence around workplace SH as complaints may lead 

to the victim losing her job. 

The traditional gendered social norms have also had long-lasting impacts on men and 

shaped perceptions of men's masculinity fundamentally. The gender belief of superiority is 

central to men's attitudes and practices, roles, and functions in the family and society. Over 
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time, men maintain these norms and develop new ones through cultural interaction. The ‘true 

man’ depicts men's roles as the family's pillar or breadwinner. Men's power is associated with 

superiority and decisive mannerisms; therefore, they consider themselves capable of and 

strive for leadership or decision-making roles.  A ‘true man’ is also associated with a strong 

physical body and sexual desire, ability, and experience. These masculinity norms create 

harmful gendered behaviours in men. For example, patriarchal power can lead to violence at 

home, and exposure to violence by young boys may lead to violent behaviour in men's later 

life. Witnessing women as the victims of domestic violence in the family also leads to the 

perception that it is normal for men to use violence against women. Women must accept it 

because they are wives and daughters who should be obedient. Thus, violence against women 

persists in domestic and public spheres and spills over to the workplace. Workplace SH results 

from inequality in gender norms and men's privilege displayed at work. As a result of male 

gender norms, it is acceptable for men to have affairs outside marriage, have multiple sexual 

partners, and flirt with women.  Men must try harder to be the breadwinner and maintain 

men's power in the context of increasing women's economic status and authority positions. 

Women's presence and rise in the workplace threaten male power, and SH is a way men 

assert their power over women and express their masculinity.  

Another pressing challenge in Vietnam's contemporary life is the upholding of 

traditional gendered social norms that women hold domestic roles and men are the 

breadwinners (CARE International Organisation, 2020; Grosse, 2015; Hoang, 2020; Institute 

for Social Development Studies, 2020; Khuat, 2016; Phạm et al., 2021; Vietnam News, 2016). 

These traditional family roles have not changed much despite the increasing number of 

women in the labour market and societal roles at all strata. Women must balance their work 

commitments by improving their education and career pathway and taking care of the family. 

The belief that women can perform multiple tasks simultaneously creates the standard for 

success in their professional and domestic work (Phạm et al., 2021, p. 48).  In many cases, the 

success of women is viewed through the lens of gendered identity, social norms, and 

stereotypes. Pham. et al. (2021) point to women's characteristics as ‘gentle, soft,’ ‘tender,’ 

‘sympathetic,’ ‘calm,’ ‘persistent,’ ‘subtle,’ and ‘sensitive’ as women's positive traits which 

contribute to their success. These female norms were drawn from traditional Confucianism. 
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Many interviews with successful women in the media emphasise the gender identity of 

women that has made them successful (Phạm et al., 2021).  

Traditionally gendered norms that expect men to be breadwinners are the underlying 

cause of pressure and burden on contemporary young men. Pham et al. (2021) argue that 

young men are also at the crossroads of maintaining the conventional perception of men's 

roles and modern parts of men and being squeezed by traditional and contemporary 

pressures. On the one hand, men are educated to be the family pillar. On the other hand, 

evidence shows that women are increasingly becoming economically independent. Thus, a 

modern ‘good man’ should acknowledge and support a woman as an equal economic 

contributor to a family and society (Kieu, 2018; Phạm et al., 2021, p. 49).  

In a nutshell, ‘vestiges of Confucianist ideologies existing in contemporary Vietnam are 

still strong enough for men and women to feel torn between their ideals and their current 

practices causing suffering for both genders.’ (Institute for Social Development Studies, 2015, 

p. 20). The discussion of Confucianism needs to be contextualised as a way to enable 

understanding of the historical context of women’s socialisation upbringing. The urban-

based, more highly educated women would be able to consider/ reflect on the context of 

wider understanding of women and the impact of global media and working in a cosmopolitan 

city. As discussed earlier, SH at work involves socio-cultural constructs and the legal 

framework to address workplace issues. The development of the law on SH demonstrates the 

state's progress in promoting gender equality in general and gender discrimination in 

employment in particular.  

3.3. Vietnam Law and Policy on Sexual Harassment 

Since the Vietnamese Communist Party led the nation to independence, gender 

equality has become a central goal, and steps have been taken to achieve women's liberty 

and equality (Grosse, 2015; Q. T. N. Nguyen, 2016; Teerawichitchainan et al., 2015). This 

involves eliminating the traditional Confucian-based doctrine of men's dominance in public 

life and women's subordination and their relegation to domestic roles (Teerawichitchainan et 

al., 2015, p. 61). The principle of discrimination has been translated into practical legislation 

and the legal system, formulated through key laws like The Law on Gender Equality in 2006 
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and the Labour Code in 2012, amended in 2019. The goal of gender equality is central to the 

policy to eliminate gender discrimination, create equal opportunities for men and women in 

socioeconomic development and human resources development, and move toward equitable 

gender relations in all dimensions of social and family life.   

The Labour Code revision enacted in 2019 regulates the provision of gender equality in 

employment. This is the first time SH is recognised and fully provisioned in employment law. 

This indicates the legal approach of the Vietnamese Government that SH is a gender issue at 

work and a form of discrimination in employment.  However, before 2019, Vietnam's law on 

SH was scattered and regulated by many different laws, including the Labour Code, Civil Code, 

Criminal Code and the Code of Conduct (Duane Morris Vietnam, 2018, p. 4). The law 

considered SH as a general legal issue in various legal documents.  

The term SH was first mentioned in the Labour Code 2012, known in the local language 

as ‘quấy rối tình dục.’ The law prohibits discriminating against female employees on the 

grounds of gender or abusing their honour and dignity (ILO, 2013, p. 9). This law was a step 

forward in ensuring safer and healthier working environments. However, the law fell short of 

providing workable definitions of SH to define what sexual behaviours constitute SH and the 

places where SH occurs. The protection methods (individual identity and information 

confidentiality) and grievance mechanisms were not mentioned in any legal documents 

(Duane Morris Vietnam, 2018, p. 5). Vietnam's Civil Code deals with individual moral rights, 

specifically the right to protect honour and dignity and compensate for damage when these 

rights are violated. However, these legal codes deal with discrete aspects of SH without 

connection to other legislation. The Criminal Code provides legislation in relation to sexual 

acts that are dangerous to society, such as rape, sexual assaults, and statutory rape and 

details provisions and corresponding punishment. If serious forms of SH happen in the 

workplace, it will be handled by the Criminal Code.  

In 2015, The Ministry of Labour, Invalids and Social Affairs, the Vietnam General 

Confederation of Labour, and the Vietnam Chamber of Commerce and Industry jointly 

developed the Code of Conduct 2015 on SH in the Workplace in Vietnam (VCCI, MOLISA and 

VCGL 2015) (the Code). The Code provides guidelines and recommendations to employers, 

employees, and trade union representatives to address SH at work. However, the Code is only 
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a recommendation, not a binding document. Consequently, it is ineffective in protecting 

employees from SH, and many organisations, including state-employed and state-own 

enterprises, do not have regulations on SH. 

In this context, the Labour Code revision enacted in 2019 and taking effect in 2021 is a 

significant legal development that provides the first legal definition of SH. According to the 

Labour Code, SH in the workplace means 'any sexual act of a person against another person 

in the workplace against the latter's will’, and 'Workplace means any location where an 

employee is actually working under an agreement with or as assigned by the employer’ (The 

Vietnamese Labor Code, 2019, p. article 3). This definition underscores that any sexual act 

that causes an individual to feel offended, humiliated, manipulated, or adversely affected can 

be SH. The provision of SH in the Labour Code is expanded upon on Decree 145/2020/NĐ-CP, 

which details the definition of SH and its grievance mechanism. The Decree specifies and 

defines categories of SH behaviours, encompassing three types of misconduct, specifically in 

article 84:  

1. SH, defined by Clause 9 Article 3 of the Labour Code, may occur in the form of a request, 
demand, suggestion, threat, use of force to have sex in exchange for any work-related 
interests; or any sexual acts that thus creates an insecure and uncomfortable work 
environment and affects the mental, physical health, performance and life of the harassed 
person. 

2. SH in the workplace includes: 

a) Actions, gestures, and physical contact with the body of a sexual or suggestive nature. 

b) Verbal SH: sexual or suggestive comments or conversations in person, by phone or through 
electronic media 

c) Non-verbal SH: body language; display, description of sex or sexual activities whether 
directly or through electronic media. 

3. The workplace mentioned in Clause 9 Article 3 of the Labour Code means any location where 
the employee works in reality as agreed or assigned by the employer, including work-related 
locations or spaces such as social activities, conferences, training sessions, business trips, 
meals, phone conversations, communications through electronic media, on shuttles provided 
by the employer and other locations specified by the employer (Decree: Elaboration of Some 

Articles on the Labor Code on Working Conditions and Labor Relations, 2020, p. article 84). 

This article expands the definition of SH and workplace settings that fall under the 

Labour Code. It specifies acts undertaken on a quid pro quo basis, including a request, 

demand, suggestion, threat, or use of force to have sex in exchange for work-related interests 

and acts that constitute a hostile environment which creates an insecure and uncomfortable 
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work environment. Decree No 145/2020/NĐ-CP also clarifies that sexual harassment includes 

physical, verbal, and non-verbal acts and broadens the definition of ‘workplace,’ as regulated 

in term 3, article 84. By extending the definition of the workplace, the new legislation makes 

employers liable for the acts of their employees wherever they are performing work duties. 

SH is listed in regulation as grounds for workplace dismissal, which activates the grievance 

mechanism that allows employers to dismiss employees for committing an act of sexual 

harassment in the workplace without the necessity to prove the act resulted in financial 

damages. It also allows employees to terminate a labour contract without prior notice due to 

SH. They can also claim damages and monetary losses based on the denial of employment-related 

benefits due to sexual harassment in which they refuse to comply with the sexual harasser's 

requests. Compliance with SH regulations have been listed in the items of labour inspection by 

the Labour authority governed by MOLISA. Thus, SH regulation must ensure the handling of 

complaints to protect the victims' and the accused's privacy, dignity, honour and safety. 

The Labour Code revision and its related documents show the country's policy progress, 

making Vietnam among the first Southeast Asian countries to lay the first brick for a legal 

framework to combat SH. According to the law, SH is gender discrimination at work and is 

prohibited. It defines the clear responsibility of employers, employees, Trade Unions, and 

other related stakeholders in implementing SH policy in workplaces. SH is subject to 

administrative sanctions and criminal prosecution depending on the severity of the 

harassment.  

The provisions of SH addressed in both the Labour Code and Decree No 145 are aligned 

with the international Labour Convention no. 190 on Violence and Harassment (Convention 

190), which was adopted in June 2019 by the International Labour Organisation (ILO), which 

Vietnam is a member. The three types of SH mentioned above are relevant to the commonly 

defined behavioural categories in various legal feminist literature on SH. Clause 1 of this 

article covers the nature of misconduct in two forms quid pro quo and hostile environment.  

However, the behavioural categories defined in the decrees are still broad. The law 

gives each employer the right to define behaviours as SH and the process of addressing 

workplace SH in place appropriate to their business context. The employers are responsible 

for 'Detailed and specific descriptions of what is considered SH in the workplace according to 
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the characteristics of the works and the workplace' (Decree145/ND-CP: Elaboration of Some 

Articles on the Labor Code on Working Conditions and Labor Relations, 2020, p. clause 1, 

article 86).  This regulation makes it challenging to internalise national law into organisational 

policies if employers fail to define unacceptable conduct at work. Such shortcomings of the 

Labour Code have triggered social and legal debates about the possibility of developing a new 

Code of Conduct on SH at work.  Nonetheless, the introduction of new legislation on SH indicates 

Vietnam's efforts in addressing gender equality issues in employment. It is also the result of 

adopting international legal standards to solve problems previously excluded as an illegal issue 

within cultural narratives governed by gender social norms.  

3.4. Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have discussed Vietnamese literature gathered from different 

academic research sources, working papers, and institutions' reports and press to understand 

how SH has been studied and conceptualised in Vietnam under the socio-cultural perspective 

and regulated in Vietnam legislation. I then addressed the cultural construction of gender by 

examining the patriarchal gender ideology and Socialist-Communist gender perspective, 

drawing on the gendered social norms associated with explaining SH. Thus, the chapter helps 

to develop a cultural understanding of SH in the specific context of traditional and 

contemporary gender ideology. By discussing Vietnam law and policy on SH, I aim to position 

the legal issues within a socio-cultural context and demonstrate the progress in legalising SH 

as an illegal issue to address gender inequality at work.  

The findings in this chapter show that although SH is a long-standing workplace issue in 

Vietnam, it has gained little attention from academia and has just been established as a legal 

term in the current legal framework. This can explain the lack of official statistics on SH 

prevalence in public and social science. These gaps need to be filled by more rigorous research 

in the field that can contribute solid evident- based information to understand the workplace 

issue. Vietnam's unique gender construction and social norms towards women and men 

blend conventional social and cultural values and Socialist-Communist gender ideology. 

Despite social change and economic development, the gender perception of the Vietnamese 

people is still very much tradition-bound, imposing tremendous burdens on women and 

placing pressure on men in modern society.   
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The discussion of gender construction reveals how traditional gender relations and 

social norms that define expected gender roles and women's characteristics may construct 

SH at work. However, unlike other forms of gender-based violence, little attention has been 

paid to SH in the workplace. Although the new SH provision in the Labour Code 2019 has 

provided a legal framework to address the issue, there remain challenges in establishing the 

basis for comprehensively workable definitions and detailed categories of SH behaviours. 

Furthermore, the law has not addressed the cultural aspect of gender inequality that governs 

workplace attitudes toward SH. Public education on socio-cultural change to eliminate gender 

inequality and improve working people's legal consciousness is as important as implementing 

the law. Building on this contextual understanding, the next chapters will aim to unpack the 

persistence of gendered social norms and stereotypes of gender roles and how changing 

perceptions about gender equality can be harnessed to address SH at work.   
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CHAPTER 4: WORKING PEOPLE’S PERCEPTIONS OF SEXUAL 
HARASSMENT IN VIETNAM  

4.1. Introduction 

This chapter seeks to understand how working people conceptualise sexual 

harassment within socio-cultural and employment contexts in Vietnam. How individuals 

perceive and define SH has been explored, particularly in Western countries (Amick & 

Sorenson, 2006; Bitton & Shaul, 2013; Foulis & McCabe, 1997; McCabe & Hardman, 2005). 

However, there is a lack of empirical data from developing countries like Vietnam, where 

women increasingly enter the workforce and encounter numerous workplace issues. 

Recent research studies and media reporting on workplace SH in Vietnam provide 

compelling evidence that workplace SH is a  widespread and persistent issue (CARE 

Vietnam, 2019). Still, defining SH comprehensively is challenging because the legal 

definition in current Labour law is very recent, and there is no shared understanding of SH 

in Vietnamese society. Many social myths, gender stereotypes, and misconceptions 

surrounding SH may hinder people from readily identifying SH and framing their 

consciousness.  

This chapter addresses this gap by examining the phenomenon of workplace SH from 

Vietnamese employees' perspectives. Qualtrics survey data and in-depth interviews will be 

used throughout this chapter. Understanding SH from the perspectives of working people 

is vital in developing empirical knowledge of the issue. The chapter consists of three main 

sections. The opening section provides a brief overview of the research participant 

demographics to contextualise the findings. The following section explores how working 

people conceptualise SH in general, and the last section unpacks what SH makes sense to 

working people.   

4.2. Contextualising Research Participants  

As signalled in the introduction, the principal aim of the study was to collect information 

from people working in various industries, including the state- employed- organisations, 

service sectors, and private-sector manufacturing plants. To contextualise the findings, it is 

relevant to note that almost three-quarters of the survey participants were between 28- 45 
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years of age (See Appendix table 8.1), which is similar to the age structure of the Vietnamese 

workforce in general (Vietnam General Department of Census, 2020, p. 2). Female 

respondents comprise 70% of the survey population (See Appendix table 8.1 and 8.3).  

Married workers in the survey and interviews accounted for most participants (around 80%) 

(See Appendix Table 8.2). This means that most survey participants are likely to bear many 

duties such as income-earning, childbearing and child-rearing, domestic work, and caring 

responsibilities for elderly family members or family members with a disability. These roles 

are generally regarded as the primary roles of women in Vietnam (Bélanger & Khuat, 2018; 

Hoang, 2020; Khuat, 2016; Le, 2002; Le & Mai, 1978). Balancing domestic and community 

roles and paid employment may contribute to how women conceptualise and respond to 

workplace SH. In addition, the dominance of married status in thesis demographics indicates 

the strength of normative views around marriage and, by extension, gender roles in the 

household (Bélanger & Khuat, 2018).  

Table 4.1: Survey Participants by employment sector and work position 

  

Current position at work 

Total Manager 

Office 

Staff 

Team 

leader  

Factory 

Workers Other 

 Current 

Employment  

Government 

organisations 

9 5 1 0 1 16 

Unions 15 23 6 0 2 46 

Banking 27 125 2 2 1 157 

Education 6 18 1 0 7 32 

Factories  2 6 5 41 0 54 

Other 13 16 2 0 3 34 

Total Count 72 193 17 43 14 339 

%  21.2% 56.9% 5.0% 12.7% 4.1% 100% 

Source: Qualtrics survey conducted from February- April 2021  
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This chapter draws on 22 interviews to present the views of different interview groups 

(workers in different factories and locations and state organisations) and workplace positions. 

The quotes cited in this chapter were selected to represent the most frequently mentioned 

views on SH emerging from the interviews. 

4.3. Conceptualising Sexual Harassment Behaviours  

Two foci of this section are the forms of sexual behaviours and the behavioural 

characteristics that determine people's framing of SH. The research data shows a variance in 

the perception of SH, and working people also frame their definitions of SH differently. 

However, many forms of SH behaviours were excluded from their definitions.  

Table 4.2: Employees' understanding of SH based on the behavioural description 

No Sexual Behaviours  Percentage % 

1 Unwelcome touching, hugging, or kissing 91 

2 Staring or leering at your body that made you feel intimidated 62 

3 
Sexually suggestive comments or jokes, commenting on the 
attractiveness of others in front of an employee 

53 

4 
Sexually explicit pictures, screen savers or posters, gifts that made you 
feel offended 

80 

5 Repeat or inappropriate invitations to go out on dates 72 

6 Requests or pressure for sex or other sexual acts 74 

7 
Intrusive questions about your private life or physical appearance that 
made you feel offended 

61 

8 
Unnecessary familiarity, such as deliberately brushing up against a 
person 

58 

9 Insults or taunts based on sex 61 

10 Sexually explicit physical contact 68 

11 
Repeated or inappropriate sexually explicit emails or SMS text 
messages, social networking websites 

34 

12 
Actual or attempted rape or assault, physical assault, indecent 
exposure, sexual assault 

82 

13 Sexual compliance is exchanged for a job or other benefits 84 

Source: Qualtrics survey conducted from February- April 2021 
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Research participants were asked the survey question: ‘Which behaviours below do you 

consider SH?’ and provided a list of behaviours. The table above shows what participants 

selected as behaviours that they considered SH. In addition, an open question was asked, ‘How 

do you define SH?’ to further examine the characteristics of sexual behaviours employees use 

to define SH.  

The data shows that SH is defined in three main forms: unwanted physical conduct, non-

physical and verbal sexual conduct, and sexual coercion. Firstly, SH is overwhelmingly 

perceived as unwanted physical conduct and constitutes unwanted sexual attention by the 

majority of survey respondents. Unwanted physical conduct is displayed in the common 

forms of inappropriate ‘physical contact of touching the body’ (kissing, hugging, pushing, 

fondling, stroking, putting arms around shoulders) and, in its most serious forms, attempted 

or actual rape and sexual assault. Most survey participants recognised SH behaviour as 

‘Unwelcome touching, hugging, or kissing’ (90%). ‘Sexual compliance is exchanged for a job 

or other benefits’ is the second ranking on the list.  ‘Actual or attempted rape or assault, 

physical assault, indecent exposure, sexual assault’ (82%) is the third most frequently selected 

SH behaviour (Table 4.2). These behaviours are broadly identified as SH because their ‘sexual ‘ 

or ‘physical’ nature describes offensive behaviours that are easy to recognise and feel.  

Still, nearly 20% of survey respondents do not consider ‘actual or attempted rape or 

assault’ as SH. A possible explanation is that this behaviour goes beyond the participants' 

definition of SH because rape and sexual assault are criminal acts regulated under Vietnam 

Criminal law. Also, the term ‘attempt’ may not be explicitly understood as it will lead to SH. 

10% of respondents did not consider unwanted touching as SH, even if these acts pose a 

physical threat that denigrates or shows hostility or aversion. 

The findings from the interviews below provide more insight and explanations for the 

quantitative data above.  As one interviewee elaborated: ‘SH are many obvious behaviours: 

trespassing on the body, touching hands and feet, stroking hair and cheeks, and stroking hair 

and cheeks and putting arms around the shoulder’ (Ms Hai, union officer, aged 45). This 

confirms other research findings that obvious physical advances and unwanted sexual 

attention are the most recognisable forms of workplace SH (CARE Vietnam, 2019, p. 40). 
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Research participants tended to describe SH in general physical acts rather than 

identifying details of the behaviour that would constitute SH. When asked to give some 

examples of unwanted touching, they were hesitant or needed to think for a while before 

providing explanations like ‘Excessive touching or too intimate’ (Ms Vi, union manager, aged 

52) or ‘Physical acts like touching and stroking’ (Ms Diu, worker, aged 27). For example, Ms 

Nhi, a state officer aged 36 expresses her confusion: ‘SH is to screw/ grope/ molest (sàm sỡ). 

Honestly, I do not understand what harassment means and what behaviours of harassment 

are.’  In conversation, she later revealed that she was a victim of workplace SH a few years 

ago and still suffered trauma and stress. Struggling to find words to describe SH, she finally 

concluded, ‘SH is about touching or asking you about sex that makes you feel offended.’  This 

highlights the individual’s feeling of being offended as a critical aspect of the SH definition. 

Research participants pointed out that the recognition of SH depends on the 

consequences. As one interviewee suggested, conduct may not be viewed as SH unless the 

consequence or impact is visible harm. ‘People often think SH is rape or something more 

serious. If other behaviours cause no harm or do not lead to serious consequences, they are 

not SH’ (Ms Gi, state officer, aged 49). Another worker added that context and relationship 

matter: ‘If taunting and bantering with sexual hints come from friends or someone close, it is 

ok; from a stranger, it is indecent’ (Ms Tra, worker, aged 27).  

Workers’ experience of SH influences their conceptualisation of SH. To identify what 

sexual harassment is, people often refer to incidents they experienced. State employees are 

more likely to recall their experience of SH at work. One interviewee said: ‘Once we were on 

a business trip, a man sitting next to me put his hand on my leg when I fell asleep’ (Ms Lan, 

union officer, aged 42). Alternatively, ‘when I was in an elevator, a man suddenly put his arms 

around my waist and shoulder’ (Ms Hao, state officer, aged 33). As can be seen, the 

experience of SH plays a significant role in shaping working people’s perception of sexual 

harassment. However, experiencing SH does not necessarily lead to their 

labelling/recognition of being harassed, as will be discussed in the next chapter. Factory 

workers often draw examples from social interaction with friends, colleagues, media 

(Television or social media), and online newspapers to explain SH. A part of this is because 
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they reported less experience of SH at work than a state officer, which I will analyse in chapter 

6 of working women’s experience workplace SH.  

Contrary to Western literature, formal terms such as ‘unwanted sexual attention’ were 

not used by most of the research participants. Instead, they used common words of touching, 

kissing, hugging, taunting, and bantering as examples of SH. As this narrowed range of words 

refers mainly to specific behaviours, the definition of unwanted sexual attention might be 

limited as it potentially overlooks other behaviours of unwanted sexual attention. For 

example, in interviews, several correspondents only recognised SH in more severe forms 

(rape or assault), and 40% of survey participants did not see ‘insults or taunts based on sex’ 

as SH. This means that verbal sexual conduct is often under-consciousness of SH, although it 

conveys the nature of the offence. These divergent views of what constitutes SH may cause 

mistreatment or tolerance of SH at work. However, taken as a whole, the various behaviours 

defined by research participants reflect the main forms of unwanted SH discussed in the existing 

literature (Fitzgerald et al., 1995; Leskinen et al., 2011). This suggests that language may create 

a variance in describing SH, but the defined concept of SH is quite common across cultures.  

The second important point emerging from the survey is that most participants 

perceived non-physical and verbal sexual conduct as gender harassment, which may not be 

considered serious but creates a hostile work environment. Behaviours that a large majority 

of survey participants identified as SH to include ‘Sexually explicit pictures, screen savers or 

posters, gifts’ (80%), ‘Requests or pressure for sex or other sexual acts’ (74%), and ‘repeated 

or inappropriate invitations for a date’ (72%) (Table 4.2). Participants gave numerous 

examples of non-physical sexual conduct in interviews, including catcalling, whistling, yelling 

sexually suggestive comments, and unwanted flirting. Jokes referring to sexual acts and sexual 

orientation, verbal sexual requests, and repeated requests to share telephone numbers were 

also mentioned. 

Significantly, sexual behaviour via online platforms was less likely to be perceived as SH. 

Worldwide coverage of the internet and web provide an environment to consider and define 

SH in non-traditional spaces. Enabling virtual networks and communities with social media 

support has become a pervasive feature of the employment relationship in contemporary 

employment (Mcdonald, 2019, p. 4). Yet, in my survey, nearly 70% of the participants did not 
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consider ‘repeated or inappropriate sexually explicit emails or SMS text messages’ to be SH. 

Online communication is a popular platform for conveying social-sexual communication in 

contemporary society. Online social-sexual communication among young employees may 

reduce people's awareness of the potential of social bantering to escalate into SH. It is 

considered a facilitator to initiate romantic and sexual relationships (Solomon & Williams, 

1997, p. 197). People differ in the way they perceive SH on online platforms and how they 

interpret messages (Biber et al., 2002, p. 34). SH online via email and mobile phones may be 

perceived as less threatening than face-to-face contact, and the consequences are not visible, but 

at the same time, they can also be more pervasive. An example of both the pervasiveness of online 

SH and its perceived impact is provided by a young factory worker about her female manager: 

My manager, Mai, a single mom, usually receives messages from her foreign line manager. He 
sent her sexually explicit pictures and asked something using inappropriate language, but she 
often ignored it. When I asked her why she did not report his behaviours or she did not try to 
stop him, she said, 'oh, he just said something; it does not matter’ (Ms Diu, worker, aged 27).  

Diu's story of her female manager can help explain how participants may exclude this 

SH behaviour from their definition. According to Mai these activities had not caused her harm 

and were still within her capacity to control. Thus, she chose to ignore them as ‘it does not 

matter’. Deciding not to respond to the incidents does not mean that she did not perceive 

them as SH, but perhaps she preferred not to acknowledge them publicly to avoid any 

potential risks to her work. The literature suggests that in the workplace, perception of the 

severity of SH often increases with the message initiator's position. Supervisors have direct 

power over subordinates, and thus the worker avoids the cost of reacting to SH (Solomon & 

Williams, 1997, p. 199). In addition, power influences one's ability to control reward or cost; 

in this situation, the worker can still exert agency by not responding to the SH perpetrator. 

However, Mai’s case raises an important issue about how power relations at work affect 

perspectives on SH. 

On the one hand, Mai’s perpetrator is her manager, and thus it could be her assumption 

that he has more authority to request whatever he wants. This leads to Mai’s acceptance of 

the manager’s power. On the other hand, Mai’s decision not to respond and label behaviour 

as SH could lead to a culture of tolerance for such behaviours. Since Mai was a team leader in 

the factory, the way she defines SH or refuses to act on it may give an example of 
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misunderstanding about SH dissimilated among their staff. Her staff may experience similar 

SH and accept it as ‘it does not matter.’  

Another type of sexual behaviour frequently encountered in Vietnamese workplaces is 

‘sexually suggestive comments or jokes, commenting on the attractiveness of others in front 

of an employee that made you feel offended’ (see table 4.2). Although this behaviour is 

common, it is often excluded from interviewees’ perspectives. Sexual jokes may be viewed as 

social-sexual communication that contributes to relaxation and humour at work. As one 

interviewee points out, ‘No, sexual jokes are part of life, and just for fun, they should not be 

considered SH’ (Ms Gi, state officer, aged 49). Since sexual joking is considered part of the 

workplace culture and everyday communication, people tend to normalise it and exclude it 

from their definition of SH.  A union officer shared: 

Sexual jokes are quite familiar and happen everywhere. When you are on business trips, and 
people are making sexual jokes, it is not SH.  Sexual jokes are just for people to entertain and 
distract themselves from the tiredness of travelling. I was annoyed by these jokes when I was a 
young staff member, but gradually I felt it was Ok (Ms Nhu, union officer, aged 41).  

These comments connecting sexual jokes with humour,  fun and friendly relationships 

are similar to findings in other studies (Dowd et al., 2003; M. Johnson, 1991). More recent 

literature argues that sexual joking can constitute SH when it is unwelcome, and while 

someone may enjoy sexual jokes in their work environment, others may feel offended 

(Johnson et al., 2018; Mcdonald, 2019). Nhu’s comment indicates that she was offended 

when she was young and a new staff member but may have chosen to tolerate or participate 

in the behaviours to ‘get along by going along.’ 

Identifying which types of sexual jokes and comments are inappropriate behaviour at 

work is difficult, as seen in Nhu’s and Gi’s narratives and other similar interviews. The remarks 

above indicate the way sexual jokes and social-sexual messages, and non-physical sexual 

behaviour is perceived as SH depending on an individual’s attitude, workplace environment, 

and culture, which are discussed in other existing research (Dowd et al., 2003, p. 149; 

Solomon & Williams, 1997, pp. 207–208).   

Sexual comments on people's appearance and dress are another behaviour that very few 

employees identify as SH at work. Some people targeted by such comments even appreciate 

them as a compliment on their beauty. One research participant revealed, ‘When people 
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commented about my appearance or dress, I would think it is their compliment to me and 

that I am attractive’ (Ms Ngoc, state officer, aged 32). Such comments do not constitute SH 

because it is not ‘unwelcome’ as Ngoc perceives. However, it shows how entrenched the 

cultural norms and expectations of women’s appearance are in the workplace as one of the 

four Confucian virtues, which makes Ngoc and other female workers fail to realise the 

potential sexual escalation of such comments. The way participants conceptualise SH 

behaviour has some implications. First, it reflects traditional cultural norms' influence on 

women's beauty, of which women are expected to be responsible for their good looking. 

Second, the absence of a law on SH and a legal definition to define SH behaviours may lead 

to workers' simplification of defining SH. These together can contribute to mistreat SH at 

workplace.   

Similarly, sexual comments on a colleague’s personal life are not deemed as SH.  

Interview findings show that cultural interpretations of comments as SH or not are based on 

individual circumstances and how such comments are delivered. For example, Nhu refers to 

cultural norms to conceptualise this behaviour as non-SH. Nhu explained that ‘asking about 

privacy, in the Asian culture, is normal. It is not SH’ (state officer, aged 41). However, Ms Ha 

perceived it differently, stating, ‘Talking or asking about a personal issue … can be SH’ (Ms 

Hai, union officer, aged 45).  As a single mother, such questions about Hai’s personal life 

caused her discomfort. As can be seen, individuals' cognition differs from their cultural 

background, and personal circumstances shape people's understanding of SH. In addition, 

Vietnamese cultural socialisation in which people express their care about others by asking 

personal questions may obscure verbal intrusions as forms of gender harassment. Therefore, 

nearly 40% of survey participants did not view ‘Intrusive questions about your private life or 

physical appearance that made you feel offended’ as SH (table 4.2). 

Very few employees consider showing pornography, taking pictures of workers or 

invading their personal space during their break time at work to be SH. This finding supports 

CARE's (2019) research that workers did not define such behaviours as sexual insults or sexual 

hostility (CARE Vietnam, 2019, p. 41). However, at the time of writing this thesis, the 

Vietnamese press, Vnexpress, publicised a case where a foreign manager took photos of 

workers in toilets and their private break rooms and posted them on the company’s portal, 
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claiming that these workers were undisciplined. When workers complained about the 

manager, they were fired for a contrived reason of not acting appropriately at work. 

Meanwhile, their pictures and information continued to spread (Le, 2022). This case is not 

only about the violation of workers' rights related to labour relations but also the case of 

workplace SH. However, most public attention and condemnation focused on the issue of 

breaching labour relations, and there was little concern about SH. This indicates that SH in 

the workplace receives inadequate public attention and is defined in narrow terms.  

A lack of clarification in law and workplace codes of conduct gives people space to 

excuse their SH conduct, like sexual comments, jokes, and suggestions. A manager in a Gender 

Equality Department stressed that ‘the great challenge is how to define wanted or unwanted 

behaviour’ (Mr Tran, state manager, aged 60). Similarly, another male manager in a Legal 

Department raised his concern ‘it is difficult to recognise and define SH behaviour, except 

some cases are explicit’ (Mr Thien, state manager, aged 44). I would argue it is a grey area 

that can be addressed by clearly identifying sexually suggestive comments and jokes and 

asking about private life as SH. Legal practices from other countries show that if SH is enacted 

in the law, for example, in the US EEOC, sexual jokes or humour can be considered SH in the 

workplace (Dowd et al., 2003, p. 149). 

The third behaviour category that research participants define as SH is sexual coercion. 

Sexual coercion can take various forms, including physical and verbal coercion and as a threat 

of sexual advances. Working people conceptualise sexual coercion as rape, sexual assault, and 

coercive sexual intercourse. Nhu shares her view: ‘SH can be in any form. Rape and sexual 

assault do happen’ (Ms Nhu, state officer, aged 41). Another participant further explained her 

definition of SH as sexual coercion of sexual compliance: ‘Threatening a person that they 

submit to sexual demands without any capacity to fight back’ (Ms Mai, union manager, aged 

46). According to Ms Mai, SH can be verbal or nonverbal threat acts that force individuals to 

engage in sexual activity. Sexual coercion, in this instance, involves power abuse and sexual 

activity in the absence of sexual desire. It also reflects the vulnerability of victims in facing 

verbal sexual coercion under workplace power. 
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Sexual coercion can also involve psychological manipulation that threatens and compels 

the target person to engage in sexual activity. Another staff member working in a state 

organisation at a provincial level revealed one way SH occurs based on partner manipulation:   

The woman was financially and emotionally dependent on the man. The man manipulated this 
situation to keep the woman in the ongoing relationship. He threatened her when she tried to 
end the relationship, so she could not leave (Ms Li, state officer, aged 36)   

Li brings her understanding of SH from an actual case of two high school classmates who 

became working partners. Their case illustrates a behavioural shift from harassment to 

consensual sexual relations that end with sexual coercion. This complicated case of SH 

demonstrates the psychological and partner manipulation aspect of maintaining SH 

relationships to please their partner's sexual desire (Barron, 2010; Karantzas et al., 2016).   

Verbal sexual coercion targets people in every working position, regardless of the 

leadership or staff positions. A female manager at a Union commented: ‘After lunch, a male 

manager asked a staff member to come to his office, closed the door, and asked her about 

sex’ (Ms Hoang, Union manager, aged 54). In this case, sexual coercion was a verbal request 

for sexual intercourse but not for employment conditions or job-benefit exchanges. The 

unequal power relationship between managers and staff, reflecting the workplace power 

hierarchy, turns this question into sexual coercion. 

Although many respondents refer to sexual coercion between managers and staff, 

sexual coercion also happens between co-workers. In this situation, sexual coercion does not 

necessarily involve the working power, and instead, SH at work manifests unequal gender 

relations between men and women. The same person quoted above, Ms Mai, adds a story 

she knew from her work duties of women's protection.  

A man in the local government organisation was reported to allegedly harass his female 
colleague. He was using force to hug, hold, kiss and bite her on the lips and touch the ‘sensitive’ 
body parts of the victim without the act of intercourse with the woman. He said it was not rape, 
just touching, teasing and groping (Ms Mai, union manager, aged 46).     

This man's sexual attention was claimed not to aim for intercourse or rape, but it was 

tantamount to assault in the form of unwanted sexual attention and sexual coercion. This 

example shows that different forms of SH overlap and interconnect. Although the perpetrator 

was fined, the case was seen as less severe because he did not intend to rape her and 
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addressed upon his excuse.  It implies confusion among organisational leaders in defining the 

type and level of SH severity to punish adequately at the organisational level.  

Sexual coercion and harassment may eventually end in intercourse by starting with a 

less serious form of flirting or teasing; as a worker noted: ‘when a male wants to have sexual 

intercourse with a woman, he may start flirting with her’ (Ms Thanh, worker, aged 39). This 

case may involve consent to achieve the initiator's intention to have sexual relations with the 

target. Thuong provides this example: ‘The man will probe the woman's opinion, and he 

thinks you may like him if you do not react at first. He then will increase his sexual attention’ 

(Ms Thuong, worker, aged 37). This sexual conduct begins with a less serious form, but it 

indicates the danger of ignoring or not responding to it because SH can escalate to more 

complex sexual activity.  

By including psychological and power manipulation to define SH, the interview 

participants' responses above suggest a more inclusive definition of SH. SH, perceived by 

interview participants, indicates the construction of gender relations between men and 

women and workplace power relations. In many cases, gender relations and workplace power 

intertwine to shape SH and thus explain the shifting forms from non-consensual to consensual 

SH and vice versa.  

Another form of sexual coercion is sexual compliance which is recognised by over 80% 

of survey respondents, as shown in Table 4.2. Regardless of working positions or employment 

sectors, sexual compliance is perceived similarly among diverse groups of state officers and 

factory workers. Interview data also reveals no difference in perception between factory 

workers and state officers to define sexual compliance. Their general perception seems to be 

based on actual workplace observation or hearing from colleagues, friends, and media.  

The interview describes how sexual coercion for job-related benefits happens in various 

working situations. Hoa gave an example of the kind of scenario in which this occurs: ‘When 

a boss wants to target his sexual advance toward a staff member, he will send a message to 

that staff promising better work conditions or salary in exchange for consent’ (Ms Hoa, 

worker, aged 29).  In Hoa’s view, sexual compliance consists of verbal coercion for sexual 

activities and potential rewards. This quote has some implications. First, it reconfirms the 

escalation of SH from a less severe message, which people often ignore, to sexual compliance.  
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Second, the term ‘consent’ is a trick of a perpetrator to get a sexual target involved in sexual 

affairs without being accused of harassment.  

In a factory of 1.500 workers, sexual coercion occurs as part of a factory-wide program. 

Mu gave an example of the garment company where he works: 

Our company organizes annual beauty contests to promote workers’ social life. Some winners 
are promoted to work as office staff or managers’ secretaries instead of working on production 
lines. I heard from my friends that if women agreed to go with the boss, they would get a raise; 
if they refused, they would be forced to quit a job or given a hard time and increased production 
quota. My friend was offered a promotion but quit because she disagreed with the boss's 
conditions (Mr Mu, worker, aged 31) 

Mr Mu did not define what sexual compliance constitutes as a form of sexual coercion. 

In his words, sexual compliance is a response of ‘acceptance' or 'non-acceptance' to a 

manager's request. However, his story conveys a significant case of explicit sexual exchange: 

employment conditions for a salary increase, better working conditions or position 

promotion, or not losing one’s job, and avoiding negative appraisals and difficult working 

conditions. Such activities as the beauty contest may create conditions to expose SH at work 

easily. Sexual coercion for a job exchange is not uncommon in workplace settings, including 

state or union organisations, as reported by different interview respondents. To explain this 

issue, Ms Hang listed different reasons: ‘Sexual coercion as an employment condition 

happens because of unsafe working environments and unequal power relation distribution. 

For example, leadership positions are mostly occupied by men who have power over those 

with career ambitions’ (Ms Hang, state officer, aged 35). While Hang relates workplace SH 

with power relations and the working environment, she also indicates the notion of victim 

blaming when associating power relations with people having career ambitions.  

Nonetheless, this research suggests that sexual compliance is not always occurring in 

exchange for job benefits.  Why do victims comply with sexual advances even when they are 

not promised any benefits? The below interview quotes provide examples of sexual compliance 

in which victims had to engage in sexual activities with no exchange for job benefits. 

A warehouse manager has the power to nominate factory workers to be his assistants in the 
warehouse, where work conditions are easier than on the assembly lines. He made lots of 
demands on those he nominated. This unscrupulous and shameless man forced his female 
subordinates to work late when he would make all sorts of sexual advances, even groping. For 
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cosy work conditions, they have to yield to him. If they refused and reacted, they would have 
to quit their job (Ms Than, worker, aged 22).  

As this case shows, victims were threatened or forced to have sex with the perpetrator 

to keep their job and working conditions or to avoid losing their current job under 

management power pressure. Sexual compliance occurs so employees can avoid punishment, 

maintain their careers, or remain in good positions. Thus, sexual coercion, in these contexts, 

is not an exchange but a means to an end, and compliance does not necessarily mean consent 

but an obligation. The findings from the research underline the extension of the existing 

concept of sexual compliance that does not always involve benefits or job advantages but 

always involves power at work. This type of sexual coercion is often referred to as ‘quid pro 

quo’ (MacKinnon, 1979).  

Thus far, I have discussed how working people define SH and which sexual behaviour 

constitutes SH. The findings of this research show that the perception of SH varies among 

research interviewees and may depend on their working relations, organisational contexts, 

personal interpretation of cultural understanding, and gender norms of sexuality. In addition, 

the interpretation of verbal or non-physical advance varies depending on an individual’s 

conceptualisation of SH, their relationships with the people involved, the workplace policy, 

national law, media influence as well as a culture of SH tolerance, which are addressed in 

literature also (Leskinen et al., 2011; McCann, 2005; Solomon & Williams, 1997). People tend 

to tolerate and do not label sexual behaviours caused by friends or peers. However, the 

literature shows that most cases of SH at work are someone that victims know, like friends or 

co-workers (Brown et al., 2019, p. 844; Puri & Cleland, 2007, p. 1363).  

The interview narrative descriptions suggest that people's framing of their definition is 

based on their social knowledge and previous experiences of SH at work. In the absence of a 

legal definition and lack of formal statistics, their knowledge of SH is not based on an 

understanding of the law or organisation's policy. Instead, people seem to rationalise their 

cultural perspective of gender social norms and cultural morality to define and distinguish 

sexual behaviours as SH. Although most interview people did not conceptualise SH in the 

formal terms largely discussed in western literature and legal framework, of unwanted sexual 



81 | P a g e  

 

attention, sexual coercion, gender harassment or quid pro quo and a hostile environment. 

However, their descriptions provided similar opinions to prevailing views of SH in the existing  

literature (Barron, 2010; Beltramini et al., 2020; Cooper, 1981; Fitzgerald et al., 1988, 1995; 

Hoang et al., 2018; Leskinen et al., 2011). In the following section, I seek to understand how 

working people define behavioural characteristics that constitute sexual conduct as SH.  

Sexual Harassment: Unwanted and Offensive  

As the section above shows, SH is defined subjectively as individuals experiencing or 

observing various behaviours and forming their own conceptualisation. Defining the 

determinant element of sexual conduct allows recipients to distinguish general sexual 

behaviours from sexual harassment.  According to Hamada (1995), the victims' perceptions, 

emotions, and reactions to SH are the most important in determining SH, regardless of the 

offender's intention. She stated: 

Laws on SH focus primarily on the victim's perceptions rather than the offender's intention. 
What is important is not the intent of the message being sent by the offender but what 
emotions and reactions it stirs in the victim's mind (Hamada, 1995, p. 163). 

This points to a targeted person's perception as vital to defining whether a behaviour is 

SH. Hamada’s question raised a few decades ago is still critical in understanding SH in the 

contemporary workplace. This way of defining SH underscores the subjectivity of SH in which 

victims perceive a personal engagement to be SH or not, regardless of a perpetrator's 

intentions or the behaviours’ outcome. In fact, people tend to define behaviour as SH more 

directly to adverse outcomes rather than the behaviour itself, as discussed in the literature 

(Amick & Sorenson, 2006, p. 51).  

Data from my research shows that most respondents consider ‘unwanted’ and 

‘offensive’ as key characteristics of behaviour that they would define as SH.  In this section, I 

use ‘unwanted’ to describe people's conceptualisation of what behavioural’s characteristics 

constitute SH, while ‘offended’ refers to people's feelings when they distinguish SH from 

other general sexual acts. The words people used to describe the unwanted behaviour were 

‘unwelcome and inappropriate.’ The words ‘uncomfortable,’ ‘uneasy,’ and ‘scared and 

fearful’ were used to express offence and feelings of psychological distress caused by SH. 
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 The interview data provides more detailed explanations about an individual’s 

subjective feelings of offense. Regardless of the person’s level of understanding and 

recognition of SH forms of behaviour, they stress the importance of unwanted behaviours 

and offended feelings to characterize SH. A staff remarks:  

 I am very offended when some female workers in my factory sometimes touch their female 
colleagues' chests or slap their butt. It could be a kind of SH, but people keep laughing about 
this as they are ok with it, but I am not (Ms Cam, worker, aged 43).  

By saying, ‘I am not,’ Cam highlights her subjective feeling of being offended, which 

means she is being harassed, regardless of whether other people consider these acts 

humorous.  Other interviewees use more explicit and direct terms to describe their subjective 

feeling about SH: 

Sexual behaviour can be words, looking at sensitive body parts, or talking about a personal 
issue. It can also be tricking, seducing, filming, and taking pictures of someone. Most 
importantly, such behaviours make us feel uncomfortable or unwanted, such as SH (Ms Hai, 
union officer, aged 45).  

Hai's remark emphasises the importance of her sense of SH as ‘unwanted.’ ‘Unwanted’ 

often accompanies feeling ‘uncomfortable’ when targeted by SH. The feeling of being 

unwanted was stressed by many other interviewees in this research, as suggested by Diu: ‘SH 

is unwanted. If the conduct like flirting, soliciting, touching, and asking for a date is voluntarily 

made and among friends, it is not SH’ (Ms Diu, worker, aged 27). Diu's comment suggests that 

the relationship among people involved in sexual behaviour may shape their subjective sense 

of defining SH. Even if such sexual behaviours are unwanted, people tend to exclude them 

from harassment forms when they occur amongst friends. This finding supported the 

argument made by Rubenstein (1992) and was further supported in McCann's (2015) work: 

Within these broad objective parameters, SH is essentially a subjective concept: it is for each 
individual to decide what does and what does not offend them. Any other standard would 
amount to an intolerable infringement of individual autonomy (Rubenstein, 1992, p. cited in 
McCann 2005, p. 3). 

Interview data shows that psychological distress is one indicator that employees use to 

define sexual behaviours as SH. In other words, adverse psychological reactions illustrate 

victims’ evaluations of the SH behaviours and their consequences that cause a threat, loss, 

and ambiguity to their life and employment. Ms Lan, a state officer, aged 42, said, ‘SH is 

unwanted, non-consensual and creates fear and scares us.’  Another interviewee, who was 



83 | P a g e  

 

sexually harassed, uses the same words when she recalled: ‘It is this fear and anxiety. I was 

stunned with fear. Even now, I am too afraid to recall my experience.’ (Nhi, state officer aged 

36). This type of distress is commonly found among research respondents. However, less 

serious forms of SH that create less psychological distress may not be viewed as SH or ignored 

by many. People often find it difficult to express their feelings, and it becomes more 

challenging when victims and harassers are in a working relationship. As explained by an 

informant who holds a leadership position in the Labour Relations Department: ‘Dependent 

workers may be harassed by a manager for sexual advances, soliciting, and exchange sex. 

Although they feel offended, they cannot dare to respond or speak out’ (Mr Quang, manager, 

aged 55).  

The discussion above shows that ‘unwanted behaviour’ is the most important 

characteristic that working people frame their definitions of SH. This critical dimension of SH 

is discussed widely in studies by psychological and legal feminist researchers (Fitzgerald et al., 

1995; O’Hare & O’Donohue, 1998; Schultz, 2019; Shaheen & García, 2020). Defining SH as 

conduct the recipient views as unwelcome and unwanted distinguishes between inoffensive 

and unacceptable behaviours. It draws the line between welcome and unwelcome behaviour 

and the context in which it happens. Findings from this research further suggest another 

characteristic which frames people's perception of SH: the subjective feeling of being 

offended or uncomfortable, resulting in psychological distress for recipients. In most cases, 

unwanted and unwelcome behaviour and feelings of offence go hand in hand with 

psychological distress. However, psychological distress is not required to define sexual 

behaviour as harassment; it is sufficient that the sexual behaviour is unwanted to the 

recipient to determine that it constitutes SH.  

Different levels of understanding of sexual harassment 

People's understanding of SH appears to vary. One group of interviewees demonstrated 

a moderate and good understanding of SH by being able to describe various forms of SH. 

Another group expressed confusing or contradictory views when defining SH. For example, 

Nhu expressed her confusion in this remark: ‘People comment about women (appearance 

and characters) and make up a personal story. Is this behaviour SH?’ (Ms Nhu, union officer, 

aged 41). Nhu expressed her wonder in defining what behaviour SH is. One reason for the 
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confusion is that people perceive SH based on the work context and the positions of the 

harassed target and the harasser. Certain behaviours were deemed acceptable, and people 

did not label it as SH if that conduct was associated with their nature of work. ‘Our work 

involves economic business and meeting with partners, so it depends on each situation to 

consider if their behaviours are SH’ (Ms Gi, state officer, aged 49). Confusion about what 

constitutes SH was commonly found among those who had experienced SH and those who 

had not. For example, Ms Nhi, who was introduced earlier, expressed confusion despite being 

a victim of protracted sexual harassment. Other workers who stated that they had not 

experienced SH had similar difficulties in defining what behaviours constitute SH: ‘ I can 

imagine SH as enticing messages or flirting’ (Ms Tham, worker, aged 31).  

The survey data show little difference between age groups in the capacity to define SH 

(Figure 4.1; for legend, see Table. 4.3).  

 

Figure 4.1: People's understanding of SH by age 

The youngest and oldest survey participants had similar views in defining unwanted 

physical behaviour as SH. However, young people were much less likely to define 

inappropriate sexually explicit emails or SMS text messages as SH than middle-aged 

participants (36-45 years). This may occur due to the popularity of social media usage among 

0,0%

10,0%

20,0%

30,0%

40,0%

50,0%

60,0%

70,0%

80,0%

90,0%

100,0%

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

Age

18-27 28-35 36-45 46-55



85 | P a g e  

 

young people, which has led to the communication of a sexual nature daily and the 

normalization of SH messages online.  

Employment sectors appear to significantly affect working people’s perception of 

defining some form of SH (Figure 4.2; for legend, see Table 4.3). For example, Union staff were 

twice as likely to label ‘sexually suggestive comments or jokes, commenting on the 

attractiveness of others in front of an employee’ as SH than government staff. Even though 

unions in Vietnam are also a part of the political system and subsidised by government 

funding, union staff identified SH at a higher rate than the other employment groups. It may 

be that union staff are more sensitised to sexual harassment as a workplace issue because 

they work closely with their target population of women workers. The unions in this research, 

including the Women's Union and Trade Union, are working towards women's and worker's 

rights and gender equality. In addition, most union staff are women, and their daily duties 

often involve working and travelling with different partners, exposing them to the risks of SH. 

Table 4.3: Legend for the Figures 4.1 and 4.2 

Sexual Behaviour Behavioural Explanation 

Behaviour 1 Unwelcome touching, hugging or kissing. 

Behaviour 2 Staring or leering at your body that made you feel intimidated 

Behaviour 3 Sexually suggestive comments or jokes, 

Behaviour 4 Sexually explicit pictures, screen savers or posters, gifts that made you feel offended 

Behaviour 5   Repeated or inappropriate invitations to go out on dates 

Behaviour 6 Requests or pressure for sex or other sexual acts 

Behaviour 7 Intrusive questions about private life or physical appearance that made you feel offended 

Behaviour 8 Unnecessary familiarity, such as deliberately brushing up against a person 

Behaviour 9 Insults or taunts based on sex 

Behaviour 10 Sexually explicit physical contact 

Behaviour 11 Repeated or inappropriate sexually explicit emails or SMS text messages, social networking 

websites or internet chat rooms by a work colleague 

Behaviour 12 Actual or attempted rape or assault, physical assault, indecent exposure, sexual assault, 

stalking or obscene communication 

Behaviour 13 Sexual compliance is exchanged for a job or other benefits 
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Figure 4.2: People's understanding of SH by type of employment 

Source: Qualtrics survey conducted from February- April 2021 

Interviews with union staff confirmed that most people demonstrate a good 

understanding of SH and the ability to identify different forms of SH. The conceptualisation of 

SH as perceived by research participants is nuanced, and it comprises full continuum from 

being made to feel uncomfortable to being diminished by innuendo and inappropriate 

comments or behaviour to a range of physical harassment. The differences in participants' 

perceptions and understanding of SH can be understood from the intersectional differences 

across social groups. It relates to the education level and life experiences of more 

sophisticated urban women and more recent migrants with a lack of social networks and 

family support. The working conditions and culture where workers show solidarity can 

express more assertiveness of understanding and respond to SH. In addition, women value 

conforming to the feminine view. Thus, it raises the need for more legal, cultural, and 

structural changes to address workplace sexual harassment. These issues will be discussed in 

the subsequent chapters. 
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4.4. Conclusion 

This chapter explored working people's perception of SH. Workplace policy and public 

education have not addressed workplace SH extensively in Vietnam, so it is important to 

understand SH from working people’s points of view. Vietnamese employees who 

participated in this study demonstrated various viewpoints on SH and different levels of 

understanding. Most employees agreed that ‘unwanted touching’ – unwanted sexual 

attention and ‘sexual compliance for job exchange’ – sexual coercion were widespread forms 

of workplace SH. These behaviours are widely discussed in early literature (Fitzgerald et al. 

1988; Lăzăroiu, Rowland, and Bartosova 2018; Holland et al. 2016; Uggen and Blackstone 

2004; Bowes - Sperry and O'Leary- Kelly 2005; Grossman 2015). Finding these same forms of 

behaviour identified by workers in Vietnam suggests that SH is perceived not much differently 

across societies and cultures (Dyer et al., 2019; Sorenson et al., 1994).  

According to the survey data, this chapter shows little difference between the ways 

factory workers and state and union officers conceptualise the definition of SH. However, the 

interviews show that factory workers tend to describe mainly unwanted physical and sexual 

attention as SH because of the apparent demonstration of SH in nature. Workers who have 

higher education (graduated from college and university) and participate in workers’ social 

and education activities often describe a wider range of SH behaviours than those who do 

not. In contrast, female state and union officers are more likely to define sexual coercion as 

the main form of SH, of which sexual compliance is more frequently perceived in the context 

of unequal power relations between managers and staff and power manipulation among 

co-workers.  

In addition, the research found that some forms of gender harassment, like sexual jokes, 

flirting, or sexually suggestive comment, are less likely to be perceived as SH. Middle-aged 

employees in state agencies are less likely to define these behaviours as SH because they are 

customised at work. Meanwhile, junior factory workers tend to define SH as causing harm 

and are less likely to include these harassment behaviours in their framing definitions. The 

overlap between workplace social culture and social-sexual communication activities may 

obscure the prevalence of workplace SH and result in excluding various SH behaviours that 

produce a hostile environment.  
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This chapter adds to the body of work on SH by analysing a distinguished identification 

of two critical elements of ‘unwanted’ and ‘offensive’ that constitute SH behaviours. In this 

research, the former refers to the behaviour itself- the latter reflects an individual’s subjective 

feelings to determine whether sexual conduct is SH. However, a remaining challenge in 

conceptualising SH is that people may not be aware of or dare to disclose their feelings and 

reaction to SH. In addition, the chapter argues that employment sectors and working 

conditions play a role in shaping people's understanding. People who are more educated on 

gender equality and have more connections with working people have better knowledge 

about SH. People tend to accept some forms of SH as everyday acts that frequently happen 

to them and others. This implies that when the wrong thing happens with no consciousness 

or condemnation may become a right or acceptable, creating a culture of ignorance or 

tolerance of SH.  

Overall, the chapter revealed that people define and understand SH based on their 

social and cultural knowledge and workplace contexts rather than referring to laws or 

expressing their legal consciousness of SH. Findings from this chapter raise questions about 

what factors shape individuals' common and different perceptions of SH and how the 

phenomenon is culturally conceptualised in workplace settings. These questions will be 

addressed in the following chapter 5.  Another question suggested from the data analysis in 

this chapter is how workers' understanding of SH may inform their experiences; how they 

disclose workplace SH and respond to it will be addressed in Chapters 6 and 7.  
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CHAPTER 5: WORKPLACE, ORGANISATIONAL POWER, AND CULTURAL 
NARRATIVE OF SEXUAL HARASSMENT  

This chapter positions the workplace setting at the centre by seeking to answer from an 

empirical perspective the following questions. Firstly, how do working people conceptualise 

workplace sexual harassment from an organisational power perspective? Secondly, how do 

socio-cultural gender relations and norms influence workplace SH?  

Workplace SH is a relatively new field of study in Vietnam's public and organisational 

understanding, legal formulation, and academic research. Few or no empirical studies have 

looked at the socio-cultural construction of workplace SH from an organisational perspective, 

especially when such a perspective is intertwined with cultural elements (e.g., Confucianism). 

The theoretical approaches of the organisational and socio-cultural shows that power drives 

workplace sexual harassment. This power is generated within socio-cultural contexts where 

gender inequality is maintained and reinforced through hierarchical organisational power 

structures and cultural norms.  

Building on the discussion on working people’s perception of SH in the previous chapter, 

this chapter delves deeper into their conceptualisation of SH as a workplace issue. Drawing 

from the corpus of interviews, the chapter argues that workplace SH demonstrates the 

interconnection of an organisation’s power and socio-cultural constructions of gender 

relations and equality at work. In Vietnam's cultural and employment contexts, SH at work 

embodies the socio-cultural norms and the conformity to the organisational structure that 

working people carry to the workplace. This argument is first exemplified by a case study of a 

Vietnamese state officer, Ms Nhi. This case study reflects a common recurring theme of how 

SH is facilitated by organisational power and endorsed by gender norms simultaneously, 

thereby suppressing women's voices. Section 5.2 accentuates SH as a workplace issue 

constituted by the dynamics of organisational structural power and employment position. 

Section 5.3 addresses the cultural narratives of sexual harassment by arguing that traditional 

gender norms of men and women are a significant factor in the worker’s conceptualisation of 

sexual harassment extended to workplace settings. 
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5.1. An Employee's Struggles and Vulnerability to the Workplace Sexual 

Harassment 

The interconnectedness of organisational structure and socio-cultural norms 

constituting SH at work is exemplified by Nhi's story, which also demonstrates some 

commonality among other stories I collected through interviews with different Vietnamese 

working women in 2020. Nhi's story portrays how a vulnerable female staff member could be 

exposed to multiple forms of unwanted sexual advances and gender harassment in the hostile 

environment of a state-owned company. Nhi's case shows the way SH is facilitated by 

workplace power and endorsed by gender norms, thereby suppressing women's voices. Her 

perception and experience of workplace SH are simultaneously (i) conditioned by the inherent 

organisational structure and (ii) constructed socially through her view of and interactions with 

culture, gendered social norms toward women, and workplace justice. The power dynamics 

prevalent in Nhi’s case are organisational power, particularly employment position power, 

and the power of traditional cultural narratives pertaining to the organisation. 

Case study: H Nhi is in her late 20s and had just been through a divorce when she took a 

different job and moved from a rural area to a big city. Nhi is also the sole caretaker of a 

chronically ill three-year-old daughter.  

Nhi reported that she was often subjected to physical and emotional/verbal harassment by 

her line manager and later by another high-profile figure at her workplace, a state-owned 

company. Nhi feels lonely and disoriented and rarely confides in others. At the time of the 

interview, Nhi was unaware of what SH meant and struggled to conceptualise her traumatic 

experience.  

Her line manager is 20 years older than her. As her workplace is culturally and traditionally 

oriented, she addresses her manager as ‘uncle’ (chú), a respectful honorific title commonly 

used in Vietnamese culture to address seniors socially and professionally, typically those 

more than ten years older. However, her HR officer and colleagues advised her to call her 

line manager ‘brother’ (anh) to create a more ‘friendly’ and conducive work environment. 

Anh is used to address someone less senior professionally (typically five years older), and 

honorifics are also used socially to address an older brother or a male romantic partner. 
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Nhi was at first uncomfortable addressing her superior informally; however, she got used 

to it later as everyone around her did the same.  

The manager started helping her at work, but soon Nhi encountered jealousy from her 

colleagues as they believed the manager favoured her. Her colleagues spread rumours 

behind her back that the two of them indulged in a romantic relationship. As time passed, 

her relationship with her manager turned abusive. She recounted:  

‘Being a young and new staff member, I always listened to my manager for work 

instructions and feedback. He was very kind to me, and I appreciated it. However, later he 

started patting my cheek whenever we were alone in the elevator. I tried to be assertive 

and pushed his hand away, expressing my discomfort. After this, I often ignored him 

whenever possible. Since he was my manager, even though I tried to avoid him as much as 

possible, I still needed to talk to him for work-related purposes. Sometimes I went to his 

office, and he touched and stroked my arm inappropriately. I then expressed my 

displeasure and left. It was not his first time being inappropriate with his employees. I had 

overheard my colleagues talking about my manager harassing a former female colleague. I 

did not know what constituted SH as I did not understand the meaning of it. In my opinion, 

harassment only meant kissing or sexually assaulting.   

After constantly ignoring his advances in the office, he turned to harass me verbally and 

mentally. He sent me about 200 emails over three months, including love poems. He often 

emailed me out of office hours at midnight and would expect me to reply immediately. 

Respecting our working relationship, I responded to him if the emails were work-related to 

the best of my ability. If I did not reply to the emails immediately, he took my responses as 

a way of me fighting back, and he would call me names. He had different ways of putting 

pressure on me. In one instance, he would complain and ask me to come to his office the 

next day and wait for him for a long time without having any assigned work. He also asked 

me to move to another department, then changed his mind and asked me to remain in the 

office to help him. All of this was stressful, resulting in me being physically unwell. 

As I had to support myself and my daughter, I could not quit, and I stayed in the same 

department under his supervision. When all this did not work, he started bad-mouthing me 

at work and reduced my working hours. I was lonely, embarrassed, and had lost all my 
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hopes. Most of the staff members in my organisation believed him. They would not 

confront me directly, but I felt how they looked at me. I felt it when they gradually isolated 

me at lunch. I had to pretend to ignore everything and reluctantly let people spread 

whatever rumours they wanted about me. That was why I did not report to the HR or the 

Trade Union. I thought they would think it was a personal matter and convince me to 

resolve it informally. I did not dare share this with anyone, as most had already made pre-

sumptions. I did not talk to my parents as there is a huge generational gap, with their 

mindset that women should endure hardship and suffer in silence.  

Everything was worsening by the day.  One day I was asked to be a receptionist for the 

organisation's senior manager for a major organisational  event. When there was no visitor 

to greet, the senior manager then confronted me about the rumours about the line 

manager and me. What I had originally felt as empathy immediately turned to further 

harassment when this senior manager then proceeded to kiss my cheek and stroke my arm. 

It happened so quickly that I did not have the chance to process it; I was offended and ran 

out of his office. This did not stop there. Once again, everything seemed like it was 

repeating itself. On one of my work-related trips, this senior manager touched my hand and 

whispered, ‘please come to my room tonight’. I did not respond to it. Later, I received a 

text message saying, ‘come to my room, my room number is ….’  

Recalling these encounters still gives me goosebumps. Being a single mom, I can be a target 

of their sexual desire. The world seems so unfair to me.  They are managers who are 

supposed to lead and be a role model, yet they abuse their power and authority.  

Having finally confided in a close friend, I decided to take a step forward and formally 

reported this. She advised me to collect and keep all evidence of my manager, including his 

emails and messages. I collected evidence and reported it to the department’s HR. Having 

all the evidence, the HR officer believed me and understood that my manager had made 

up all the stories. The HR officer asked me if I wanted to move to another department. I 

eventually chose to move, but the accused manager remained in his position until he 

retired. Of course, I did not report the incidents to the organisation's senior manager. I just 

try to forget it.’ 

The power dynamics inducing Nhi’s traumatic experience of SH at work include 

employment position and socio-cultural expectations. On the one hand, situations such as 
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being asked to come to the manager’s office, participating in work-related trips, and 

responding to emails, are unavoidable when Nhi’s position at work is junior to that of the line 

manager. The organisational structure dictates that employees comply with requests from 

seniors, even if the requests are work-related on the surface but have turned into non-work-

related requests. For example, when Nhi was asked to wait in the manager’s office without 

any assigned tasks or when she was sexually harassed on business trips. 

On the other hand, there are situations governed by socio-cultural expectations. First, 

the linguistic nature of honorifics is malleable when considering ‘unwritten’ rules in 

traditional, typically state-owned, workplaces. Nhi was indeed asked to address her much-

older senior colleagues by anh (‘brother’ or ‘dear’), which is highly unusual in social settings, 

rather than the conventional chú (‘uncle’), which is often more acceptable for someone who 

is 20 years older. Second, jealousy induced by female colleagues is also an unavoidable norm, 

and this atmosphere of jealousy contributes directly to her silence with respect to workplace 

SH. Third, her parents’ mindset that women are expected to endure hardship and suffer in 

silence is another example of cultural norms dictating women’s response to harassment. This 

represents a generational tension between older and younger generations in complying with 

or surpassing traditional gender norms (Nguyen 2016, Phạm et al., 2021). Fourth, female staff 

are often expected to take the role of receptionists in Vietnamese and other cultures. In 

particular, good-looking women are often objectified as the ‘face’ or the representation of 

the company that is believed to assist strategic relationships with other working partners 

(Crockett, 2015; Williams, 2017). Attractive female employees are often expected to greet 

guests. This implies the persistent norms and gender stereotypes on women's appearance as 

an object to satisfy others’ taste of beauty.  

It should also be noted that a staff member’s marital status (single and divorced) is often 

made known by HR or unethically revealed among senior staff members, although it should 

remain confidential. This is possibly why Nhi was more vulnerable to sexual harassment by 

senior staff. At the same time, making a woman’s marital status known in the office 

encourages her fellow female colleagues to spread rumours about the romantic nature of her 

relationship with her manager because Vietnamese women are expected to be married 

(Bélanger & Khuat, 2018).  
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The case study of Nhi has revealed several intertwined factors of organisational power 

and cultural power in framing female workers' vulnerability to SH. Sections 5.2 and 5.3 will 

elaborate on how employees conceptualised workplace SH from organisational and cultural 

perspectives.  

5.2. Working People’s Conceptualisation of Workplace Sexual Harassment  

This section draws from participants’ narratives to answer the question of ’why and how 

sexual harassment happens in the workplace.’ Two themes emerge from interview data that 

characterise how working women perceive workplace sexual harassment. One is that 

workplace SH is a manifestation of power at work. Secondly, SH is a common issue in the 

workplace where sexual conduct shifts from non-consensual to consensual and vice versa, 

creating a working environment in which ambient sexual harassment is rife, and workers find 

it difficult to identify and challenge SH behaviours.  

Workplace sexual harassment manifests power at work 

Workplace SH is distinguished from general SH because it involves and manifests power 

at work. Two manifestations of an organisation's power stand out from the interviews: formal 

organisational power and the informal power of gendered social norms and stereotypes of 

women's employment and women's leadership at work. Interviewees view organisational 

power as an illustration of the traditional structure of unequal power distribution and the 

power relationship of work positions. These two types of organisational powers reinforce 

each other within the organisation, putting women in lower positions with subordinate 

status. Informal power distinguishes itself from organisational power. However, it is an 

inherent part of the organisation's power structure of inequality justified by gendered social 

norms, prejudices, and discrimination against women at work.  

There are several ways power at work creates the space for sexual harassment. First, the 

organisation's power structure traditionally attributes leadership positions to men. Vietnam's 

top-down bureaucratic administration structure, in which power is distributed from higher to 

lower levels, continues to reinforce men's leadership and dominance in the system. 

Bureaucratic power operates within an organisation and extends to working relations with 

external working partners. Research in Vietnam shows that women leaders face more 



95 | P a g e  

 

challenges to being promoted due to their ascribed female roles of taking care of the family, 

which limits them from attending after-work events (eg. dinner meetings and welcome 

parties) to build social networks. Meanwhile, these events can potentially be risks of 

harassment because women leaders are often a minority group than their men counterparts 

participating in such events (Maheshwari & Nayak, 2020).   

In this research, this strand of power is more typical in state-owned organisations than 

in private businesses. In a privately-owned company, the power structure is less hierarchical. 

However, the system inherently leaves little room for women to participate in management 

roles regardless of business type. Therefore, managerial positions are occupied mainly by 

men, and women are more often in low or middle-managerial roles. This gendered structure 

leads to the second strand of power relations that constitutes workplace sexual harassment; 

that is, sexual harassment at work is construed as a means to confront and challenge women 

who are in leadership roles or pursued to be promoted at work.  

Regarding these strands of power and how they intersect, a key informant who is a 

manager of the Labour Relationship Department in the Trade Union explains:   

 [..]. In our common organisational structure, there are upper management and lower 
management levels, and the majority of people in management are men. High-level managers 
tend to assume they have power over everything and the right to make any decisions and 
requests. SH at work always happens with regard to power relations in which perpetrators have 
power over victims. They apply this perception in justifying sexual advances upon their 
subordinates and think there will be no consequences. (Mr Quang, union manager, aged 55).  

Mr Quang’s comments reflect some issues related to institutional workplace power: 

men in leadership positions and how this structure gives them the power to ask for ‘anything’ 

and enable SH at work. Firstly, men's traditional leadership dominance at work demonstrates 

gender inequality within an organisational structure. Secondly, inequality in the workplace 

creates an opportunity for managers who are men to use their power in exploitative ways, 

resulting in a culture of abuse to satisfy their self-interest - manifested in the form of sexual 

advances. SH, in this sense, exhibits the transferring of working position power into personal 

power.    

Second, power relations in working positions, inseparable from the organisational 

power hierarchy, is another source of sexual harassment. Power relations demonstrate 

gender inequality at work embedded with gender social norms and stereotypes of men and 
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women.  Many employees in the interviews show that this perception of working position 

power conditions their views of workplace SH.  

Ms An, a female manager and a victim of workplace SH, elaborates on workplace power 

as an extension of unequal social power in the workplace. Her expression illustrates that 

sexual harassment is an individual’s intention to use work power to manipulate working 

relations sexually.  

In general, men are given more power. Their power dominance is present in society and every 
workplace agency. Men often hold more managerial positions and higher authority than women 
at work. When they work with us as colleagues, they treat us ruthlessly. They do not care about 
the consequences of their sexual harassment behaviours because they are managers in 
influentially powerful organisations, and no one would care when they exhibit misconduct 
outside their workplace (Ms An, union manager, aged 36) 

Ms An’s statement suggests that workplace power is often interpreted through the cultural 

ideology of male dominance permeating the workplace. Although in this An’s cited quote, 

there is no word of Confucian, she highlighted the overwhelming influence of Confucian in 

society and at work through the interview with me. Like Mr Quang's idea above, men in 

leadership positions hold extended power over others, including masculine power and 

workplace power, allowing them to make demands from others.  Additionally, this ideological 

conceptualisation of workplace power also implies the failure of organisational policy to 

address and solve sexual harassment. When the perpetrators give themselves the right to 

misbehave without judgment from within and outside the workplace, the organisations’ SH 

regulations do not change leaders' perceptions. It may also indicate that workplace SH's policy 

has not addressed the cultural norms of gender inequality that constitute workplace SH. For 

Ms An, being a female manager still feels powerless compared to her male counterpart.  

Similar to An, Hien, a 37-year-old female worker, conceptualises SH as a combination of 

unequal power positions and gender social norms toward women. Her remark below 

illustrates that women are significantly entrenched in gender stereotypes to make 

assumptions about women’s femininity characters associated with SH.   

SH often happens between managers and subordinates from the management level and above. 
Because the manager and the subordinate frequently interact, the man takes advantage of this 
working relationship. The woman is beautiful but might not be an effective worker, so the man 
takes advantage of her weakness and wants to ‘own’ her (Ms Hien, worker, aged 37). 

 There are two implications from Hien. Firstly, although Hien did not directly use the 
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term ‘power’ to describe how sexual harassment happens at work, her description highlights 

the power relation between superiors and subordinates. Power itself does not cause sexual 

harassment, but sexual harassment occurs due to the way power is used by superiors.  

Second, Hien’s narrative also alludes to the notion of gender stereotypes toward women’s 

beauty and women’s incapability. This notion illustrates another type of power, not from the 

formal organisational structure but from a cultural perspective.  This gender assumption may 

narrow the definition of SH from workers, leading to the exclusion of SH in workplace reality. 

Position power is often exhibited as sexual coercion for employment or employment-

related benefits, which is not uncommon in Vietnamese workplace settings. A union officer said:  

They use their status and work power to force subordinates to exchange sex and flesh for 
material gains. It is all about those with power. SH in the workplace often involves a material 
exchange where men are in control and women are harassed (Ms Hai, union officer, aged 45).  

Hai explicitly mentions work power and how it is deployed to facilitate sexual 

harassment through a material exchange - sex for employment. Other factors contributing to 

the workplace SH are the unequal distribution of benefits, which may result from unequal 

organisational structures that place women in fewer employment opportunities. It also 

involves an individual financial situation that puts employees at a greater disadvantage. Ms 

Ngoc, a state officer aged 32, commented:  

  Workplace conflict of interest and unfair benefit distribution exist, which create opportunities 
to be exploited by the boss to grant favours to subordinates. The subordinates' career ambitions 
may make them consensual party to the sex exchange, and economic disadvantages or 
emotional issues may put the subordinates in a position vulnerable to exploitation. 

Ngoc’s comment illustrates that there are many dimensions of inequality, including 

gender inequality at work that reinforces the subordinate position occupied by most women. 

One implication that stands out from Ngoc’s view is the organisational power structure in 

which women lack equal employment opportunities. Thus, those who want to advance their 

career are labelled as ambitious women and targeted for sexual harassment as the price for 

career development. Ngoc’s point brings up the informal power in the organisation that is 

culturally constructed. However, Ngoc is not a single voice speaking about this problem, other 

interviews also back up this observation. This may imply that, regardless of enhancing women’s 

agency in women workforce, they still have to challenge the traditional gender power and 

new emerging gender barriers at work, including SH. 
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Workplace sexual harassment also derives from informal power governed by traditional 

gendered social norms toward women and stereotypes of female leadership in the 

organisation. This perception is an unsurprising norm-governed consequence that positions 

women’s career ambition with sexual harassment. A woman in a leadership position is 

assumed to have got there by exchanging sexual services for career moves. This undermines 

her authority to lead which is supported by other respondent’s views below:  

 A manager of a powerful department in my province was beautiful, charming and excellent in 
her professional management […] When the department encountered problems, people turned 
on her to blame her management incompetency. They rumoured that she was promoted 
because of her attractive appearance and a bureaucratic system to increase female personnel 
in the state apparatus (Ms Li. state officer, age 36).  

Li’s comment reveals a form of verbal harassment at work that is constituted by the 

imposition of gender stereotypes on women's appearance and ability. This stereotype 

reinforces the traditional norms of women’s incapacity as leaders. Although women are 

under-represented in positions of authority, the traditional beliefs and cultural ideologies of 

women's natural ability persistently shapes the perception of their job performance. This 

highlights women's difficulties in gaining initial entry into a management position and having 

equal authority at work. When women can attain leadership roles, they must confront 

questions about their leadership capacity and gender stereotypes of women's leadership. In 

this regard, the traditional culture of gendered social norms is an informal driving force in 

conceptualising workplace sexual harassment. It explains why harassment happens between 

managers and subordinate staff and between male and female co-workers. This shows the 

intercorrelation of formal power organisation and informal cultural power, in which the 

former reinforces the latter while the latter governs the former through gendered social 

norms and stereotypes toward women at work.  

These findings reflect the key arguments addressed in the socio-cultural and 

organisational theoretical approaches that workplace sexual harassment is intrinsically 

conditioned by organisational power. The issue, at the same time, is socio-culturally 

constructed by gender relations at work.  Drawing from this analysis, I argue that workplace 

SH illustrates the entanglement of the organisational and cultural power of the gender 

construct in the context of the Vietnam workplace. These power sources exhibit the hallmarks 

of Vietnamese patriarchal ideology and practices of male dominance in the organisational 
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hierarchy. Power at work is not separate from the organisational system and cultural 

influences; instead, they reinforce each other. Within this context, sexual harassment 

maintains the gender inequality status of women and discourages them from working and 

confronting harassers. The next section analyses how working people describe the issue of SH 

in their workplace and whether SH is a workplace problem.  

Sexual harassment is a common workplace issue 

This section demonstrates that SH is a commonly encountered workplace issue. Despite 

the confusion in defining what behaviours constitute SH, interviewees express no doubt that 

SH is a problem in their organisations. Responding to the interview question, ‘Do you think 

SH is an issue at your workplace?’ Mr Mu answers without hesitance: ‘ Oh, SH frequently 

happens at my organisation’ (Mr Mu, worker, aged 31). According to Mu the most typical 

situation was the suspicious Miss Workers Contest organised annually in his factory. From 

which winners are promoted to factory departments with more favourable working 

conditions. However, some of his female friends had to quit their jobs because they rejected 

their managers’ sexual advances. Although the institutionalised SH happened publicly in his 

company, no case was formally reported.  

Other interviewees also observed the systemic nature of SH. A worker who changed her 

job several times described:   

I knew that SH was a concerning problem in some of the companies I worked at, and it happened 
everywhere and quite frequently. However, managers and workers trivialised the issue and 
thought that SH was not a ‘big deal’. But it was a big issue, particularly in our rural areas (Ms 
Ha, worker, aged 33) 

The interviewee's response reveals several issues. First, SH is an existing but suppressed 

issue in the workplace. When managers do not know or pay attention to the issue, there will 

be no policy to address it. At the same time, employees may be exposed to frequent SH 

without being adequately equipped to recognise and report it.  

The pervasiveness of SH can be found in different work settings, from small 

enterprises to government organisations. However, it appears that SH happens more 

commonly to employees in government-employer sectors because such organisations 

manifest bureaucratic power. Below are the comments by a union leader: 
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SH is quite common in state administration organisations or state agencies. However, its severity 
is low, and both victims and harassers are confused about defining SH behaviours. The line 
between unwanted SH and sexual behaviour, such as sex jokes or comments, is unclear. We do 
not have a report of official data. However, SH is problematic (Ms Hoang, union leader, aged 54). 

This quote suggests SH may be prevalent and acceptable because employees are unsure 

about identifying and classifying behaviour as SH. Because of this confusion, the severity of 

SH may be underestimated. Second, it also reveals that the government workplaces that are 

often believed to have a safer working environment are no exception to SH. Further analysis 

of SH by the employment sector will be addressed in chapter 6. 

Supporting the point above, a key informant, who is a manager of a Ministerial Legal 

Department, expresses his concern about the workplace sexual harassment issue as follows:  

 SH is a matter of concern in the workplace. Although we have not yet had official reports of 
workplace incidents, several disputes and complaints about workplace SH were reported to us 
[...]. This does not mean that other workplace SH cases were reported or that the issue was not 
serious (Mr Thien, manager, aged 44). 

Hoang and Thien, both managers, suggest that the absence of reports does not mean 

that SH is not occurring. Instead, underreporting and unclear definitions of SH prevent people 

from identifying the incidents and the severity of SH in their workplace. In turn, being 

unaware of being exposed to SH limits the reporting data on SH in the workplace.   

Interview data reveal some factors involved in employees’ conceptualisation of this 

workplace issue. These factors include the gender ratio at work, the harassers' gender and 

working position. For example, a few factory workers shared that their workplace, with 90% 

of female employees, has no reported cases of sexual harassment. Ms Thuy, a worker aged 

31, says: ‘There is no SH at our organisation because most of our workers are women.’ Thuy's 

response could be based on her perception that workplace SH can only happen between men 

and women and within the working space. Possibly, her definition of SH excludes some forms 

of gender harassment, as Hoang mentioned above. Another employee had a different view: 

‘Female employees are about 95% of staff, so SH did not happen among our colleagues and 

at the workplace. However, SH still happens in working relationships or contexts when we 

were on business trips or conferences’ (Ms Chi, union officer, aged 41). By including SH's 

experiences while performing work duties outside the office space, Chi could see sexual 

harassment as a workplace issue.  
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Other interviewees expressed their strong belief that SH exists in their organisation, but 

it was hard to prove. This can explain why SH remains an under-reported and under-

documented issue. A possible interpretation might be a lack of organisational policy and 

guidelines that enable employees to understand and collect evidence of SH. This inadequacy 

encourages workers' widespread acceptance of SH, whereby workers know that SH happens 

but do not seem to condemn it. 

Regarding the harassers, most interviewees refer to men as the main perpetrators. 

When asked to give examples of SH, interviewees responded with comments such as: ‘Men 

talk about women's issues or a woman's body in public or in front of a group that makes her 

feel uncomfortable’. Or ‘When women wear something attractive, someone (men) will 

comment as ‘Look yummy’ – ‘Trông ngon thế’ (Ms Thanh, worker, aged 39). ‘Looking yummy’ 

is slang for a woman being attractive and sexually desirable. This is a form of verbal 

harassment, and harassers use derogatory language to degrade women. Although men were 

always the first mentioned as perpetrators, the existence of female harassers was noted by 

some interviewees. For example, a union officer said, ‘women are also perpetrators of 

workplace SH’ (Ms Hai, aged 45), and another worker mentioned that her female peers often 

touch her and other workers’ sensitive body parts. However, they do not think they are 

harassing others while she feels offended (Ms Tram, worker, aged 44). 

In this research, interviewees reveal that a new aspect of workplace SH is the shifting 

behaviours from SH of non-consensual to consensual and vice versa. The fact that working 

people experienced sexual harassment as a continuum of unwanted to so-called consensual 

sexual acts complicates the definition of SH. Power or relationship manipulation is often 

involved in these shifting conducts. In some cases, interviewees recounted a romantic 

relationship that ended with SH, as indicated in Li’s quote (state officer, aged 36). 

Psychological manipulation was used to maintain sexual relations through coercion. More 

importantly, Li raised the point that SH and consensual sexual relationships are not mutually 

exclusive, and a relationship can shift from one to the other. As such, this phenomenon has 

become more complicated to define. Ms Hue, a factory worker, described the following 

observation in her workplace: 

 They had been in a loving relationship when working together. Later, when the relationship 
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broke down, the man kept threatening the woman for sex and money even though she got 
married. The woman was terrified of him (Ms Hue, worker, aged 31) 

Another interviewee offers a similar story:  

A team leader and a female worker ended up with a child together in an illegitimate 
relationship. It started as non-physical sexual harassment with repeated attempts from the 
team leader, an already married man. She tried to push off his advances but, in the end, gave 
in (Ms Hoa, worker, aged 37).  

The two cases mentioned above represent two different beginnings related to 

harassment and the two ways of behaviour shifting. In the first case, a person began a 

consensual relationship and later finds herself being sexually harassed on ending the 

relationship. The second was aware of her harassment situation but gave in to the sexual 

relationship. However, both ended up with the same result of being sexually harassed and 

unable to get out of the situation. This finding shows that SH behaviour shifting operates 

through work power and gender relations and involves financial or psychological dependent 

factors. It highlights the complexity and confusion of defining and addressing SH. Sexual 

harassment behaviour may shift around given the context and relationship, and personal 

feelings are essential to consider. 

Another research finding in this chapter is ambient SH. Ambient SH describes indirect 

SH that occurs by witnessing someone experiencing SH, making the witness subject to 

ambient stimuli, consequences and responses similar to those experienced by the target 

(Glomb et al., 1997; Parker, 2008; Schneider, 1996; Sorenson et al., 1994). Ambient sexual 

harassment has not been discussed in the literature on sexual harassment in Vietnam, but 

studies in other parts of the world highlight it as another form of SH. According to Glomb et 

al. (1997, 309), ‘Ambient SH is defined as the general or ambient level of SH in a workgroup 

as measured by the frequency of sexually harassing behaviours experienced by others in a 

woman's work group.’ As elaborated by Parker (2008), ambient SH may happen to every 

person in a group, but no one is singled out. This happens when there is no specific target, 

like pornography exhibited in a shared workplace area. Instead, the target is a workforce 

group, and the SH aims to create a hostile environment for this group (Parker, 2008, p. 947).  

Interview participants were asked: ‘Is observing/ witnessing SH at the workplace like 

being subjected to SH’? Some interviewees said they felt offended when observing SH 
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happening at their workplace, even though they were not a direct target. This is because this 

conduct can trigger a hostile working environment and complicate their work relations. 

Several quotes from respondents below express working people’s notion of ambient sexual 

harassment. ‘It is an indirect experience of SH when you feel uncomfortable witnessing sexual 

behaviours at work’ (Ms Can, union officer, aged 44).  Extending this concept, another worker 

stated: ‘when SH happens next to us, and in the workplace, it creates offensive feelings and 

pressure on others’ (Ms Tam, worker, aged 46). According to these respondents, although 

they were not a target of direct sexual harassment, they did not feel safe around the 

workplace and in some working relationships. ‘Pressure’ in Tam’s message meant people had 

to stay alert around harassers and thus feel uncomfortable and unproductive at work. They 

also worry that they could be a subject of SH in the future.  

Ambient harassment is a concern of working people, and it is an issue of workplace SH. 

However, the current law has not yet considered ambient harassment in the regulations.   

Defining ambient harassment as workplace SH could broaden the current term of SH that 

Vietnam's legislation should consider. This is because workplace SH often happens in 

organisations and workplace settings, and the impact of SH may go beyond the harassment 

target (Glomb et al. 1997; Parker 2008). Bystanders, coworkers, and colleagues may 

experience similar negative impacts when observing and witnessing SH (Schneider, 1996; 

Sorenson et al., 1994). It is even more important in the context of the Vietnamese workplace, 

where people's understanding of SH may exclude many forms of harassment and downplay 

it as cultural jokes. Thus, other workers may become indirect victims of workplace SH but 

cannot confront harassers or report them to the organisation because of a lack of 

understanding about what constitutes SH.  

This section has analysed SH from working people’s perspectives, arguing that 

workplace SH is best described in relation to power relations at work.  The following section 

will examine the cultural construction of workplace SH, reflecting the influence of workplace-

gendered social norms on working women.  
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5.3. Cultural Constructions of Workplace Sexual Harassment  

This section discusses the cultural conceptualisation of workplace SH in two aspects. It 

first draws from empirical data to conceptualise the cultural narrative into two main 

pathways. This section will use the cultural pathways to address two themes: (1) The cultural 

narrative of conceptualising and justifying workplace SH and (2) Upholding feminine norms in 

perpetrating SH.  

How interviewees conceptualise and justify workplace sexual harassment 

Interviewees provided diverse cultural accounts of SH in their organisation and in the 

workplace setting in general. It stands out that many respondents used more general 

references to SH as a representation of culture and gender norms to explain SH. This cultural 

narrative of SH contemplates normative expectations and gendered social norms attributed 

to women and men in a society that spills over to the workplace. Distinctive patterns of how 

working people describe the cultural construction of SH are identified. The diagrams below 

conceptualise two cultural narrative pathways of how gendered social norms manifest in 

workplace SH. It is noted that these narratives are not shared by all research interviewees; 

rather, the narrative represents a prevalent conceptualisation of SH among interviewees 

drawing on cultural norms and perspectives. Other interviewees provided specific 

explanations of SH that differ from the two pathways of the cultural narrative. Nevertheless, 

these narratives are explained below because they normalise a notion of femininity that 

informs many employees’ and workers’ understanding of SH.  

The first narrative pathway describes sexual harassment as inevitable and inherently 

associated with women’s nature, such as women being beautiful and sexually attractive 

(Figure 5.1). It explains that women present the beautiful side of the world, and their beauty 

is worth showing. As women are conditioned to display their beauty, it is natural that women 

are subjected to male flirting and teasing. Women are considered sexual objects, meaning 

they are sexually attractive and thus get abundant male attention. Moreover, women are also 

believed to be physically and emotionally weak, meaning they cannot protect themselves 

from men, and their emotional life is more dependent on men. 
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Thus, these social norms result in the perception that women must accept men's SH 

behaviour as natural. The dilemma is that women are expected to be beautiful and should 

uphold their feminine attractiveness, which exposes them to victim blaming (VB) when they 

are sexually harassed. This culture of VB is associated with gender social norms of degrading 

women and shifts the responsibility to victims instead of harassers. At the same time, women 

may blame themselves for not being able to fight back or keeping modesty and integrity to 

avoid creating attraction to men. A culture of self-blaming also originates from the pressure 

of upholding women’s femininity.  

 

Figure 5.1: Rationalisation of Sexual Harassment 

In contrast, men are often perceived as naturally strong and having an innate strong 

sexual desire. SH is the way men use to express and maintain their physical and manly 

strength. Surprisingly, many female respondents use this narrative to justify men's sexual 

behaviours at work as inevitable. It implies that, to some extent, women accepting men 

having mistresses is natural. Despite the shifting perception toward women and men's 

traditional gender norms, this cultural narrative remains influenced by the majority.  

The second pathway of the cultural narrative framework is focused on women’s duties 

to uphold feminine norms and values grounded in Confucian ideology (Figure 5.2). Women 
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are family-oriented and expected to be role models of good wives and mothers; young girls 

are associated with charm, faithfulness, obedience, and compliance. Above all, women are 

responsible for preserving their dignity and family honour. A woman victim of SH might be 

blamed for failing to preserve their and their family’s dignity and honour. This prevents 

victims from disclosing incidents and encourages them to accept SH as a part of their working 

life, eventually leading to normalising workplace SH. Harassers might take advantage of this 

narrative to expect women to comply with their demands, including sexual advances. Women 

refer to this narrative when they blame themselves for being harassed because they did not 

act appropriately to avoid harassment.  

 

Figure 5.2: Upholding feminine norms and workplace SH silence. 

These two pathways may not be mutually exclusive but interconnected and may co-

occur to shape workplace SH and influence harassers' and victims’ perpetration of SH.  The 

sections below present working people’s conception of workplace SH referring to the cultural 

narrative.  
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Cultural narrative 1: Rationalisation of Sexual Harassment 

The cultural perception of women as a sample of beauty was a predominant explanation 

of SH among interview participants. The saying ’flowers are for picking, girls are for teasing’ 

was reported by more than 30 respondents, including female and male workers, state officers 

and informants, and both groups who experienced and did not experience workplace SH. This 

proverb encapsulates the idea that beauty is the normal confines of women, and SH is 

attached to the normal confines of gender identity and behaviour. A young male worker said, 

‘When I (we) see a woman that looks beautiful, we may stare at her or tease her to express 

our impression of her or to get her attention’ (Mr Bac, worker, aged 21).  Catcalling is quite 

common in the workplace, and most men would not see it as a form of SH. This comment 

suggests that men often normalise their behaviour as something natural and acceptable in 

daily life and at work.  

Perhaps surprisingly, some women also share the same notion of considering this sexual 

behaviour acceptable. Several quotes reveal this:  ‘When people comment about my 

appearance or dress, I would think it was their compliment to me and that I am attractive’ 

(Ms Ngoc, state officer, aged 32). And: ‘They saw you look beautiful and commented on your 

appearance and attractions. Honestly, I was partially scared, but I like it. It is like a 

compliment’ (Ms Nhu, union officer, aged 41). These remarks indicate that women's social 

and cultural norms are broadly entrenched in people's mindsets to shape people's 

perceptions of SH behaviour. Some respondents even narrow their explanation of SH to 

women's beauty. For example, a worker, Ms Thu aged 27 said, ‘She was sexually harassed 

because she was beautiful.’ Women internalise this norm as a common standard of femininity 

which puts them under unwritten pressure to meet social expectations of being good-looking, 

charming, and decent women. Notably, these narratives constrain working people's definition 

of identifying SH at the workplace. 

These comments above help explain why people, both women and men, may not view 

sexual comments, sexual jokes or sexual suggestions as SH. Sexual comments about 

appearance and dress can be received by targeted women as compliments on their beauty, 

confirming that they have achieved expected cultural standards of femininity.  
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Li also raises her concern about a workplace where cultural norms of women’s beauty 

are reinforced through the performance of daily duties, and this is directly related to 

workplace SH:  

In our province, many organisations, particularly business enterprises, have a female reception 
team of young and good-looking staff who can sing and drink well to welcome visitors or 
working partners in dinner or after-work activities. In such events, it is not avoidable that male 
colleagues may touch, flirt, stare at, or catcall the female receptionist. Alcohol may be an indulging 
factor and is normalised as excusable male SH behaviour (Ms Li, state officer, aged 36).  

This remark indicates that cultural conceptions of women's nature and SH go hand in 

hand. What Li tries to highlight is also seen in Nhi's case (section 5.1) that the organisation 

embodies traditional norms in its working culture, reinforcing the stereotype that women are 

the object of pleasure.  This cultural narrative also reveals oversimplifying explanations of the 

working context that gives rise to SH. When female workers are assigned to work in an 

environment where SH happens more frequently, they could perceive it as normal in their 

daily work.   

In addition, the cultural perception of ‘women with weak legs and arms’ contributes to 

workplace SH. This Vietnamese saying is commonly interpreted as not only referring to 

physical weakness but also implying that women are powerless and have no resistance. Based 

on this saying, harassers assume that women will not confront them. Even women have low 

expectations of being strong enough to resist harassers and therefore opt for standing back 

and letting it go. Many of the interviewers endorse this narrative to explain the issue of SH at 

work and why nothing is done about it. For example, a worker says, ‘as women, we are 

physically weak and cannot confront men powerfully. Men know that[…] we would not try to 

fight them or can fight them back’ (Ms Tran, worker, aged 35). 

On the one hand, this cultural perception discourages women's resistance to harassers. 

On the other hand, if women confront harassers, they are considered to counter their 

feminine characteristics of being soft and charming. A worker stated: ‘If a woman strongly 

resists harassers, she may be deemed too unladylike (Li, state officer, aged 36). Thus, cultural 

norms contribute to workplace SH by imposing traditional gender stereotypes on women in 

one way or another.  
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Behind the notion of women’s beauty and weakness is the culture of disregarding 

women, which strongly relates to workplace SH. As a union manager says:   

Feeling contempt for women is a form of violence. Women are evaluated for their beauty rather 
than competence. Women are traditionally often marginalised as minor characters next to men, 
which means they are overlooked. Claiming that women are weak is to dismiss their capacity to 
protect themselves and assume they are easy to attack. These cultural norms are an issue of 
gender discrimination and directly link to workplace SH. (Ms An, aged 36) 

This quote connects gender inequality and discrimination toward women with SH. 

Reducing women to their physical appearance devalues women and makes them more 

marginalized. Gender inequality increases the vulnerability of women at work and directly 

contributes to the likelihood of women experiencing SH.  

Equally important is how men are conceptualised through this cultural narrative. 

Gender norms maintain men’s masculinity through daily cultural narratives.  Men’s use of 

alcohol is one of the associated factors of SH that is frequently referred to among female 

interviewees. Alcohol consumption in Vietnamese culture is associated with masculinity as an 

expression of men's character (James-Hawkins et al., 2019, p. 4430). A trade union staff 

member recalls her experience of SH relating to men’s use of alcohol: 

We had lunch together. When we returned to the office, the manager fell onto me, embraced 
my front body tightly in front of other colleagues, and laughed. I was unsure if it was his 
deliberate intention to do so, but I could not react directly to it. Men may easily make excuses 
because of drunkenness or even pretend to be drunk. (Ms Chi, aged 41). 

Ms Chi's comment suggests that SH, in a broader working context, is tied to masculine 

norms of misusing alcohol and using it as an excuse and as a way of expressing power. It 

reveals that men see instances of harassment at work as somehow normal, and easy to 

dismiss the excuses. Since masculinity intertwines with the position of power, it prevents 

women from understanding or acting on SH at work. For example, one male interviewee 

stated: ‘Women are more likely to be harassed because they are weaker, shy and feel shame’ 

(Mr Bac, worker, aged 21). This indicates how men carry the traditional view about women 

to frame their understanding of SH. Mr Bac’s reference to women's shame suggests that 

women are responsible for SH and thus bear the shame of being harassed. Some female 

interviewees shared this perspective: ‘Women also internalise inequality norms and put 

themselves in lower positions and weaker side’ (Ms Bich, union officer, aged 42). As such, 
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‘women's resistance was lower than men’ (Ms Mo, union officer, aged 35). Both comments 

referred to the way women culturally conceptualise their position as inferior, and this 

perception makes women more disadvantaged in workplace SH.  

In contrast, male nature is believed to be strong, having stronger sexual desire, and 

being attracted by the opposite sex, while women are more passive and family oriented. Both 

female and male interviewees chose this as a reason to justify SH at work. According to Nhu, 

‘Men were physically strong and believed to be active in leading sexual relationships’ (union 

officer, aged 41). Thus, ‘Men are not morally judged for SH in the workplace. But it is not 

similar if women are harassers’ (Li, state officer, aged 36). Li’s statement suggests that the 

culture of tolerance to men is based on patriarchal men's dominance and privilege. In one way 

or another, the cultural narrative is focused on explaining why women are predisposed to SH.  

Cultural narrative 2: Upholding feminine norms and workplace SH silence  

Interview data reveals that working people tend to associate SH with women's 

responsibility to uphold traditional femininity expectations. Nearly 50 out of 72 interviewees 

stated that conventional patriarchal gender norms in Vietnam influence their daily practice at 

home and work in several ways. These are linked to the way people conceptualise SH and the 

likelihood of experiencing SH. Gendered social norms of women's values and roles, 

encompassing the traditional four virtues and domestic role, shape working people's labelling 

and defining SH. The common saying that many interviewees referred to when expressing the 

gendered social expectation of women is ‘Men make houses, women make homes’, ‘a woman 

is the crown of her husband’, or ‘a child’s misbehaviour is the mother's mistake’. Those 

sayings imply the triple burdens placed on women's shoulders, including family, husband, and 

child duties while balancing their simultaneous tasks as family carers and workers. The sayings 

also signal that women are responsible for their family's honour and respect. The cultural 

interpretation of these gender norms is linked to the possibility of workplace SH in several ways. 

The target of SH has viewed a woman's failure to preserve feminine values and women’s 
moral codes. It is because women traditionally were tied to and expected to comply 
with specific moral values, like loyalty, charm, faithfulness, softness and harmony. 
Thus, women may be stigmatised as breaking women's modesty and expected 
femininity when involved in SH. This suggests that SH at work is not separate from the 
issue of gendered social norms of women at home and in society. Women (in) equal 
roles and positions at home contribute to develop women’s agency of confidence or 
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low self-esteem at work. This relation may lead to the attitude of women’s resistance 
or acceptance of SH. To illustrate this point, a female worker comment: Our 
Vietnamese cultural point of view is that a good woman must be decent, faithful and charming 
[…]. Being harassed may mean you are not modest or decent. To save face, victims would 
rather keep silent; others could be the next victim when you are silent (Ms Hoan, worker, aged 
28).  

More than half of the respondents expressed views similar to Hoan. She identifies the 

moral boundaries and cultural norms of women's characters and proper behaviours that 

pressure women to stay silent in the face of SH. In this cultural narrative, SH threatens 

women's dignity by abusing gender social norms. At the same time, she suggests that women 

embrace these norms to act upon social expectations. Therefore, many women did not see 

themselves being harassed but instead viewed SH as somehow happening within the normal 

confines of gender identity.  

 The gendered social norms that bind women to moral patterns continue to govern 

their identity and shape their understanding and response to SH. According to a union officer:  

Women often identify themselves as the weaker sex, being endured, subject to reputation 
and moral integrity. Not many women could dare to speak up about SH, and harassers took 
advantage of women by manipulating these norms to sexually harass them (Ms Hai, aged 45). 

 The influence of gendered social norms on gender equality practices is best seen in 

how women self-identify. In this regard, women contribute to maintaining gendered social 

norms. Further explaining the relationship between embracing gendered social norms and SH 

at work, Ms Lam, a researcher aged 33, states: 

To preserve an individual's face and working relations, women often avoid talking about their 
SH experience. This creates conditions for SH to continue exposing in the workplace and 
targeting others without alerts or condemning gestures from victims. People tend to watch 
others’ reactions to follow. When none of the victims reacts, others will take similar action of 
doing nothing.  

Preserving ‘face’ and harmonious working relations become barriers to holding 

workplaces accountable for SH issues, and this perception contributes to the culture of silence 

that prevents people from speaking out. In the workplace, people’s reaction to SH is often 

silent, grounded on cultural norms of saving ‘face.’ Lam’s observation about people mimicking 

others to assess how other people react to SH suggests an aspect of the workplace in which 

individual roles and decisions are important to break or maintain the normative boundaries 
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that give rise to SH. This account implies the irremovable influence of cultural norms carried 

over into the workplace and shaped the passive response to SH among many working people. 

On the one hand, SH is viewed as threatening the family's reputation. This emerges from 

respondents’ responses to my question: ‘how do you think women’s domestic roles relate to 

SH?’ First, it is expected that as the primary role of ‘women make a home,’ women hold 

responsibility for their family's reputation. Domestic roles also imply that women should be 

quiet, obedient and compliant. Ms Hang, state officer, was very confident to share that ‘it is 

women’s role, of course, we were born and raised in the countryside, and what we learned 

from childhood is to be a good woman at home and taking care family’ (Ms Hang, aged 36). 

What Hang meant by ‘taking care of family’ refers to domestic and caring labour for family 

members. Holding domestic roles also means that women must secure earnings to feed the 

family. In many circumstances, victims choose to be silent in order to secure their job. Ms Nhi 

(section 5.1), in the case study, show a clear link between workplace SH and women’s financial 

responsibilities. Being a sole family carer and earner, Nhi had to comply with work requests 

in which she was exposed to SH by the line manager.  

On the other hand, gender inequality at home influences women’s attitude and self-

esteem at work, which can lead to heightened vulnerability to SH at work. Interviewees 

suggested that women who suffer inequality at home and domestic violence are more likely 

to be sexually harassed at work. This is because occupying a submissive position at home or 

in the community can lead to a lack of confidence and trust at work. For example, Ms Hong 

shares: ‘I am divorced, so, at work, I am not confident to confront the harasser, or whether 

people would believe me or believe that it was my mistake’ (Ms Hong, worker, aged 33). Her 

status as a divorcee means that she is subject to stereotypes for having failed at marriage 

which can be a source of shame. Hong’s sharing simplifies the influence of gender norms that 

a good woman should be married. However, it also reveals a fact that a woman like Hong 

holds low self-esteem to define and position herself within the gender stereotypes that make 

her easily vulnerable. 

In contrast, women's equal gender role can enhance their confidence and self-esteem 

at work to avoid SH or confront the issue. One example is: ‘At home, my husband and I make 

decisions and share household chores. So, at work, I feel quite confident’ (Ms Lan, union 
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officer, aged 42). Lan also referred to how being in a marriage enhanced her confidence at 

work.  It also means to Lan, like other women, that being married protects her to some extent 

from SH because she is no longer a ‘flower ready for picking.’ In addition, sharing domestic 

labour with her husband at home empowers her to expect equality at work. These responses 

by interviewees suggest that gendered norms in the domestic and work spheres are not 

distinct but interconnected. In effect, these norms operate in the family, society and work 

and govern working people's perspectives and practices.  

Drawing from the discussion of cultural narratives above, other apparent findings to 

emerge from empirical data of the cultural narrative above is the pervasive nature of victim 

blaming (VB) and self-blaming (SB). VB can be understood as placing responsibility on the 

victim and shifting the perpetrator from accountability for their misconduct to the victims 

(Mansour et al., 2021, p. 979). SB is the way victims blame themselves for not defending 

themselves (Forster et al., 1994, p. 744).  

Although VB is common across cultures (Bongiorno et al., 2020; Lucarini et al., 2020), 

the findings of this research show that in the case of Vietnam, the tendency to blame victims 

comes from both outsiders such as colleagues, family, and friends, managers, and victims 

themselves. It begins with questions such as: ‘why does the harasser target someone but not 

others? Why am I not harassed, but she was?’ (Ms Tam, worker, aged 46). This kind of 

questioning seems to question the victim about her role in SH rather than the harasser. 

Common interview comments include, ‘I heard people say that the girl must do something 

wrong, so that man harassed her’ (Ms Xuan, worker, aged 35). ‘Something wrong’, as she 

interpreted, maybe wearing revealing clothes, showing attraction to the man. These 

interpretations lead to judgements about the victim’s lack of decency and modesty. VB is 

often based on the victims’ appearance, age, dress, actions, gregarious character, and marital 

status. For example, a worker said: ‘She was young and dressed in ‘revealing’ clothes. A man 

likes to look at such a good-looking girl. Not sure it was a mistake of the girl or the man’ (Ms 

Nguyen, worker, aged 34). As these comments show, victims are blamed for the harm inflicted 

upon them by the perpetrators of SH. People often attribute responsibility to victims based 

on their personal views dominated by ethical and cultural notions about women. Why is this 

the case? The main reasons are a patriarchal culture that subordinates women to men’s 
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desires and the social expectations, influenced by Confucianism, about women’s decency and 

demeanour, as discussed above. This culture also is maintained by the workplace power 

dynamic and the organisation's gender-blind policy that does not address gender 

discrimination at its root.  

Although interviewees expressed empathy with victims when responding to the 

question, ‘what is people’s attitude towards workplace SH victims?’ many also suggest that 

victims play a part in the leading up to or provoking SH incidents. Here are some related 

comments expressing the view: ‘If a girl did not give a hint or “turn on the green light,” a man 

would not come forward’ (Ms Thuong, worker, aged 37); or ‘no flame, no fire’ (Ms Hang, state 

officer, aged 35). The way people used popular sayings to describe sexual harassment shows 

a profound influence of traditional norms in assuming and justifying women’s failure to act 

appropriately. Blaming victims not only places responsibility on victims and shifts 

responsibility from the perpetrator to the survivor but also reinforces gender discrimination 

toward women. This VB culture reinforces the SB culture that creates an enabling 

environment for the perpetrators of SH and an unsupportive/antagonistic work culture for 

the victims.  

Examples of self-blaming are also found in the interview data, and the grounds for SB 

are similar to those that justify victim-blaming. SB is similarly associated with traditional 

gender norms and binding moral codes that women have embraced and deeply internalised. 

Although SB could convince victims that they should do better or take corrective actions, it 

reinforces gender social norms of women holding accountability for protecting themselves 

and being responsible for being harassed. For example, Ms Nhi (Section 5.1) connected her 

single status with her inability to be confident and strong enough to stop her line manager's 

misconduct, effectively blaming herself for the serious harassment she suffered. Another 

issue from Nhi’s story was the organisational culture where HR considered her SH incident to 

be a personal matter and her co-workers rumour about a romantic involvement with her 

manager. This implies that VB and SB are not only an issue of traditional gender culture but 

also an issue of workplace culture. Since VB and SB link individual perceptions to traditional 

moral beliefs and gendered social norms, VB and SB reinforce an organisational culture that 

protects the harasser.  
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Thus far, I have investigated SH from a cultural perspective, in which the two cultural 

narratives explain how working people conceptualise sexual harassment. VB and SB often 

relate to how women culturally position themselves. In effect, women may refer to prevailing 

gendered social norms and their position in the patriarchal social structure to conceptualise 

their understanding of workplace SH and respond to it (Chamberlain et al. 2008, 265). The 

cultural narrative presents a common shared cultural perspective that equates femininity 

with SH and how it translates into the workplace. However, the dual pathway framework of 

the cultural narrative mentioned above does not fully capture the diversity of perception or 

factors that result in the perpetration of SH at work in Vietnam. Other interviewees 

interpreted the cultural narrative of workplace SH differently.  These interpretations reflect 

shifting traditional gender norms associated with changes in Vietnam's contemporary society 

and employment. For example, some employees mentioned how women’s responses to SH 

have changed:  

In the past, women were quiet and too passive to react to SH, and they let it go. Now, they are 
more ready to fight back [...] to increase condemnations of SH [… ] people are more ready to 
speak up to defend or support harassed persons ( Ms  Bich, union officer, aged 42).  

Women's increased participation in the labour market and economic independence 

contributed to a break from the Confucian ideology of women's endurance and obedience 

and shifted their behavioural attitude toward SH. Thus, this societal progress provides more 

support for individuals to challenge workplace SH.  

Women like me that have a job are more independent and thus more confident. We are 
different from our parent's generation, which believes that women need to follow the 
traditional four virtues of Confucianism (Ms Hoa, worker, aged 29).  

Moreover, the global feminist social moments MeToo and Vietnamese social moments 

on gender equality influence public understanding of SH. In addition, the Vietnam government’s 

commitments to international legal instruments that impact on policy formulations have 

contributed to the socio-cultural change that connects with addressing SH at work.    

Previously, women were considered an embodiment of beauty and sexual objects under male-
centric culture. Teasing women was common sense, not SH. Five years ago, the Code of conduct 
on SH was first introduced. Although it is not a binding document, SH is being talked about and, 
more recently, discussed in the media. People started talking about SH and reporting it instead 
of hiding it as a personal matter, I think (Ms Hang, state officer, aged 35) 
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The quotes above indicate that despite the entrenchment of traditionally gendered 

norms that limit women’s development opportunities, women's employment and changing 

perspectives on gender relations have contributed to a different narrative of SH. This point 

can be futher seen in a view of an NGO’s director  as : ‘ The most challenge to gender equality 

and the issue of workplace SH in Vietnam is gendered social norms toward women’s 

inequality roles. But we have seen the social change in shifting public attitudes and law 

formulation.’ (Ms Kim, NGO director, aged 51). The social changes are recognised in the 

formulation of the new policy and highlighted by the ministry's manager of the Legal 

department: 

We understand that SH is an issue of gender equality at work. We also know that this is a 
problem that has not been inadequate attention to by employees, employers and 
policymakers. That is the reason the Labour Code revision enacts SH provision to address the 
changing society and workplace which address the life demands’ (Mr Thien, state manager, 
aged 44).  

These remarks by the NGO and the policymaker indicate the change in society and 

policy progress to address SH as an issue of gender inequality at work.  

5.4. Conclusion 

This chapter has focused on analysing SH as a workplace issue in Vietnam and provided 

a deeper insight into understanding the phenomenon from organisational and cultural 

perspectives. The findings reported here shed new light on conceptualising workplace SH in 

the tangible interconnection of organisational and socio-cultural backgrounds. They support 

the argument that workplace SH is an issue of power which stems from the hierarchical 

organisational structure and working position power intertwined with socio-cultural power. 

In the case of Vietnam, workplace power reflects Confucianism's specific cultural features of 

traditional male leadership dominance reinforced through the gendered social norms of 

women’s subordinates and unequal roles at work. The work organisation’s power comes from 

the hierarchical, bureaucratic management system where women gain fewer managerial 

roles and often lower leadership levels. This type of power is more likely to be displayed in 

state-owned organisations than privately owned companies. Hierarchical employment 

positions give unequal power to men and women, and this causes the most frequent 

harassment incidents at work. When women are in leadership positions, SH is a means to 
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confront women's leadership in the workplace. This explains the higher rate of women 

managers experiencing SH than rank-and-file employees and the common explanation of SH 

as the consequence of women’s careers ambition. Workplace SH in the Vietnam context 

emerges from this research as complicated by the sliding scale of non-consensual and 

consensual conduct and the prevalence of ambient SH. These features are also conditioned by 

the power at work. Another source of workplace power within the organisation is socio-cultural 

power governed by gendered social norms pertained to the organisational power structure. 

The findings of this chapter seem to challenge a general assumption that those with 

higher levels of education and more exposure to diverse views on the roles and rights of 

women were more likely to assert their rights. However, the many narrative themes drawn 

from interviews show that women value conforming to the feminine view of what a 'good 

wife and mother and loyal citizens of Vietnam ought to be or how they ought to behave. This 

involves a sense of duty and respect for elders and concern for the welfare of their family 

(particularly if they need their income to survive). Many women who were concerned about 

maintaining their employment (and aware of the power differences) between them and their 

(mostly) male bosses, chose to be cautious in keeping their jobs. Furthermore, the predatory 

behaviour of male bosses with a sense of entitlement (higher up in the organisational 

structure) is one issue within the context of the subtle (and nuanced) culture of knowing 

women's rights but being careful not to jeopardise job prospects as well as surviving within 

their place of employment. Enduring the competitive culture amongst women employees was 

one reason that give rise to workplace SH. Women could be subjected to rumor and innuendo 

by other (possibly jealous) colleagues, ignored or shunned. They often suffered in silence if 

they felt threatened because there was insufficient solidarity to support them. In addition, 

this chapter analysed workplace SH through respondents’ cultural narratives. Interview data 

suggest two cultural narratives of SH, indicating that people’s conceptualisation of SH is 

embodied and governed by traditional gendered social norms toward women. Findings from 

this chapter reveal that the gender norms' emphasis on women’s domestic roles and moral 

expectations of women contribute significantly to workplace SH. There is a strong link 

between women's gender equality at home and the likelihood of workplace SH. The culture 

of victim blaming and self-blame is a part of workplace SH features and is found to be rooted 
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in the Confucian ideology. However, the situation in Vietnam also indicates that women's 

employment participation to broaden their social and economic roles have positively changed 

the cultural construction of gender relations. This conceptualisation will help to analyse how 

working people experience and admit their workplace sexual harassment, which I will address 

in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 6: WORKING WOMEN’S EXPERIENCES OF WORKPLACE 
SEXUAL HARASSMENT  

6.1. Introduction  

This chapter investigates working women's experience of the workplace SH to provide 

a better understanding of the issue in Vietnam. It aims to throw light on the prevalence at 

work and explore the relationships between people's perceptions and experiences and how 

they disclose or label SH experiences. The chapter highlights the types of SH that female 

employees are more likely to be vulnerable to and who are more likely to be targeted, thereby 

indicating the factors of employment sectors and positions that contribute to workplace SH. 

 Working women's experience of workplace SH has recently been investigated in some 

working reports in Vietnam, such as CARE international organisation’s research (CARE 

Vietnam, 2019, p. 52). However, the issue is still under-discussed, and little data is available. 

Yet, literature outside of Vietnam, particularly in Western countries, indicates that people 

label SH depending on the scope of definition, legal concept, and the change in socio-cultural 

factors that influence people's understanding of the issues (McDonald, 2012, p. 6). Tracking 

SH experiences have been challenging when conflating the actual incidents with societal 

changes associated with socio-cultural understanding (p.3). Meanwhile, the likelihood of 

being sexually harassed depends on an individual affirming or denying their experience.  

This chapter presents the empirical evidence to unravel the picture of working 

women's experience of SH. The chapter addresses research gaps in this area in Vietnam. The 

correlation between the perception of SH and people's experience will help identify the 

underlying causes of SH at work and suggest solutions to address the issue in the workplace. 

The chapter is divided into four sections. The first section, section 6.1, describes the overall 

prevalence of employees' experience of sexual harassment. Section 6.2 identifies the most 

common types of SH at the workplace. Section 6.3 discusses SH in relation to workplace 

settings and identifies the environment with more likelihood of experiencing sexual 

harassment. Section 6.4 discusses SH by employment positions, emphasising that hierarchical 
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organisational power and gender inequality at work contribute to a higher experience rate in 

female leadership positions.  

6.2. Experiences of Workplace SH: Prevalence and Labelling  

Getting accurate information to draw an overall picture of SH is a challenging task. This 

section presents findings from the survey data to establish how prevalent SH experiences are.  

To gain more insight into the phenomenon of workplace SH experienced by female 

employees, the survey data is supplemented by interview data which can shed light on the 

factors that influence people's reporting of their experiences of workplace SH. 

The survey data responses to the question ‘have you ever experienced SH at work?’  

show that a proportion of respondents were unsure whether they experienced SH or not, 

while some chose not to answer the questions (Table 6.1). The survey suggests that the 

prevalence rates of SH experience vary by the types of behaviours, employment sectors and 

work position. Physical unwanted SH and gender harassment are more common than other 

types of SH in workplaces.   

Table 6.1:The prevalence of SH experiences by survey participants 

 SH experienced  Per cent Valid Per cent 

Valid  Yes 16 22 

No 51 69 

Not sure 7.0 9 

Total 75 100.0 

Missing System 25   

Total 100   

Source: Qualtrics survey conducted from February- to April 2021 

Government workplace settings (state and union organisations) are the environment in 

which SH experience is more prevalent than in factories (Table 6.2). Over one-fifth of the 

survey respondents answered, ‘yes’ to the question, ‘Have you ever experienced SH at the 

workplace?’ Let us compare SH experience prevalence to similar figures in other countries. 
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For example, a report in Australia found that 33% of research participants experienced SH at 

the workplace (NOW Australia, 2019). The prevalence rates of 22%, 25%, and 54% were found 

in China in 2009, Hong Kong in 2007, and Singapore in 2008, respectively (ILO, 2013, p. 7). 

Research in low and middle-income countries shows a significant variation in the rates of SH 

prevalence depending on the research method and question structure (Ranganathan et al. 2021). 

Nevertheless, the prevalence in my research aligns with the findings discussed in the 

previous literature, indicating that SH is a significant workplace matter and cross-cultural 

workplace issue. As one Union leader commented: ‘SH is a workplace issue. I experienced one 

or another, and my friends in other organisations also share the common SH they face during 

their work.’ (Ms An, union leader, aged 39).  

In addition to the 22% who have experienced SH, nearly 10% of participants were 

unsure whether they had experienced it or not; thus, the boundary between sexually 

flirtatious behaviours and SH is not always clear. Respondents struggle to identify when the 

line is crossed and may struggle to define what behaviour constitutes SH they experience (Kim 

et al., 2018, p. 384). In addition, people hesitate to label a behaviour as SH, or make SH 

accusations, to maintain harmonious working relationships, which originates from the 

traditional Vietnamese notion of harmony (Cuc, 2011, p. 70). Being unsure or confused about 

understanding SH could contribute to a high number of respondents who answered ‘No‘ in 

the survey (69%). One interviewee shared her experience with people’s reluctance to report 

their SH experiences:  

One research conducted with factory workers in industrial zones in 2016 found that only 2-3% 
of the participants reported they experienced SH [...]. However, this number did not reflect the 
actual incidents workers experienced SH because, in our later lunch conversation, many said 
they did not report their incidents in the survey. They expressed concerns and worries about 
confidentiality even with anonymous surveys. The incidents must be much higher than reported 
(Ms Lam, researcher, aged 33).  

Confidentiality concerns connect with employees’ worry about potentially losing their 

job and jeopardising working relationships and their reputations when revealing sexual 

harassment experiences. Cultural norms make the topic taboo because SH is a sensitive and 

hidden issue from a cultural perspective (Hoang et al., 2018). In-depth interviews reveal 

numerous incidents of workplace SH. 28 out of 65 interview respondents, equivalent to 43%, 

reported SH experiences at the workplace. This high rate recorded the incidents directly to 
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the respondents and their colleagues or friends. Meanwhile, the survey recorded only people 

who personally experienced SH. Of the 28 people mentioned above, 22 directly experienced 

SH. Six reported that their colleagues or friends were exposed to SH at the workplace. 

Notably, 12 out of 15, meaning 80% of state and union officers, reported exposure to SH at 

different levels, from less serious to serious. This rate is significant in terms of SH in the 

employment sector. However, only seven disclosed the nature of their experiences. Two of 

them clearly identified their experiences as SH at the beginning of the interview. The other 

five interviewees only realised that what they experienced was a form of SH during the 

interview when they recalled and described act they encountered at work. This research 

found that the state and union officers expressed a high level of understanding about SH and 

were also exposed to the highest rate of SH. Undoubtedly, higher awareness is not associated 

with a lower experience of SH.  

In terms of disclosing sexual experiences, research data demonstrates that it is difficult 

for victims to reveal and is also a challenging research issue to portray. This is largely 

attributed to the fact that discussing sexuality in a work context may involve social stigma and 

potential loss of face and working relations. This results in women's reluctance to reveal their 

experience of harassment (Fitzgerald et al., 1995; Siddiqi, 2003). In Vietnam, 'saving face’ of 

individuals and families and maintaining harmonious relationships are traditional values 

influencing people's behaviour (Nguyen & Simkin, 2017). The interviews below gather 

information from diverse perspectives of state and union officers, workers, and those who 

directly or indirectly experience SH.  

Take the case of Ms Gi below; she commented on several points, including working 

climate, age of an employee, and self-assessment of SH severity and harms that shape 

individuals' consciousness and labelling of their experience: 

At first, as a junior staff, I did not think I was sexually harassed because everything around me 
sounded ok (the organisational climate, good managers). Nevertheless, I later realized I had 
experienced several forms of SH, including verbal or non-verbal harassment from my managers. 
In my current work, I encountered SH incidents that involved my colleagues and working 
partners. However, it was not serious, and I am ok (Ms Gi, state officer, aged 49). 

Gi’s case story shows several factors involved in people's conceptualisation of their SH 

experience. These factors include working environment, age of an employee and self-
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assessment of SH severity and harm. People who perceive their working environment as safe 

are less likely to be aware of SH and react to it. Gi had experienced SH since she was a young 

staff member, as she lacked understanding about the issue. However, the issue does not 

change or stop through her career progression, regardless of her increased understanding of 

SH. It emerges from Gi that when SH occurs more often, people seem to be accustomed to 

and accept it less cautiously. Normalising SH happens when people consider SH not serious, 

and there is no condemning gesture on the part of the organisation.  

The working environment can include the relationship between co-workers that can 

support or prevent victims from disclosing their experiences. Workplace attitudes, including 

peer jealousy, could make workers confused and normalise an acceptance of SH and not to 

report it. Ms Nhi’s (section 5.1) remarks illustrate this point as: 

 None of my colleagues knew my line manager had sexually harassed me. How dare I share 
because they thought the manager favoured me; they were jealous. I felt like everyone looked 
at me and spread rumour about me (Nhi, state officer, aged 36) 

Ms Nhi was one of the few interviewees who was open and willing to share her story 

of being sexually harassed with the researcher. She suffered harassment, ignorance, curiosity 

from colleagues, and loneliness. The narrative interview shows that ignorance, excuse, and 

acceptance will normalise the culture of SH in the workplace as part of everyday life. Thus, 

normalising SH is associated with a higher prevalence and frequency. These factors resulted 

in Nhi's consecutive harassment by another senior manager, which she mentioned during the 

interview.  

Workplace jealousy is one reason why people suffer in silence. Several respondents 

disclose that jealousy in the workplace can be a reason for victims to keep quiet and for 

female colleagues to fail to support victims. Jealousy may emerge among employees, 

particularly in female groups, when one member is more advanced in their career or working 

relationships. In a serious manifestation, jealousy at work is the root cause prompting 

employees to act out inappropriately toward associates with whom they feel uncomfortable 

or threatened. This issue may lead to various forms of workplace harassment. Jealousy can 

cause workplace neglect toward SH and keep a victim silent, which happened to Ms Nhi.  



124 | P a g e  

 

Furthermore, working people's perceptions and attitudes strongly relate to their 

labelling workplace SH experience. While some people were confused about admitting to 

their experience, others personally tended not to want to label their experience as SH. Many 

research respondents describe sexual behaviour they encounter, like touching, flirting, 

leering, and receiving sexual messages and invitations that make them uncomfortable. 

However, they either consider this sexual conduct SH or label their experience harassment. 

Under-assessment of sexual severity is a reason that people often use to ignore the SH they 

encounter. For example, Ms Mo says, ‘There were some situations when someone flirted and 

put their hands on my shoulder and back. I felt uncomfortable, but I just gently expressed 

discomfort. It is not SH because such acts are not very serious’ (union officer, aged 35). Other 

interviewees also share the same view as Ms Mo. Because target people subjectively define 

SH, one may assess sexual conduct as serious, but another may not. This makes it more 

challenging to capture SH at work, but it is not an uncommon issue. Early literature also argues 

that people tend to ignore SH and do nothing or pretend the incident is not happening and is 

not harmful (Fitzgerald et al., 1995, p. 119).  

An interview with a lawyer further explains why people hide their experiences of SH. 

Based on his research paper on SH and conversations with people in enterprises and factories 

in industrial zones, he concludes that:  

It is a common perception that sexuality is something sensitive and taboo issue. It is not a 
pleasant topic to talk about, and people do not want to be a magnet to attract others' gossip. It 
is perceived that being a woman means you need to be a good woman who keeps dignity and 
properly behaves as expected by culture. Women are easily blamed if something wrong 
happens regardless of men's mistakes (Minh, a lawyer, aged 44) 

The lawyer's comments give more thought concerning the absence of reporting SH. He 

articulated the traditional norms of viewing sexuality as a private matter and the shame of 

speaking in a public space about sensitive topics. SH is associated with losing honour. Hiding 

experience is how workers cope with traditional norms of 'saving' face and maintaining 

honour. The lawyer narrative brings up a concern of a paradox in understanding workplace 

SH. Suppose that SH is an objectionable topic that should be eliminated from the workplace; 

it happens persistently to workers as inevitable. Women are vulnerable to not only SH but 

also under pressure of public adjustment and blaming culture, which shifts responsibility from 

harassers to women.  
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These findings show that although individuals may understand SH, they do not always 

relate it to their experience (Burgess et al., 2018, p. 398). It can suggest that people who do 

not admit  SH suffer from false consciousness, which prevents them from perceiving the true 

nature of SH and admitting their victim' status (Cheung et al., 2018; Froberg, 1990; Williams 

et al., 1999). Nonetheless, interview correspondence suggests that the prevalence of SH in 

the workplace needs to be understood in its broader socio-cultural context of individuals and 

organisations that shapes people's perceptions. The following section will investigate 

workers' experience of workplace SH to identify the types of harassment they commonly 

encounter. 

6.3. Types of Sexual Harassment Experienced in the Workplace  

Survey data indicate that the rates of experiencing SH vary by the type of sexual 

behaviour (Table 6.2). Physical unwanted sexual attention and gender harassment are 

common. The most frequent type of SH people experience at work is ‘unwanted touching, 

hugging or kissing’, which 30% of survey respondents reported (Table 6.2). These physical acts 

are most predominant, easy to define and remember as they are visible and often cause long-

lasting psychological, emotional, and physical impact on the victims. The second most 

frequently experienced harassment is ‘staring or leering at the body that makes you feel 

offended’. More than one-quarter of respondents experienced verbal SH. Non-physical sexual 

acts such as staring are experienced as intimidation, causing offence and threat. About one in 

ten survey respondents (12%) experienced 'Actual, or attempted rape or assault’ or 'Sexual 

compliance exchange for jobs.' This is an alarmingly high rate for such a serious incident. It is 

indicative of the hostile environment female workers face. The lowest rate was 7% for ‘other 

forms’, such as ’renting a shared room during the business trip without asking consent‘ (Ms 

Chi, union officer, aged 41). Non-consensual room sharing can put workers in a vulnerable 

situation where rape or coerced sex may occur. The SH risk associated with business travelling 

will be discussed in more detail in section 6.3. 
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Table 6.2:  Experienced SH categorised by behaviours 

No SH Behaviours % 

1 Unwelcome touching, hugging or kissing 28 

2 Staring or leering at your body that made you feel intimidated 26 

3 Sexually suggestive comments or jokes, commenting on the attractiveness 

of others 

16 

4 Sexually explicit pictures, screen savers or posters, gifts that made you 

feel offended 

13 

5 Repeat or inappropriate invitations to go out on dates 12 

6 Requests or pressure for sex or other sexual acts 10 

7 Intrusive questions about your private life or physical appearance that 

made you feel offended 

9 

8 Unnecessary familiarity, such as deliberately brushing up against a person 16 

9 Insults or taunts based on sex 
 

9 

10 Sexually explicit physical contact 
 

16 

11 Repeated or inappropriate sexually explicit emails or SMS text messages, 

social networking websites 

10 

12 Actual or attempted rape or assault, physical assault, indecent exposure, 

sexual assault 

12 

13 Sexual compliance is exchanged for a job or other benefits 12 

14 Other 7 

 Source: Qualtrics survey conducted from February- April 2021  

Since renting a shared room is not explicitly SH, it considers a non-sexual form of 

harassment. These behaviours undermine victims but do not expressly reference sexuality 

(Cortina & Berdahl, 2008, p. 473). According to the authors, non-sexual forms of SH may vary 

and discriminate based on gender but do not always entail sexual advances. However, most 

interview respondents in my research did not perceive non-sexual forms as SH. 
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Many behaviours that constitute SH are not considered harassment by several 

interviewees. Depending on the context, verbal SH, like sexual comments and whistles, may 

be deemed compliments or expressions of friendship or desire for a closer relationship. Other 

quasi-sexual touching acts like hugging or putting an arm around the shoulders and 

requesting dating can be considered joking, as Gutek points out (Gutek, 1992, p. 346). 

Similarly, sexual jokes may offend someone but are not reported as SH because they did not 

target a particular person directly. For example, a researcher in a Trade Labour Institution 

mentioned:  

 In government administration organisations, there is definitely SH. SH happens frequently but 
with a low level of severity. Even harassers may not realise that their behaviours cross the line 
of SH, and the victims are unsure of their harassment experience (Ms Lam, researcher, aged 
33).  

This quote elucidates that victims and harassers do not consider some sexual acts as 

harassment in the workplace. Both factory workers and state union officers (state and union 

officers) experience a high prevalence of unwanted physical and non-physical harassment 

regardless of working position and labour contract status.  

Unwanted physical touching is the most common SH experience. Some of the typical 

quotes from factory workers and state officers illustrate this:  

 Unwanted physical touching on sensitive body parts is quite common. When we are in lifts or 
elevators, men try to stand close to women and touch their bodies, shoulders, or bells (Ms 
Hang, worker, aged 31).  

Mrs Hang indicates that unwanted physical harassment between female and male co-

workers exists as part of their daily working life. However, such incidents in organisational 

spaces like elevators and lifts might be out of other employees' and employers' caution. The 

situation is no different in state or union organisations, where unwanted touching is 

frequently experienced. As one union shared, ‘unwanted touching is common and easy to 

detect compared to other sexual behaviours’ (Ms Nhu, aged 41). 

Non-physical harassment targets female employees more frequently in state-

employed organisations and factories, as recalled by the same participant.  

I experienced non-physical SH several times. It can be commenting on my appearance, flirting 
and teasing, or being sexually suggestive. I feel uncomfortable and offended (Ms Nhu, union 
officer, aged 41). 
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Nhu recalls experiencing various non-physical workplace SH types, including 

verbal, nonverbal and sexual gestures. She distinguishes SH from sexual behaviour by 

pointing out feeling uncomfortable and offended. However, in my other interviews, 

correspondents seemed not to consider this distinction of personal feeling in labelling 

their experiences. Therefore, many non-physical harassment behaviours were not 

regarded as workplace SH.  

Notably, experiencing nonphysical harassment is not different between female 

managers and staff. Union leaders from two organisations assessed that: ‘verbal 

harassment like flirting, unwanted sexual advances, sexually suggestive comments are 

quite common at work, and particularly are more frequent in work events like meetings 

and business trips’ (Ms Van, union leader, aged 52; An, union leader, aged 36). The 

observations from two separate interviews suggest that nonphysical SH is an undeniable 

workplace issue.  

Of the non-physical HS, verbal SH is the most reported type of non-physical 

harassment. Verbal SH may come in the simple and less severe form of sexual jokes, 

flirting, or comments but then escalate to more serious forms of SH. This also 

demonstrates the nature of workplace SH escalation and harassers’ tactics. They may 

start the usual teasing to probe the victim's reaction, and if the victim does not recognise 

or ignore it, they will encroach on more severe or more frequent SH behaviours. The 

remarks recalled from interviewees illustrate this point.  

 A male colleague stared at me and flirted: 'we finished the shift early; let us have a coffee 
and then overnight in a hotel. The incident also happened to other workers and was not 
just one-time (Ms Ly, factory worker, aged 31).  

Another worker added: ‘In my factory, male workers often sexually leer, stare at or 

comment on our appearance. For example, they said: “oh, you wear a short dress today 

and such a curved butt” ‘ (Ms Thao, worker, aged 26). 

In these encounters, the line between SH and a joke is blurred, making it difficult for 

the woman to identify if it constitutes SH and responds appropriately to such situations. Ly 

stressed that if a male's behaviour was deemed harassment, men often used the excuse that 

they were joking, with no intention of SH. The implication behind the scenes is that workers 
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see the issue as something unpleasant but have no reaction to it. This way SH is normalised, 

and workers get accustomed to it.   

The quotes above represent the most repeated narratives many respondents shared 

during the research interviews. They indicate several aspects of workplace SH. First, in almost 

cases of experiencing SH, non-physical harassment did not involve position power. However, 

it demonstrates gender power and the imposition of masculinity to disempower women. 

Verbal harassment often conveys offensive messages and causes workers negative feelings, 

thus contributing directly to a hostile environment. Second, women's appearance and dress 

code can be subjected to male sexual misconduct.  The illustration of women's experience 

affirms that SH is a gender issue culturally constructed within the social and organisational 

context in which SH occurs.  

It is noted that when people experience SH, they may encounter more than one form 

of SH. Ms Nhi, quoted earlier, shared a distressing experience: 

At first, my direct manager sent me consecutive messages and romantic poems expressing his 
care for me […]. He then asked me to come to his office several times a day but did not give me 
any task […] I had to wait long times without doing anything […]. He patted my cheek whenever 
we were alone in the elevator […]. In another instance, the organisation's senior manager kissed 
my cheek and stroked my arms (Ms Nhi, state officer, aged 36).   

Another form of non-physical SH that arises from Nhi's narrative is ‘repeated long waits 

in the manager's office.’ On the surface, waiting is not SH because the manager did not make 

a sexual advance by requesting her to come and wait in the office several times. However, it 

is a non-sexual form of SH in a series of the manager's behaviours, leading to a daily threat to 

Nhi at work and constitutes intimidation. Nhi's experience with SH did not stop there. Her 

situation worsened because she suffered another non-physical harassment from more than 

one manager, a most senior one.  

Nhi’s case shows that a woman is more vulnerable to other incidents when being a 

target of SH at work. Consecutive harassment happened to Nhi because of her previous 

unresolved harassment experience. Reporting did not help her avoid harassment; instead, it 

resulted in another consecutive harassment because it revealed her vulnerability. The 

authorised person took advantage of her situation to misbehave with her. Meanwhile, she 

was a single mother, and the cultural interpretation of this status is that you do not belong to 
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anyone. This perception is traditionally grounded in the Confucian concept that women are 

men's possessions. Ms Nhi's case imposes numerous layers of workplace power, cultural 

power, and individual agency, disempowering individuals to deter harassers. This workplace 

power takes workplace SH to another form of sexual compliance encountered by working 

people.  

Sexual compliance in exchange for jobs is another form of SH that employees often 

experience at every workplace and employment status. Sexual compliance refers to engaging 

in unwanted consensual activities (Impett & Peplau, 2003, p. 88). In this research, 

interviewees reveal that sexual compliance often happens in working power relations and 

between managers and staff. Research respondents express the complicated reality of sexual 

compliance that cannot be easily captured in the survey. Several workers shared typical cases 

of sexual compliance that happened sophisticatedly through company public events - the 

Workers' Miss Contest. Here is one of the worker's remarks to describe this workplace SH:  

My friend was an office secretary. She won the Miss in our company beauty contest and was 
promoted to be production foreman. After a holiday trip, she was demoted to a worker on a 
production line. She later shared that the senior manager asked her to have sexual 
intercourse; when she refused, the manager said, 'you cannot work in the same position’ (Mr 
Mu, worker, aged 31). 

This story illustrates the sophistication of workplace SH. This beauty contest does not 

explicitly relate to SH. Nevertheless, behind the scenes, female workers are targets of SH and 

may have to engage in sexual exchange to keep their job or gain benefits. A female worker in 

Mu’s story experienced sexual coercion for sexual compliance. Although she refused to 

engage in sexual activities, she was still a victim of workplace harassment, resulting in her loss 

of job benefits.  

Another factory worker shared an incident that her friend experienced:  

A manager in the OTK unit (quality checking) usually has shady behaviours with workers. He 
promoted a female worker to be his assistant. After a few months, he dismissed that staff 
without reason and nominated new staff. The manager deliberately requested staff to work 
late in the evening with him and offered a lift after the afternoon shift to approach staff 
closely. Workers refused his requests, so he consecutively changed assistant staff (Ms Nguyen, 
worker, aged 39).   

Sexual compliance, in this case, posits sexual coercion in which the manager uses his 

power to demand sexual favours. The staff who wish to have benefited from work will have 
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to say 'yes' to a sexually interested manager even if she does not want to engage in sex with 

him. Significantly, the manager used the same manner to repeat his misbehaviours with many 

workers by dismissing one and nominating a new one.  

Other workers unveil similar versions of sexual compliance in the factory working 

environment. This form of SH usually involves power relations between managers and staff. Ms 

Linh concluded, ‘how dare a worker can report SH if the harasser is the manager? You are in a 

subordinate position and will be put down by the manager’ (Ms Linh, worker, aged 35). Linh's 

response demonstrates the inevitable existence of SH in the factory workplace and the acceptance 

of workers' dues to the imbalance in power positions of workers and managers at work.  

Sexual compliance is also known as no exception for state and union officers. Several 

interview respondents claimed that sexual compliance is not rare in the state working space, 

as they heard from friends or colleagues of other organisations. An officer said, ‘oh, in the 

state organisations, it is not an exception that someone may have to comply for sexual 

engagement if they want to be promoted’ (Ms Nhu, union officer, aged 41).  

This reveals that serious sexual compliance is as common as other physical or verbal 

harassment forms. However, sexual compliance harassment is more tacit than other forms of 

SH reported in the survey. A possible explanation for this is that the organisation's 

bureaucratic power hierarchy grants too much power to the manager. Individual power is 

expressed in sexual demands from managers to staff or higher managers to middle managers. 

In state organisations, where long-tenured employment is common, workers avoid 

confronting SH to maintain their jobs. When sexual harassment becomes unbearable, a 

commonly found escape path is for the worker to quit her job. The following section discusses 

the survey and interview data to explore how SH is associated with specific employment fields 

and positions.  

6.4. Sexual Harassment Experience Varies by Employment Sectors   

Experienced sexual harassment has been a subject of research in various employment 

settings (education, academic or hospitality); however, there is relatively little research on SH 

at state agencies and union organisations. This section discusses workplace SH in state-

employer organisations and factory settings. Findings from this section elucidate an 
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understanding of how SH may happen differently and what factors are associated with the 

likelihood of encountering SH in each setting.   

Table 6.3: Experienced SH by employment sectors 

 Employment sectors Yes (%) No (%) Unsure (%) Total (%)  

Government organisation 50  42 8 100 

Union 53 36 11 100 

Banking 12 77 11 100 

Education 21 70 9 100 

Workers 7 90 3 100 

Other (please specify) 35 60 5 100 

Total 22 69 9 100 

Source: Qualtrics survey conducted from February- April 2021  

The survey data show significant differences in the prevalence of SH experiences by 

employment sector (Table 6.3). Trade unions and government staff reported the highest rates 

of experiencing SH at 53% and 50%, respectively. Other employment sectors, including 

journalists, reporters, and NGO staff or students (recorded in the survey), were at the third-

highest rate at 35%. Only 7% of factory workers experienced SH. This is a surprising result as 

there is an assumption that government and trade unions have a safer working environment 

and a code of conduct, thus posing a lower-risk environment for SH (Khuat, 2004). Other 

research has argued that factory workers with lower status, less secure jobs, and poor 

working conditions with an extensive female workforce managed by men may be more likely 

to be harassed (Siddiqi, 2003, p. 6,33).  
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Interview data identify four key factors contributing significantly to SH prevalence in the 

workplace: specific professional occupation characteristics, physical environment, mixed-

gender workplaces, and employment status. Professional occupation characteristics refer to 

the nature of work and duties performed at work, while the physical environment refers to 

the construction and location of workplaces. Mixed-gender workplaces refer to a setting 

where male and female workers work side-by-side. Employment status refers to permanent 

and temporary jobs and the position in the job hierarchy.  

It is noted that the four factors listed above have different manifestations associated 

with the possibility of workers experiencing SH in each employment setting. Therefore, I 

address the issue in each employment sector to reveal how these factors distinctively 

contribute to working people’s experience of SH.  

Sexual harassment in the state organisations 

The high SH rate in the government employee is reported to be associated with 

occupational characteristics that require engaging in broader partnerships, extra-mural work 

and travelling. The nature of occupation that involves multiple partner meetings exposes 

female employees to high risks of workplace SH. A state officer exemplifies the nature of her 

work relates to her SH experience:  

Most of our working partners are business organisations dominated by male managers. My 
work involves many field trips and interactions with male colleagues […] business sector […] 
partners often invite us for a meal or drink after work. SH occurs in such working relations and 
situations (Ms Gi, state officer, aged 49).   

Gi articulates her experience of SH as something normal and inevitable based on the 

nature of her work. Her quote suggests factors attributed to her SH experience: business 

organisations refer to the financial status of harassers, male managers demonstrate position 

power and gender relations, and drinking relates to traditional masculinity norms. These 

factors are intertwined and create conditions for SH that working women like Gi encounter 

more often. It is the process of normalisation SH at work, which lead to customising or 

ignoring the issue.  

Conducting business trips and engaging in extra-mural work are factors that make 

experiencing SH more likely among state and union staff. Attending business dinners, staying 
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in the same hotel, drinking alcohol and singing karaoke after work provides opportunities for 

sexual harassment that would not exist in a typical nine-to-five office setting.  A union officer 

points out:  

 SH is strongly associated with characteristics of our professional work requirements, for which 
we often have business trips to local levels or attend meetings and conferences with male 
colleagues and engage in some work after working hours (Ms Chi, aged 41).  

These activities are seen as a part of social networking and business trips that aim to 

enhance cooperation between organisations (Maheshwari & Nayak, 2020, p. 9). In addition, 

business trips always happen in new locations that are out of workplace settings, engaging 

with new partners and out-of-organisation oversight. This may lead to a mistaken impression 

that they are out of their organisation’s oversight and SH prevention policy compliance (The 

Los Angeles Employee Rights Law Firm, 2022). However, female employees may find it 

difficult to exclude themselves from travelling and joining networking activities which are 

often seen as important to career progression and maintaining working relationships.  

Relating to this point, Lan, a union officer aged 42, explained:  

 In our inter-sectoral business trips, we often join with partners from other organisations and 
share one transportation. One time, a men partner expressed his interest in sitting next to me 
and trying to talk during the trip; he then put his hand on my lap. On another training occasion, 
after finishing the training, some male participants kept sending messages, asking or inviting 
me for drinks, meals, or dating.  

Work requiring frequent travelling for business was a matter of concern for most state 

and union staff participating in the research. Due to top-down administration management, 

extra-mural work and business travelling are quite common in Vietnam's government and 

union organisations. In this management structure, staff at senior administrative 

management levels undertake the field trips. When SH happens during business trips, it 

negatively impacts the targeted employees and can lead to a hostile environment at work and 

working relationship tensions.  In many cases, SH started during a trip but did not end after 

the trip finished, creating an uncomfortable environment that negatively impacted 

employees and work.  

According to the ILO, SH at work involves any event related to work, including extra-

mural work settings and journey from work to home and vice versa, in which an unwanted 

sexual act happens (Eliminating Violence and Harassment in the World of Work, 2019). A 
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narrow definition of the workplace leads to the exclusion of incidents outside the working 

space. This could result in the organisation refusing to take responsibility for addressing SH or 

paying less attention to addressing these problems. This possibly explains why extra-mural 

work associated with SH at work is under-researched in the existing literature. 

 Physical workplace construction can be a factor that contributes to the high prevalence 

of SH in government organisations. Ms Chi observed: ‘in the state or union organisations, we 

work in air-conditioned spaces with the door shut. […] Sometimes SH occurs behind closed 

doors’ (Mrs Chi, union officer, aged 40). According to Chi, her day-to-day work behind closed 

office doors raises the potential of SH. When the door is closed, victims cannot escape, and 

there is less likely to be a witness to SH. To further explain how SH happens behind the closed 

door, a union leader gave this example:  ‘After a lunch break, a manager asked a female staff 

to come to make a cup of tea in his office. When she came, he closed the door and suddenly 

hugs her or try to hold her hand tightly’ (Ms Hoang, union leader, aged 54). An office with a 

closed door becomes less safe regarding SH issues and functions to hide SH acts. Working 

spaces in a closed office are common in Vietnam, contributing to workplace SH remaining 

unreported. 

Beyond these factors, an imbalance of gender power exists between male and female 

employees in a patriarchal society, and unequal power between managers and staff 

contributes to the likelihood of SH in such bureaucratic organisations (Uggen & Blackstone, 

2014; Webber & Spitzer, 2010). This brings back the argument of legal theorists about sex-

based harassment, in which SH occurs due to gender discrimination. Thus addressing SH has 

more to do with gender than sexuality issues (Cortina & Berdahl, 2008; MacKinnon, 1979).  

Sexual harassment in manufacturing factories 

Workers reported a lower rate of SH experiences in factory settings than state and union 

officers. However, they faced more SH incidents when travelling to work and renting 

accommodation. Some factors contribute to workplace SH in factory settings, including ample 

physical open spaces, workplace dress code, worker gender rotations, employment (casual or 

permanent), and immigration statuses. For factory workers, the physical workplace 

environment refers to the factory location in the local community and the space within the 
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factory compound. Workers describe their occupational environment as a busy working pace 

on production lines and strict factory discipline. One worker explained:  

Working at a busy pace in a factory, we must focus on the production line and products; no one 
can do it differently. We have a short break, and people just chat and make jokes for fun, not 
harassment (Ms Van, worker, aged 33).  

According to Van, the manufacturing work discipline with strict productivity rules limit 

the possibility of SH during working time. The short break between shifts is time for workers 

to rest, and it is not long enough to create a condition for SH. As Ms Van elaborates, ‘Our 

company is Japanese-owned, and they have a high demand for concentration at work. 

Workers cannot talk or gossip during their shift’. She suggests that strict rules and limitations 

on social interaction can be a way to reduce the possibility of SH. Thus, the working 

regulations applied by foreign management may limit forms of social interaction like jokes 

and flirting that could blur the line between harmless fun and unwanted sexual attention.  

In addition, the industrial occupation characteristic of working in ample open space and 

crowded workers seems to be a factor in preventing SH. ‘It is the production lines where 

everyone can see each other and know what you are doing’ (Ms Tuyen, worker, aged 36). The 

open space makes the workplace more transparent, and workers can alert each other if sexual 

harassment happens. Moreover, workers explained that infrequent encounters with power 

hierarchy also help to reduce SH: ‘There is no SH at work because we rarely meet the 

managers’ (Ms Hoa, worker, age 29).   

Dress codes can contribute to SH in the factory, where workers often have a work 

uniform. Some workers raised this concern, and here is an example that one worker shared 

during his interview. Mr Mu mentions a requirement for office workers to wear short dresses 

to work.  

Our company is a garment factory, and office staff are encouraged to be well-dressed. All 
company office staff must wear a short dress from Tuesday to Thursday. It should be workers' 
individual right to wear whatever they are comfortable. However, it seems the company 
imposes a dress code on workers. I feel suspicious about this regulation which possibly creates 
SH. I have heard some colleagues complain that they were harassed when wearing short dresses 
(Mr Mu, worker, aged 31).  

This comment articulates how power management is used, through imposing dress 

code, in the factory in ways that can encourage misconduct. Factory management uses its 



137 | P a g e  

 

power to mandate a dress code, making women more vulnerable to sexual abuse and 

harassment. Mr Mu also suggested that the dress rule can be a way of sexualising women and 

lead to victim-blaming. As other research has stressed, women's dress can be used to blame 

for any sexual incidents happening to them and thus make women more vulnerable to 

harassment (Beiner, 2007; Hutton, n.d.).  

The gender and marital status profile of the workforce also impact on workers' 

experience of SH in factories differently. The predominance of female workers is considered 

a safety factor at work that limits the possibility of SH. Female-dominated occupations like 

garment factories allow fewer male employees and managers to interact with more female 

workers. Ms Van shared: 

Females are the majority of workers, and most are married. There are few men in our factory, 
and we usually tease each other for fun. There is no case of a manager using power to force 
workers for sex exchange- (Ms Van, worker, aged 33). 

As Van explained, when women are the majority in a workplace, they can benefit from 

the women's collective presence. Marital status also benefits workers as marriage helps to 

inform women's maturity and value and that she belongs to their partner (Bélanger & Khuat, 

2018). However, the implication of marital status as a protective shield also refers to the old 

traditional norms of women as their husbands’ possessions while their independence seems 

not to be acknowledged. Furthermore, given the role of family values among Vietnamese 

people, ’saving' the face of the family and maintaining family income can prevent workers 

from reporting their incidents, per SH's cultural narrative. 

In contrast to Ms Van, Ms Vi, a garment factory worker, believed that more risks of 

harassment happen in the workplace of predominantly female workers: 

The workplace where women predominate will have more possibilities for various SH 
behaviours. Male workers may tease and flirt with their female colleagues, while male 
managers may physically harass or force staff to comply for a better job or high salary sexually 
(Ms Vi, worker, aged 35). 

Vi's observation of workplace SH implies a gender hierarchy at work and sex-based 

gendered discrimination. Often, men in female-dominated workplaces are managers or 

supervisors who can impose their power on female staff. Interviewees revealed high incidents 

in factories where women are the minority in their mixed-gender working environment.  
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In my current production plant, men outnumber women and misbehave, like grabbing female 
workers' bottoms. It was not teasing or fun; it was a deliberate sexual approach. The working 
context is quite complex because men and women work together in one space and share many 
activities during shift breaks or after overtime. This is when SH may happen (Ms Ly, worker, 
aged 28).  

In factory units where men form the majority of the workforce and dominate workplace 

culture, sexualised behaviour can create a hostile working space where female workers feel 

unsafe and vigilant toward their male colleagues.  

Another factor impacting workplace SH in the manufacturing sector is employment 

status. Factory workers mostly have temporary contracts, which means they are insecure 

about their job and more vulnerable. Workers explained that their temporary employment 

led to a high frequency of experiencing SH. A worker noted, referring to employment 

insecurity: 

 My friend told me that her company managers forced workers to have sexual encounters with 
them. If the workers refuse, they will be held back at work. Eventually, the workers must quit 
their job or move to another department. Because their contract is often casual, their job can 
be terminated at any time (Ms Vui, worker, aged 33).  

Such practices contribute to the high staff turnover rate in low-skilled factory 

employment (Merkin, 2008; Ruth, 1998; Salman et al., 2016). The constant stream of new 

workers on insecure contacts enables managers to keep harassing with impunity. However, 

Ms Chi, a union officer, took a different perspective on the connection between employment 

precarity and SH. According to her, permanent employment is desirable because it provides 

security and better benefits. But this security can become a trap to keep them in workplace 

harassment, as Chi mentions: 

Having a permanent job in a government organisation is more secure for female employees. 
But it means they are reluctant to give up their job when sexually harassed. This could explain 
why SH may be persistent in the workplace. In contrast, factory workers with less secure jobs 
can easily change to another factory if SH escalates (Ms Chi, union officer, aged 41).  

Ms Chi suggests that workers on temporary contracts may change jobs to avoid SH. 

Nonetheless, factory workers are generally more disadvantaged due to their employment 

status, and poor working and living conditions create the possibility of SH. The below 

discussion further provides factors relate to workers’ experience of SH.  

The research found that factories located in rural and close to workers' hometowns 

appear to create more physical safety to reduce the risks of SH. Fifteen interviews with factory 
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workers who work in their hometowns in central Vietnam found that no one had experienced 

SH. In contrast, interviews with migrant workers in other parts of Vietnam - Vinh Phuc, Hai 

Duong, and Dong Nai provinces - point to more incidents associated with workers' travelling 

and accommodation. Workers explained that the location associated with the local cultural 

values and a close-knit community around the workplace protects them against SH. A worker 

commented:  

We work for a local factory in our hometown, and all workers are from the same district or 
neighbouring districts. We know each other very well, so no one dares to misbehave toward 
people that are their neighbours or peers. In rural areas, the traditional norms of dignity and 
guilt are viewed and practised more strictly (Ms Thuy, worker, aged 31).  

Thuy relates factory location to the local cultural norms, and she suggests that local 

workers often have strong and close relationships with each other and the local community. 

From the interviews' perspectives, rural life maintains stronger traditional norms and shared 

local cultural values, and community relationships can be a positive force in preventing SH. In 

other circumstances, cultural and gender norms seem to encourage SH. However, in urban 

factories, where cultural norms are less cohesive due to worker migration, workers also 

reported less experience with SH. Thus, the cultural context is not adequate to explain 

working people’s experience SH; other factors I have addressed so far, including working 

status, occupation characteristics, workplace environment and power relationships, are 

correlated in continuing the issue.  

Local factory location also offers short and safer travelling for workers from home to 

work and vice versa. Ms Tam, a worker aged 46, added: ‘We live near the factory, about 5-7 

km from home to the workplace. When we finish the shift, even in the late afternoon or 

sometime in the evening, most female workers go home on the same road and in a group. 

We feel safe on the way from work to home’. Tam's comments suggested the lower risks of 

SH when female workers travel in their familiar routines and as a group. A common way to 

protect women is to go in a group and not be alone, which is also discussed in other studies 

suggesting that women can organize as a social collective to protect themselves (Young, 

1994). This also reflects a part of the Vietnam collective village culture in which people often 

gather as a group. However, the collective village culture also challenges the effort to address 

SH by reinforcing gender roles and traditional morals of women (see Chapter 7).  
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In contrast to local workers, short travel distance does not reduce the risk of SH for 

migrant workers who work in a factory far from their hometown. A worker mentioned: ‘From 

my rented house to the factory is 1 km. I encountered SH once while walking home after 

finishing a late afternoon shift. A man was waiting on the road and approached to touch my 

chest’ (Diu, worker, aged 27). For Ms Diu, the convenient walking distance was still unsafe, 

particularly when working evening shifts. They are harassed by strangers, other migrants or 

local people. A worker, Hang, aged 31, commented:  

 My colleague was riding a bike on the way home. Then some young men rode a motorbike 
and approached to squeeze her chest. These men usually stand in a deserted place near the 
bridge where few people pass by to physically harass workers, particularly young girls. 

These quotes expressed workers’ high concern for work travelling associated with the 

risks of SH. SH may not occur during their shift hours but in remote and unsafe sites on the 

way to work or from work to home. Beyond the factor of travelling, migrant status adds to 

the risks of workers experiencing SH. The temporary immigration residence led to a lack of 

community connections and support. Migrant workers also rent accommodation separately 

for work convenience and saving costs. Thus, they hardly gather in a group when travelling to 

work and may be targeted individually by harassers.   

Ms Chi, a union officer who has worked with many factories and workers, explained:  

 SH happens more frequently in workers renting accommodation than in the workplace. There 
is no security monitor and no workplace policy in place, and people are free to act with impunity 
in rental housing. Meanwhile, most workers are single migrants, or their partners are not living 
in the same place (Ms Chi, aged 41).  

Chi revealed many factors associated with SH workers' likelihood after work. Again, 

migration status puts workers at a disadvantage in preventing SH. SH at home may be 

excluded from workers' reports of experiencing SH at work, leading to a low reporting rate. A 

worker shared their experience in rental accommodation: ‘We rent a small accommodation, 

and many workers live in this small residence. Some young men (colleagues, tenants or local 

people) sometimes came to our place, acted up, teased and flirted’ (Ms Hang, factory worker, 

aged 31). 

This type of SH is an invasion of private living space. Although it does not happen at 

work or on the way to work, it relates to the work context because victims and harassers have 

work relationships. From working relationships, harassers can harass victims when given the 
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opportunity at work, on-road, or in accommodations. As pointed out in other studies, SH at 

accommodations is not an uncommon threat for workers (Burgess et al., 2018). However, 

public understanding and the current definition of ‘workplace’ and ‘SH at work’ do not include 

this issue. As such, it may escape the attention of employees and employers about SH.  

The findings above indicate a significant difference in experiencing workplace SH 

between state and union officers and factory workers; the factors attributed to their 

experiences also vary. The state and union employment sector recognised a higher 

prevalence than factory employment. Government organisations' occupational structure and 

patterns require extra-mural work, frequent business travelling, and regular communication 

with external partners and higher-ranked staff, creating a high possibility of SH. The flexibility 

of working hours and working environment for state and union officers extend the 

opportunity to encounter SH. In contrast, manufacturing occupations do not require extra-

mural work, business travelling and external partner meetings. Their fixed shifts in the 

production lines in open spaces provide opportunities for collective observation and peers' 

alerts to prevent SH at work. The flat hierarchy in factories where most workers share the 

same position and have less contact with their factory management may reduce the 

prevalence of SH in the workplace. 

The question in this section is whether the low rate reported by workers reflects the 

actual situation at the workplace. Although the survey data reports the lowest rate of 

experience SH among workers, the interviews presented above leave no doubt that this 

number has just captured the surface of the problem. On the one hand, SH in factory 

workplaces may be underestimated because the line is blurred between sexual jokes, 

humour, and harassment. The overlap of these kinds of behaviour confuses workers in 

identifying what SH is and whether they are experiencing SH at work. In addition, male 

workers appear to normalise less 'serious' SH acts like flirting and teasing as fun or friendly 

banter. Thus, victims may reject their experiences, and harassers deny their responsibility for 

causing SH. On the one hand, workers are reluctant to reveal experiences of a sexually 

exploitative nature. Their reluctance may stem from a lack of recognition and understanding 

to verify allegations of SH. Yet, the research finds it challenging to conclude that factory workers 
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experience less exposure to SH at work. However, the factors contributing to workplace SH 

apparently differ between staff in the state-employer organisation and factory workers. 

 To conclude this part of the discussion, I want to use the quote from a key informant- a 

lawyer who suggests that the issue is more complicated than what the survey numbers can 

present.  

SH happens frequently and commonly, but most workers are unaware of SH and are being 
harassed. It becomes tough to disclose this workplace issue. In particular, workers in local 
factories in rural areas have a limited understanding of SH. Their workmates may claim they 
are troublemakers, making things more complicated at the factory (Mr Minh, lawyer, aged 44).  

Experience of sexual harassment varies by work position. 

Empirical data from this research reveals that employees experience SH differently in 

their work positions. Significantly, managerial positions encounter a higher rate of SH than 

non-management roles (Table 6.4).  

Table 6.4: Experienced SH by work positions 

Managers 
Yes (%) No (%) Unsure (%)  Total (%) 

33  53 14  100  

Office Staff 19  73  9  100 

Team leader (for a unit 

or production line) 
25  59  17  100  

Factory Workers 8   89   4   100  

Other 50   50   0  100  

Total number of 

respondents 
55 175 24 254 

 Source: Qualtrics survey conducted from February- April 2021  

The survey data indicates that over three out of ten people surveyed (33%) who are 

office managers in state and union organisations and banking experienced SH. Meanwhile, 

2.5 people out of ten (25%) managers in the manufacturing sector reported their experience. 
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Still, 14% and nearly 17% of managers working in the office and non-office environments were 

unsure of their experiences.  

It implies that employees in management positions are exposed to great risks of SH 

regardless of employment sectors. Nearly two office staff out of 10 admitted their experience 

at work, which is equal to two-thirds of the rate among management positions. These findings 

are against the traditional idea that women encounter more SH involving their low-ranking 

work position but are relevant to recent studies research (Folke et al., 2020). 

Interviews with managers in the state and union organisation reconfirm the situation 

and offer an inside view of SH at work. Ms Gi holds a middle management role in a unit that 

belonged to a ministry and encountered different SH situations, as she described:  

 Several incidents happened to me. A department manager moved to a new office and invited 
me to visit his office […] When I came, he closed the door and hugged me tightly. I refused 
him and went back my office; later, he sent me many messages asking for something. 
Recently, I was on a 5-day business trip, and younger man colleagues from other organisations 
kept looking at me and sending me several messages […] After three days, he eventually 
knocked on my door in a hotel (Ms Gi, state officer, aged 49).    

Ms Gi repeatedly experienced verbal and physical sexual behaviours by managers in her 

organisation and working partners. Nothing happened when her working partners knocked 

on her hotel room, but such acts can threaten potential harassment. As she explained, she 

was easily targeted by males who deliberately undertook their misbehaviours without care. 

These female leaders expressed their experiences below: 

I received many phone calls and invitations for drinks and meals. During business dinners, 
male partners drank, put their arms around my shoulders, and hugged me in front of many 
people […]. In another situation, a working partner asked me to join him on upcoming business 
trips (Ms An, a union leader, aged 36) 

Being a manager involves multiple tasks, including extra-mural work and business trips 

with external partners, creating the possibility of being harassed by her. This is because she 

is exposed to a new group of potential harassers, including subordinates and higher-ranking 

employees. Also, she may face the consequences like losing the working relationships with 

influential partners, which she mentioned in other cited quotes.  

Harassment of female managers in a factory setting is no different from that in 

government and union organisations. A worker shared a case that happened to her female 

line manager: 

file:///E:/Huong%20edits/(Folke%20et%20al.,%202020)
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A male foreign manager in my factory usually texts suggestive pictures to my line manager 
through phone and apps, who is a widow. Because of the language difference, she did not 
respond to the man; thus, the man did not stop his behaviour (Ms Diu, worker, aged 27). 

In a story shared by Ms Diu, her female manager was verbally harassed by a senior 

factory manager. Notably, the harasser is a foreigner who is assumed to have more power as 

a manager and a foreigner. Power relations and language barriers are two factors of 

harassment for the female manager. In this case, SH can be a weapon against women in power 

and is motivated by control, domination, and sexual desire.  

The commonality in the three cases is that they are all female managers in lower or 

middle managerial positions. Holding a management role but being a woman does not change 

the risks of harassment associated with their gender status. In other words, women gain 

power at work to empower their professional strength. However, this power does not protect 

them from hazardous working relationships. Meanwhile, Gi and Diu's managers are single 

mothers, shaping their vulnerability to SH. The individual agency is also different in how these 

women perceive the incidents. The two female leaders in state organisations were more 

aware of their situations and had more space for their autonomy. In contrast, the factory 

manager hesitated to admit the incidents as the direct manager harassed her. 

Ms Hai gave more thought to explaining why women managers encounter high risks of 

SH at work. ‘Women are often in lower managerial positions than men managers, and thus 

they are likely to be harassed by senior management and working partners’ (union officer, 

aged 45). Interview participants in this research similarly refer to gender inequality at work 

to explain the high rate of SH targeting female managers.  

We can infer from the findings that SH is a work phenomenon that affects women from 

any employment or position. From the interview respondents’ perspective, the harassment 

of female managers confirms the unchanged gender discrimination and unequal power at 

work. These patterns continue to be contributing to SH. Although women are empowered 

and have been advancing to organisation leadership, their positions are often in middle or 

deputy positions rather than as directors. This originated from the fact that women are not 

guaranteed equal authority and power with their male counterparts. While men can 

automatically gain respect from their staff, this does not happen easily to women leaders 

(Maheshwari & Nayak, 2020, pp. 7–8). Women leaders encountered more pressure from the 
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upper manager while handling the management relationship with their staff. Undoubtedly, 

this work pressure creates poor conditions for female managers to expose to SH likely. Given 

the attachment of individual circumstances like a single, widow, and young, SH becomes more 

visible to female managers. 

Another factor that could make women managers more vulnerable to SH is the 

prejudicial social attitudes against women leaders. Several interviewees related SH to 

women’s desire for a work promotion. Ms Trang assumed: ‘a woman who has ambitions to 

gain work promotion or to be favoured in work may comply to sexual acts with managers’ 

(Ms Trang, worker, aged 25). In other words, this perception views SH as gender discrimination 

against women who gain career advancement. However, it also evokes suspicions that SH is 

somehow a woman's compliance with sex to obtain power. This stigma pressures women 

managers and keeps them silent, resulting in more undisclosed workplace incidents. 

 These interviews and the survey data (Table 6.4) show that women supervisors are 

exposed more to workplace SH than other staff members, and women in low and mid-

leadership roles are more vulnerable than senior management positions. 

This indicates that authority does not protect women from SH at work. Vietnam 

employment's typical working context that involves a high frequency of extra-mural work and 

business adds more risks of workplace SH to female employees regardless their working 

positions. While managers in state and union organisations face greater risks of harassment 

by higher organisation managers and working partners, female managers in factories may 

suffer from direct managers and male co-workers. 

The research finding is relevant to findings in existing literature outside and inside 

Vietnam (Cheung et al., 2018; Folke et al., 2020; Maheshwari & Nayak, 2020; McLaughlin et 

al., 2012). The greater likelihood of SH happening to women in management positions 

suggests a ‘paradox of power’: instead of reducing the possibility of SH, power in the 

workplace seems to place women at higher risks of SH (Folke et al., 2020; Picchi, 2020). There 

is a connection between the ‘paradox of power’ and the ‘power-threat model’ (Folke et al., 

2020; McLaughlin et al., 2012). The latter explains that women in power positions are likely 

to face harassment because their attaining power threatens men's domination in the 



146 | P a g e  

 

workplace. Thus, SH arises in the workplace as a tool to maintain to women lead male power 

(McLaughlin et al., 2012, p. 627).  

However, this research has not found significant support for the threat-power model 

discussed by McLaughlin and her colleagues (2012). Sexual desire, power control, and cultural 

socializing are associated with the likelihood of SH of female leaders in the cases of the 

interviews above. The traditional belief and clear-cut norms of women's domestic roles and 

the under-valued women's talent in leadership can be viewed as another sight of the threat-

power model. SH in Vietnam manifests the exercise of traditional beliefs to maintain 

masculinity in the workplace. SH puts a greater burden on women’s leadership to affirm their 

work competency and performance while dealing with SH possibilities in the working 

environment (Folke et al., 2020, p. 181). In these contexts SH often triggers victim blaming, 

considering the phenomenon as somehow a pay-off for those who want to challenge 

traditional boundaries. These findings support McLaughlin's (2012) research that women 

leaders are more likely to define their experience as SH. However, this research finds that 

women seem unwilling to report incidents, which is different from McLaughlin's research. 

This may be originated in the social and cultural perception toward women leaders and the 

barriers at work discussed above.  

6.5. Conclusion  

This chapter has examined Vietnamese working women's experiences of SH in the 

workplace. The online survey and interview data show that SH was common in the workplace 

regardless of employment industry, working positions, and labour contract status. The main 

type of SH experienced by research respondents is physically unwanted touching behaviours. 

Although common, verbal SH is viewed as less severe and an inevitable part of the work 

culture by most respondents who experienced it. Employees in government and union 

organisations encountered workplace SH at a considerably higher rate. It implies that having 

higher education backgrounds, more secure employment, and better working conditions do 

not protect employees from harassment. Thus, SH in these organisations is likely to relate to 

the organisational power structure and a working culture that does not address cultural 

gender norms of inequality.   



147 | P a g e  

 

The interviews reveal many factors contributing to this picture by showing how 

employees admit their exposure to SH and describe their experience. These factors include 

specific professional occupational characteristics, physical workplace environment, the 

gender mix of workplaces, and employment status. Mixed-gender workplaces often involve a 

power struggle between men and women, which seem to trigger SH. Men often hold more 

managerial positions than women within the organisational hierarchy and impose masculine 

power in the workplace. 

SH happens differently according to employment sectors, work settings, and work 

positions in each sector. In government and union organisations, extra-mural work and 

business trips are typical professional risk factors associated with SH. In factory settings, the 

organisational risk factors are associated with workers' travelling from home to work and vice 

versa and rental accommodation. State officers' permanent employment status, which offers 

more secure and better working conditions, also increases exposure to SH. Permanent staff 

are reluctant to change jobs; thus, SH may happen repeatedly and become entrenched in 

such a working environment. Workers' casual and temporary labour contracts offer fewer 

protective conditions than does permanent employment. 

Nevertheless, workers may have more freedom to move and change jobs to cope with 

workplace harassment, even though this may come at a financial cost to the worker. 

Community support and social connection act as protective factors. However, workers' 

migration status undermines their ability to prevent SH due to a lack of family and community 

support. Lastly, the research shows that women in leadership positions are exposed to a 

higher rate of SH than staff members in all workplace settings. This means that workplace SH 

adds more cost to women who want to pursue their leadership ambitions and in turn, 

reinforces gender gaps in employment.  If a woman is a target of SH, they are often exposed 

to more than one type of harassment and by more than one perpetrator, who could be 

managers, working partners, or colleagues.   

My analysis reveals that from less severe to severe forms, SH is shaped by unequal 

power and working relations that render women vulnerable. Literature on SH suggests that 

subordinate positions are targets of SH due to power relations at work (McCann, 2005). 

However, the increasing share of women in the labour force and leadership positions may 
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change the nature of SH associated with working positions. When women occupy more 

powerful positions in an organisation, it does not protect them from frequent harassment. 

This is because women tend to occupy middle and lower management positions, and the top 

management level remains predominantly male. The key findings from data analysis in this 

chapter stress the need to examine SH in its context, involving employment sectors and status, 

the workplace setting, and the social connection. The chapter suggests furthering the analysis 

of social, cultural and gender norms and solidarities, power relations and social-legal structures 

that inform SH occurrence and experience by employees. In many cases, social and traditional 

gender norms have a negative connotation. However, they can also act as a protective measure 

when workers from a village respect their cultural values and look out for each other. 

The following chapter on workers' responses to SH discusses how the interweaving of 

gender relations, social norms and power relations construct opportunities and barriers to 

tackling SH in the workplace. This will help to understand whether law and policy have shifted 

perceptions of SH and offer pathways to address SH at the workplace. 
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CHAPTER 7: WORKING WOMEN’S RESPONSES TO WORKPLACE 
SEXUAL HARASSMENT  

7.1. Introduction 

This chapter examines working women's responses to workplace SH in Vietnam. It 

draws on the survey data to identify the most prevalent coping strategies and what factors 

determine people's reactions. The chapter seeks to understand why an individual would 

frequently employ a particular coping strategy over others. It also explores how the cultural 

construction of gender relations, organisational structure, and workers' legal consciousness 

influence coping strategies. This chapter draws on the conceptual framework and the analysis 

of the correlation between cultural and organisational power to argue that the intersection 

of socio-cultural and organisational significantly influences workers’ consciousness and 

responses to workplace SH.  

Responses to workplace SH have been grouped into three categories:  individual, social, 

and organisational  (Cortina & Wasti, 2005; Fitzgerald et al., 1995; Gruber & Bjorn, 1986; 

Gruber & Smith, 1995; Wasti & Cortina, 2002). The individual response strategy refers to 

individual behaviours to cope with SH at work. These coping strategies may adhere to 

traditional gender norms that underscore an individual's perception of a specific social and 

organisational context. The social response involves people mobilising social sources (friends 

and family, work colleagues, or community support) to address SH. Organisational response 

refers to using formal organisational channels, policies, and laws to report incidents 

(manager, trade union, human resources, police, or courts). In regard to understanding 

working people’s response strategies, particularly at the organisational level, I refer to 

Blackstone et al. (2009) 's legal consciousness, which seeks to explain how individuals perceive 

law and translate their perception into responding action. As they point out, people express 

their perception of legality and shape its meaning and boundary to mobilise their responses 

(Blackstone et al., 2009, p. 633). 

It has been argued that harassment victims' responses signify an important component 

of harassment processes, and coping varies with context and culture, involving many social 

and individual determinants (Cortina & Wasti, 2005, p. 182; Knapp et al., 1997; Wasti & 
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Cortina, 2002, p. 394). Organisations that are vigilant about SH must understand working 

people's responses and coping behaviours to develop better interventions to address it at 

work (Cortina & Wasti, 2005, p. 182). Shedding light on the patterns of responses is 

particularly important in Vietnam, where empirical research is lacking. This is an important 

gap to address because people's responses may be susceptible to socio-cultural and 

organisational influences. This chapter addresses this gap by examining employees' responses 

to workplace SH, revealing multiple patterns and levels of responses in individuals, 

organisations, and society.   

The chapter is conceptualised in five parts. The first describes the types and prevalence 

of responses to workplace SH as found in the survey. The following part discusses the coping 

strategy adopted by individuals in response to SH. The third part addresses the social 

responsibility strategy in which workers seek support from their social network to address 

workplace SH. Section four discusses how employees deal with workplace SH and harassers 

at the organisational level. The final part discusses the role of workers' legal consciousness in 

shaping their responses and whether law and organisations' policies or other socio-cultural 

factors may inform workers' legal consciousness. In doing so, this chapter will contribute to 

understanding how working people's responses are culturally constructed within an 

organisation. 

7.2. Types and Prevalence Responses to Sexual Harassment 

This section provides data from the survey to identify the kinds of responses to SH used 

by working people who experienced or observed SH at work. It presents findings regarding 

two questions: ‘What did you do when exposed to SH at the workplace?’  and ‘What did you 

do when you observed SH happening at your workplace?’. The two questions have some similar 

responding options to measure the responses of people who experienced sexual harassment 

at work and the responses of bystanders (Figure 7.1 and 7.2). This allows me to explore the 

similarities and differences in mobilising response strategies between these two groups. 

I classify research participants' responses in this survey into three categories. Individual 

responses include ‘keeping silent,’ ‘ignoring,’ ‘avoiding meeting harassed people and 

situations,’ ‘and doing nothing. Social responses refer to the behaviour of ‘talking with your 



151 | P a g e  

 

family, friends and colleagues’ or ‘asking victims if they need help or listening to victims.’ 

Organisational responses refer to behaviours when people mobilise organisational resources 

and report to an authorized person or organisation. The response option of ‘asking people to 

stop their SH behaviours’ may be enacted at any of the three levels, as victims may address 

the harasser directly on their own or seek support from social networks and organisations. 

Figures 7.1 and 7.2 offer a comparative overview of response strategies used by two groups: 

people who experienced and people who observed the SH incidents at work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.2: Responses by bystanders of sexual harassment in the workplace  

   Source: Qualtrics survey conducted from February- April 2021  
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Figure 7.1: Responses by people who experienced sexual harassment  
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The survey data indicate that targets and bystanders of SH adopt similar responses. 

However, those who have experienced SH are slightly more inclined to be silent or ignore it 

than those who only observed it. Nearly 10% of harassed respondents indicated that they 

avoided harassers (Figure 7.1). Avoidance is a tactic of people who do not want to identify 

themselves as SH victims to avoid the social stigma (Fitzgerald et al., 1995; Quinn, 2000). 

Avoidance is often associated with denial and endurance (silence, ignorance, and do nothing) 

as the main manifestation of individual self-focus responses. This coping response often 

proves ineffective in stopping SH. It is challenging for victims to avoid harassers in the 

workplace if the victims must maintain working relationships with them. When employees 

decide to keep silent, they do not address the harassers or raise SH as a problem in the 

workplace. They may choose to go along with the incident and pretend it did not happen or 

treat it as a joke and no harm. People are more likely to adopt silence or avoidance 

mechanisms in response to SH when they deem the incident less serious. While the survey 

shows that one-fifth of the harassed respondents opted for self-focused responses 

(avoidance, silence), the international literature found that silence and avoidance are more 

frequently used to respond to SH at work than other types of responses (Bingham & Scherer, 

1993; Brooks & Perot, 1991; D.Baker et al., 1990; Fitzgerald, Gelfand, et al., 1995; Phillips et 

al., 2019; Welsh, 1999).  

Individual confrontation is reflected through the act of ‘telling the person (a harasser) 

not to do that,’ and counts equally 20% by two groups of victims and observers.  This indicates 

that employees who experienced and observed workplace SH are willing to confront 

harassers. Confrontation can involve demanding harassers stop or verbally threaten them 

with reporting their behaviour (Wasti & Cortina, 2002, p. 401). The findings in this thesis 

challenge existing literature on confrontation responses which were seen as the least 

common reaction (Fitzgerald et al., 1995, p. 121; Merav, 2010, p. 2). It also provides a different 

perspective to Wasti and Cortina's (2002) research which argues that in a hierarchical society 

and collective culture similar to Vietnam’s, people often avoid confronting harassers and opt to 

suffer in silence to maintain harmonious interpersonal relations (Wasti & Cortina, 2002, p. 402). 

Yet, fewer than 2% of the respondents who experienced SH sought support from their 

friends and family. This data indicates that people rarely utilise the social response strategy 
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of seeking support from their family and friends. This finding differs from previous research 

that found social coping as a commonly used strategy for responding to SH (Brooks & Perot, 

1991; Cortina & Wasti, 2005; Fitzgerald et al., 1995). In contrast, observers of SH incidents 

expressed a higher willingness to offer social support to victims. More than 1 in 5 respondents 

said they would ‘try to ask victims if they need help’ (Figure 7.2). This finding of offering social 

support is relevant to the research in Australia, which reports that the most common action 

taken by bystanders to SH was to talk with or listen to the victim about the incident (Australian 

Human Rights Commission, 2018, p. 96).  

The difference in mobilising social support of the two groups illustrates the coexistence 

of opposite social and cultural values in Vietnam that influence people's reactions to SH. In 

opposition, the Vietnamese tradition of cultural collectiveness embraces collective actions in 

the sense that people tend to provide and seek support from their community, friends, and 

family. It is evident that observers strongly prefer to offer social support to a high degree. 

However, patriarchy and its associated socio-cultural norms often overpower this impulse to 

offer collegial support to people needing help. The patriarchal social norm in Vietnam 

emphasises preserving family and individual reputation. Revealing workplace harassment 

experience can be sensitive and damage personal, familial, and professional reputation and 

status. Patriarchal influence manifested in SH responses is commonly seen across many 

cultures, and Vietnam is not unique. Research in other countries shows similar points: 

patriarchal social values suppress traditional women and prevent them from reporting SH, 

and women reporting SH are more likely to be blamed (Arslan et al., 2006; Barkley & Mosher, 

2015; Wasti & Cortina, 2002). In addition,  cultural and gender norms significantly influence 

people's social support mobilisation to deal with SH (Butzel & Ryan, 1997; Procidano & Smith, 

1997; Taylor et al., 2004). Moreover, talking to family or friends is associated with an 

unsatisfactory outcome in addressing SH (Bingham & Scherer, 1993, p. 248). The lower 

number of people applying the social response strategy may imply people's concern about 

trusting their social networks. Unless they are in a serious circumstance, people would not 

necessarily feel compelled to share or seek support from family and friends.  

Regarding organisational responses, there is a significant difference between the two 

groups of employees in mobilising the strategy to respond to workplace SH. The significant 
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differences lie in the extent to which organisational responses are mobilised by the two 

groups asked to respond to workplace SH. Only 11% of those who have experienced SH would 

make a report; in comparison, more than 30% of observers claimed they would do so. 

This finding relates to the point discussed in Chapter 6 that people with direct 

experience often struggle to admit their experiences; seeking official support further 

challenges the victims. Direct harassment victims often encounter more barriers in 

demanding the rights that prevent them from reporting. These barriers can be a fear of social 

stigma, and retaliation, failure of trust and belief in the success of the outcome of the incident 

would be impartially investigated, fear of career disruption, confidentiality concerns, and lack 

of legal consciousness to use law and policy (Bowes-Sperry & O’Leary-Kelly, 2005; Fitzgerald 

et al., 1995; Human & Commission, 2018). Thus, they focus on other coping strategies, 

including individual responses, rather than organisational ones. In addition, observers' 

reactions to the SH often do not represent how people with direct experience of SH react, 

given the complexity of the organisational context (Fitzgerald et al., 1995). This probably 

explains the higher response rate at the organisational level reported by observers, but the 

lower rate reported by harassment victims.  

Those respondents who merely observed SH at work are three times more likely to 

confront and report harassers than those who are victims (Figures 7.1 & 7.2). This finding 

could suggest strategies to empower bystanders as an alternative response strategy to 

control SH in the workplace. However, the literature points out that observers' reactions to 

scenarios do not often match how they will react in real life. Their action depends on the 

organisational context and potential peer retaliation (Fitzgerald et al., 1995; Hart, 2019). It 

also depends on their perception of harmful behaviours, the moral intensity of SH, social 

influence effects, and adjustment of the relationship between harassers and targets (Bowes 

- Sperry and O'Leary- Kelly 2005, 292). When observers decide to be excluded from the 

responsibility of responding, it can encourage SH in a hostile environment (Bowes-Sperry and 

O'Lear-Kelly 2005, 294, 296, 298, 304). 

The low reporting rate at the organisational level is consistent with findings from other 

studies conducted outside of Vietnam. For example, the Australian Community and Public 

Sector Union reveals that only 18% of females and 11% of male survey respondents report 
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experiencing SH in their current workplace (Karp, 2021). Other studies show that only a small 

percentage of victims report their experiences to managers and organisations or lodge formal 

complaints/ grievances (Brooks & Perot, 1991, p. 32; Clarke, 2014). This means that under-

reporting workplace SH is an inherent problem across cultures and in preceding and 

contemporary societies.  

Individual attributes and situational conditions are determinant factors of the 

organisational reporting of SH (Fitzgerald et al., 1995; Gutek, 1986; Knapp et al., 1997).  

Women victims will only make a report if they consider and label their incidents as SH (Brooks 

& Perot, 1991, p. 32). Self-reporting women often face work penalties and biased perceptions 

of being less moral, warm, or socially skilled than SH victim women who were reported by 

bystanders (Hart, 2019, p. 1). Reporting an incident of SH in an organisation depends on many 

factors, such as a tolerant working environment of SH, organisational justice, trust in leadership, 

and co-workers' support. All these factors can influence or motivate the way a person would 

react to SH if the person would like to report it to higher management (Clarke, 2014, p. 52). The 

low rate of organisational response can invite an environment of tolerance, which in turn will 

encourage more passive responses such as endurance, denial, and avoidance.  

The survey data shows that working people deployed different response strategies. 

Individuals' ignorance, endurance, and avoidance responses are less significant, while 

confrontation is more frequent among the two respondents' groups. Social support is more 

generously offered by bystanders/observers than willingly utilised by harassment targets. 

Similarly, formal reporting to organisations is far lower among people exposed to harassment 

than observers. Literature addressing people's responses to sexual harassment points out 

that the more complex and severe SH is, the more individuals employ diverse strategies to 

cope with and seek support from formal and informal sources (Hobfoll, 2004; Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984).  

The sections below analyse qualitative interview data focusing on working women's 

coping strategies in response to SH at work. The coping strategies can best be treated under 

three levels: individual, social, and organisational responses. By examining these coping 

strategies, the chapter uncovers the roles of gendered social norms, workplace power 

structure, and legal instruments in addressing workplace issues. Legal consciousness as a 
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process of social and legal interaction to construct people's understanding, experiences, and 

responses to SH will be considered in the context of the Vietnamese workplace.  

7.3. Individual Responses: The Predominance of Individual Self-focused 

Strategy 

This section discusses working people's responses to SH using an individual response 

strategy drawing on interview data to describe various strategies: such as endurance, denial, 

avoidance, confrontation, and negotiation (Knapp et al., 1997, pp. 691–692). These individual 

self-focused are low-level interventions and do not involve addressing the perpetrators 

directly or seeking outsider support. Although this coping response is ineffective in ending or 

preventing SH, it can assist the target in managing psychological effects. In contrast, 

confrontation and negotiation are high-level interventions focusing on addressing direct 

perpetrators and coping with SH more effectively.  

Interviews show that individual self-focused responses are often the first attempt to 

address SH and the most frequently used response by working women. Nhi's case study in 

(Section 5.1) illustrates this strategy: silence, ignorance, and endurance were the first and 

most significant attempts. As Nhi explained, she felt helpless to stop the barrage of emails 

and requests from her manager and pretended that it was a normal workplace issue that 

happened to others similarly. ‘Doing nothing’ was, therefore, chosen carefully as a response 

strategy tactic to send a message to the manager that she had no interest in him. She hopes 

it could help solve the problem. 

Similarly, a female manager who experienced harassment chose to ignore and deny the 

events. Ms An, cited in chapter 6, stated that she often ignored emails and messages sent by 

work partners. She pretended not to notice the sexual nuances of the message and responded 

in a friendly but professional manner. Letting harassment incidents pass without comment is 

another way of addressing the issue. She shares: 

In the circumstances, my work relies on partners' assistance and cooperation; I am at the 
receiving end of sex jokes, flirtations, invitations for dinners and drinks, and even unwanted 
physical touching. I often laugh it off […] After several weeks or months, they will not ask me 
again. Depending on the severity, I would pretend not to know to avoid aggressiveness […] I 
try to avoid situations where we both could lose face (Ms An, union manager, aged 36) 



157 | P a g e  

 

Ignorance and denial are more frequently chosen when SH is less serious and non-

physical. One worker explained: ‘if they just look at my body and do nothing, it causes no 

harm, so let it go [...] a joke that does not cause harm’ (Ms Ly, worker, aged 31). Even though 

Ly may perceive these acts as SH, she lets them pass if no or only minor harm is caused to her. 

By considering SH a joke, Ly tried to ignore it and ‘not to take it personally’ to protect herself 

from greater damage that might arise if she called it out as sexual harassment. 

To ignore SH, employees tend not to label incidents as SH and play it down. Diu's story 

(p.138) indicates that her line manager considers the foreign manager's verbal harassment as 

‘something not important... it does not matter’ (Ms Diu, worker, aged 27). In doing so, the 

female team leader may want to distance herself from the problem to avoid losing her job 

and damaging the working relationship. This may also occur in situations of an imbalance of 

power positions between the harasser and victim. However, the (in)actions of the line 

manager can also influence how others respond to SH. By failing to name SH's experience, the 

line manager sets an example for passive responses to SH. Thus, when workers seek support from 

their organisation, they are often told to ignore SH instead of being encouraged to report it. 

Avoidance is another common coping mechanism used by individuals who experienced 

or observed SH issues at work. Avoidance often happens when SH goes beyond what can be 

ignored. For instance, as mentioned before, Li works in a state organisation in a province, and 

she was exposed to SH on different occasions during business trips. She said she coped with 

the experience by avoiding meeting with the person. Li said:  

On the last day of a business trip, the leader of another delegation tried to approach me. I had 
been warned that he might misbehave with colleagues. So, I tried not to meet him. I often try 
not to look attractive to avoid unwanted attention from others. Depending on each situation, I 
try to reject and respond gently to the person to avoid damaging the relationship and save face 
for that person (Ms Li, state officer, aged 36).  

This quote mentions different tactics an individual would use to avoid SH and harassers. 

For Li, this includes dressing in ways that do not attract male colleagues' attention. However, 

her attempt reflects the influence of victim-blaming social norms, which relate SH to outfits' 

dress codes and, at the same time, contradict social norms of women and beauty.  

In addition, avoidance does not help stop SH when both victims and the harassers work 

in the same office or cannot avoid meeting. A female union officer summarises some 
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implications of using individual self-focussed responses reported by different respondents in 

this research:  

Harassers know they will not face any consequences because they know most women would 
keep silent, do nothing or ignore them. They know that women fear being blamed for 'sexy' 
outfits, sexually suggestive or attractive behaviours, and violations of moral conduct, […] they 
are afraid of damaging the family's reputation and careers... SH is a shame. They do not want 
to bring their SH experience to the public […] SH is normal (Ms Nhu, union officer, aged 41). 

 Nhu's comments make an interesting argument about how the culture of silence and 

endurance around SH is exploited by harassers who deliberately use SH as a weapon to 

control women. The harassers mostly believe and expect women to be faithful, charming, 

obedient, and quiet. Nhu suggests that women who hold on to traditional gender norms are 

likely to be more vulnerable to SH and easy prey for harassers because they do not want to 

publically reveal their experience or harassers to avoid potential negative impacts. From this 

perspective, gendered social norms have the power to influence harassers' behaviours and 

victims' responses.   

While the survey finds that only a few participants adopt silence, ignorance and 

avoidance as a coping mechanism for workplace SH, the interviews suggest that these coping 

strategies are more commonly used. These mechanisms constitute a low-intervention 

strategy and are less effective in addressing SH. However, silence can also be a powerful 

response in certain situations. By refusing to respond, individuals may want to imply that they 

do not care or that the issue does not matter to them. Silence and refusing to respond may 

dissuade harassers' from repeating sexual behaviours, particularly sexually suggestive jokes 

(Quinn, 2000, p. 1163). Such a response can help discourage low-level SH, like jokes, flirting, 

and sexually suggestive comments. By ignoring harassers or behaviours, people express their 

lack of interest. 

Thus, individual coping strategies are shaped by various factors. These factors include 

individual perceptions and consciousness of SH, assessment of SH severity, social norms of 

victim blaming and individual faces, the organisational environment and power hierarchy, and 

staff status and living conditions. The discussion of women's responses below will elaborate 

on these factors.  

 The case Nhi reported in Chapter 5 offers a further illustration of this. Nhi kept silent 
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initially because she was initially unsure whether she was experiencing sexual harassment or 

compliments from her manager. Being a new staff member in a lowly position and her family's 

dependency on her income increased her vulnerability to SH. Other reasons for keeping silent 

were societal: 

Most people will keep silent, ignore it, or let it go because talking about SH is still very 
sensitive. People do not want to be subject to public gossip and rumours. Public gossip or 
rumours can turn you from an innocent to a guilty person and a problematic one. It is shameful 
for you if you are harassed. You and your family are impacted when incident is publicly 
revealed ( Ms Nhi, state officer, age 36).   

This quote shows that traditional gender norms, beliefs, and expectations of women's 

dignity and family honour are very important factors influencing an individual's decision about 

how to cope with harassment. In addition, public attitudes and practices toward SH in her 

working environment shaped her perceptions about how to respond to SH. From her 

perspective, her silence was not unusual, and while it did not stop SH, it helped Nhi feel that 

she was not different from others. By remaining silent and disregarding harassment, women 

avoid being singled out as behaving differently from the rest. Nhi did not want to be labelled 

as a victim of SH, which may have subjected her to an even greater disadvantage.  

Similar perspectives were found among factory workers. As Ly explained, ‘Workers like 

me will not care about it (SH). I simply consider it as something normal ‘ (Ms Ly, worker, aged 

31). Ly indicates that SH is normalised and played down as insignificant and not worthy of 

attention. This may be because workers struggle for a living and are more concerned about 

minimum wage and overtime benefits. As Mu said:  ‘the most pressing concern for workers is 

to increase their earnings to feed their family. Other issues like SH seem not to be important 

to them’ (Mr Mu, factory worker, aged 31). This suggests that actions addressing SH at the 

workplace also need to consider other workplace issues, including living conditions and 

workers' livelihoods.  

Fear of negative repercussions is another factor that keeps employees silent about SH. 

Lam, who worked in a research institution on worker rights, highlighted that the threat of 

work appraisals fosters silence when confronted with SH. She commented: 

They would not report to the organisation because of fear of potential poor annual work 
appraisal [… and] being blamed for being unproductive at work and breaking the harmonious 
relationship (Ms Lam, a researcher, aged 33).  
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Lam refers to government and union organisations where the annual appraisal process 

causes stress among the staff in the workplace. The problem is that the annual appraisal, 

instead of empowering employees, shifts responsibility for upholding harmonious 

relationships from the organisation to the victims, deterring them from seeking justice for 

fear of being labelled troublemakers and ineffective workers. This suggests that speaking out 

about SH is seen by employees as a risky strategy that is likely to backfire. 

 The interviews suggest that most employees deploy individual response strategies 

regardless of their employment sectors and working positions. The tendency to use the 

individual self-focussed response strategy express a cognitively oriented process. People utilise 

their understanding of socio-cultural factors, employment conditions and organisational 

environment in deciding their response strategy to SH. A significant influence on employees' 

decisions is traditional gender norms. Women are seen as the bearer of their individual and 

family reputations, so they do not want to ruin this reputation by bringing SH to public 

attention. They fear people would blame the woman and her family for the harassment. In 

addition, women also fear losing their job or damaging their professional careers, which are often 

the only source of income for the family. Hierarchal power structures in the workplace reinforce 

these norms and push women into being silent about the SH they experience or witness.  

Turning to the next section, I will discuss the social responsibility strategy that 

employees mobilise social resources to cope with SH at work. It will be argued that the 

strategy was not effectively utilised as a good strategy to address SH and the various cultural 

and organisational factors involved.  

7.4. Social Responses: The Contradiction of Mobilising Social Resources 

Social responses refer to a coping mechanism in which victims of SH seek the support 

of outsiders and mobilise social resources to address SH or confront harassers publicly. This 

section identifies the circumstances, motivations and ways social response is used by people 

who experienced SH and the factors contributing to the use of this strategy. Survey data 

shows that the majority (64%) of the research participants who had experienced SH felt they 

needed help from others to deal with it. Moreover, 59% of these survey respondents said 
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they received help from people (Figure 7.3). These numbers indicate that seeking social 

support is an important coping strategy.  

 

Figure 7.3: Seeking social support to address SH  

 Source: Qualtrics survey conducted April 2021 
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sympathy, and understanding from others and to deal with rumours so that they cannot 
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their support to and warn other colleagues about the potential harassers or situations that can 

lead to SH. How often (frequency) the social response mechanism is used depends on the 

relationships between the victims and harassers, job positions, and trust in the network. 

 The insight from the interview data indicates that people often use social responses  

after individual responses were unsuccessful in addressing the issue. In Nhi's case, she only 

sought a friend's support after suffering repeated SH for three months, and her efforts to 

cope with SH in silence were unsuccessful. She explains: 

 I silently suffered and endured the harassment for a long time […] I only shared with one of my 
close friends when the SH did not stop. I could not bear it anymore when the invented sexual 
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that older people like her parents are influenced by the Confucian ideology of women's 

morality, which prevents them from understanding SH. Generational differences can limit the 

mobilisation of social support. In addition, social norms of sexuality and rumours among work 

colleagues pushed Nhi into loneliness and isolation in the office, which led to her losing trust 

in close people. She shared her problem with a close friend to simply seek sympathy, 

understanding and advice to overcome the emotional pain. However, such support from a 

friend encouraged her to collect evidence and eventually empowered her to react more 

assertively. Nhi's story indicates a growing understanding of the SH and its context gradually 

developed through a range of responses, including silence, ignorance, avoidance, and social 

responses. Several interviewees indicated that they sought social support from their network 

for sympathy rather than to address the SH problem. This suggests that social support works 

as a manner of psychological therapy, making victims more confident and transparent with 

their peers. 

Social support is also utilised to warn their peers about harassment or harassment 

situations and becomes more effective when offered by observers. In describing the 

importance of social support in dealing with SH, Li mentioned:  

A leader's assistant told me in advance that her boss may engage in inappropriate behaviours, 
so I should know to avoid and keep silent when he asks something [...] You know, men may use 
alcohol to justify their bad behaviour. When I was invited to drink in business dinners, my 
colleague would help to take that glass for me (Ms Li, state officer, aged 36). 

This quote supports the idea that people are willing to offer support if they trust the 

person, which, in turn, can encourage victims to respond more proactively to the SH situation 

they confront. It confirms the finding of Blackstone and co-authors that close work friends 

increase mobilisation to cope with SH (Blackstone et al., 2009, p. 656). It also suggests that a 

more effective social response is likely when organisations and their staff are more aware of 

and open about SH. Confrontation is a strong response in which harassment targets or 

observers directly address their issues with harassers. Confrontation can be an individual or 

a social response when conducted in front of colleagues, making them bystanders.  

As mentioned earlier, the survey found that confrontation is more prevalent than other 

types of individual responses. In interviews, several respondents explained how they 

employed confrontation and the different tactics they used. Confrontation can involve verbal 
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requests to harassers to stop their behaviours and threats from making the harassers public. 

Thanh, a worker who shared experiences as an observer, gave one example of this: 

My friend who worked in the warehouse said 'No' to the manager's request to stay longer in 
the evening shift with him because she knew he would bother her during that shift. After that, 
she was fired. (Ms Thanh, worker, aged 39). 

Rejection is a way of confronting the harasser by not complying with their sexual 

inquiry. However, Ms Thanh's friend resisted the manager's sexual advance at the cost of 

losing her job. Others used physical acts to address the harassers directly. Another bystander, 

Hue, told a story about her colleague who ‘slapped in a man's face because he kept making 

sexual advances toward her at work’ (Ms Hue, worker, aged 31). This was one of the rare 

examples reported where victims showed assertiveness using physical means. 

Interview data suggests that people who have experienced SH are less likely to confront 

SH than those who have not. As mentioned in the previous section, most respondents who 

experienced SH were unlikely to confront harassers. If they did, they often chose to ‘gently 

react and ask them not to do that’ (Ms An, union manager, age 36 and Ms Li, state officer, 

aged 36). This points out that women who suffer from SH face challenges in defending 

themself, and thus, SH is still a hidden and underreported issue. 

 In contrast, respondents who have never been exposed to SH frequently claim that 

they would use a direct approach. ‘I have never experienced SH, but I would immediately fight 

them back if I were. I will kick or punch them to stop their behaviours’ (Ms Hang, worker, aged 

31). Hang's statement may indicate that people confronted are less likely to be harassed 

because they dare to challenge the traditional gender norms, which is also discussed in the 

existing study (Herrera et al., 2018). 

Numerous factors shape working people's confrontation responses. One of these 

factors is SH frequency and severity. People were more likely to say they would confront SH 

if it happened repeatedly and harmed them. For example, one interviewee said, ‘it depends 

on the harasser's behaviours. If I felt his behaviours are serious and harmful, I will ask him to 

stop doing so (harassment)’ (Ms Li, worker, aged 27) Li's interview). Referring to frequency, 

another interviewee said:  ‘I would let it go if it was the first time. I definitely will fight back to 

embarrass a harasser if SH happens again’ (Ms Van, worker, aged 33).  
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In addition, the relationship with harassers impacts victims' willingness to confront 

them. Most workers indicated hesitance to confront harassers when in a power position over 

them. ‘Some people would react to a harasser directly and firmly, and however, they would 

not dare say anything if a harasser is a supervisor’ (Ms Duong, worker, aged 25). Duong 

suggests here that some victims are aware that confrontation is a more powerful act in 

response to harassment, but power relations limit who can act this way. 

Furthermore, the organisational context affects people's willingness to confront 

harassment. Lack of trust and belief in the organisation's support and outcome when 

confronting harassers may discourage employees from addressing harassment in the 

organisation. As Ms An put it, ‘ The bottom line is, what do you get when you speak up? What 

will happen when you deal with harassers’ (Ms An, union leader, aged 36). In the interview, 

An expressed doubts about the outcome of such action. However, she indicated that gentle 

confrontation could help avoid more serious harassment and maintain work relationships 

with partners.  

 Fear of embarrassing others appears to impact on a person’s decision to confront a 

harasser. A female worker recalled: ‘It was not a pleasant business to bring the case to the 

public and address the harassers directly, and it is not worth it; better let it go if possible. 

Making a formal case is complicated and problematic’ (Ms Hoa, worker, aged 29). What Hoa 

meant by complicated and problematic was that the procedure would involve many parties 

and require extensive evidence. It also could cause trouble to victims when the outcome turns 

out not to be positive. As Mai, a union leader, shares that victims are sometimes blamed for 

disciplinary action against the harasser.  

A harasser was disciplined and fired when the female staff reported him. However, the female 
victim later became a target of rumours and public gossip in the workplace and public. Her 
colleagues referred to her not as a success in claiming justice but as someone who was 
harassed. She was even blamed for reporting and making the man lose his job (Ms Mai, union 
leader, aged 45).  

This suggests that public attitudes toward harassers are more tolerant than toward 

victims. The above discussion suggests that female employees rarely use confrontation as a 

strategy to address SH. Their decision on whether to confront harassment or not depends on 

numerous considerations, including the frequency of the harassment, working relationship 
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with the harasser, and workplace position. When choosing to confront SH, professional 

women in state agencies and union organisations tend to seek more social support, possibly 

because they have broader social networks. However, women at the middle managerial 

level, like the female team leader in Diu's factory or An, are less likely to mobilise social 

support for confrontation responses. Having discussed individual and social responses, the 

following section discusses the organisational response strategy.  

7.5. Organisational Responses: The Limitation of Using Law and Workplace 

Policy 

This section discusses people's responses to SH that involve the workplace organisation, 

where employees seek justice by reporting to the organisation's authority, filing grievances, 

or consulting with the trade union. It analyses the factors that affect people's decisions to 

address SH through the organisation. It also examines whether workers referred to law and 

policy to address harassers at the organisation and seeks to establish whether the existence 

of regulation and policy impacts workers' legal consciousness of the issue.  

 Interview data provide consistent findings with the survey data, showing that people 

who experience harassment are less likely to report to organisations than their peers. Of 22 

interview respondents who said they had experienced SH, only one person brought her case 

to her organisation's attention. Two other cases were reported by the union's staff, not by 

the victims. Evidently, most workplace SH incidents were unreported, and formal protection 

mechanisms were not utilized.  

 In contrast to the victims' responses, other interviewees, including those who had 

observed SH, expressed their willingness to report to an organisation. A worker's remark 

below represents the general point of view of some other interviewees: ‘I will report to a 

responsible person in my factory. If one person does not address it, I will report it to another 

person. I am not afraid of reporting’ (Ms Van, worker, aged 33). Another worker, Ms Thuy, 

was confident that she would step up and refer SH to Trade Union, as she said, ‘I would report 

to a trade union. Trade union in my factory is helpful and will address issues related to 

workers' concerns’ (Ms Thuy, worker, aged 31). Male factory workers were also willing to 

report because they knew about the policy. Mr Bac, a 21-year-old worker, said: ‘If SH happens, 
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I will report because it is within the worker's rights. The training by HR advised us to report to 

HR.’ 

 It is noted that these responses came from workers who had not experienced SH but 

instead based on their speculation of how they would act. Nevertheless, it is interesting that 

in these speculative responses, reference is made to key people in the organisation that can 

support victims, including HR, organisation managers, and trade unions. This suggests an 

awareness that organisational support is needed because identifying as a victim of SH can 

bring social stigma, fear, and shame, preventing people from filing a report.  

Reporting to the organisation happens as a last resort when the severity of the case is 

excessive, and the violation is harmful or has potentially detrimental consequences. In one 

case recounted by Ms Mo, a union officer aged 35, a local woman only sought legal aid from 

the Women's Union when she had fallen pregnant to a harasser who denied responsibility. 

These cases illustrate that the severity of SH contributes to a victims' willingness to report, 

which is discussed in various studies (Cortina & Wasti, 2005, p. 183; Gruber & Smith, 1995, p. 

550; Knapp et al., 1997, p. 706). These studies also confirm that the duration of SH, the socio-

economic status of the targets, and the status of harassers who are supervisors or peers 

influence reporting at organisations (Cochran et al., 1997, p. 212; Gruber & Smith, 1995, p. 558).  

Having discussed various factors influencing working people to utilise organisational 

responses to address SH, the question remains: What makes some people report SH and 

others not? The interview data suggest some factors, including the support of co-workers, 

trade unions, and organisation managers. In addition, workers' understanding of the working 

environment, organisational policy and regulations, and practice of justice in the workplace 

can motivate or prevent employees from reporting through the organisation. However, 

gendered social norms often stigmatise and degrade women and affect workers' perceptions 

of justice, legality, and organisational fairness in targeting SH. In turn, their perception affects 

how they interact, believe, and use the organisation's institutions to formally address the 

issue. The interviews revealed that the organisation failed to evoke people's understanding 

of their rights and SH as a workplace issue. The law was mentioned by a few interviewees, but 

none of the SH victims interviewed for this study had used formal processes to report SH, and 

not one had filled out a form to report the SH incident.  
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The influence of co-workers and close friends as social resources positively and 

negatively impacts shaping people's reporting to the organisation. In the case study of Nhi, 

her colleagues were a discouraging factor preventing Nhi from reporting. Her officemates 

considered Nhi's sexual experience a personal matter and treated her as a source of jealousy. 

Other colleagues looked at her with curiosity and a troublemaker rather than sympathy and 

understanding. Co-workers' attitudes reflect Nhi's organisational climate and culture in which 

social norms and expectations concerning SH were not well-informed or supported through 

education and advocacy. Colleagues indicate tolerance of inappropriate practice by 

presenting SH as a personal matter rather than a workplace issue. However, the support from 

a close friend opened a new way for Nhi to address her problem. Such support helped Nhi 

know how to file a complaint by collecting evidence and encouraged her confidence to report 

directly to HR. Thus, social support from trusted sources is important to report SH at 

organisations.  

The harasser's position is another crucial factor that may affect workers' formal 

reporting. Back to Nhi's case, when she encountered another harassment by the highest 

organisation manager, she decided not to report him. This is because she believed no one 

would trust her and the manager, a power holder, had the authority to make her guilty. This 

set an example of how fairness and justice are practiced in the organisation, where formal 

institutions shift responsibility to victims and harassers avoid being accountable for their 

misconduct. It also indicates that workers' perception of the harasser's position is inherent to 

the leader's trust and an organisational climate and determines their reporting to the 

organisation.  

  Similar to the social responsibility strategy discussed in the previous section, the 

organisation's action in response to an SH report affects workers’ decisions on whether to 

make a formal report. There is no doubt that some female victims suffer more social stigma 

when reporting a harasser. Justice for a victim of harassment is not only to punish the 

harassers but also to remove the stigma toward women. The success of reporting is to shift 

public attitudes toward harassers and create an environment of trust within the organisation 

and with leaders. 
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7.6. Employees' Legal Consciousness and Reporting at the Organisation 

This section examines whether employees are aware of informal institutions of law 

and organisational policy for reporting workplace SH and what factors contribute to informing 

workers' legal consciousness. Two interview questions asked employees about their legal 

consciousness regarding SH:  ‘Do you know any law in Vietnam that address SH?’  and ‘Do you 

know your organisation's policy or regulation on workplace SH?’.  

The most salient finding from the analysis is that most interviewees expressed a 

limited knowledge of the legal framework and organisations' policy.  Employees in state- 

organisations seemed to know more about Vietnamese law related to SH prevention than 

factory workers. A possible explanation might be that many state employee participants 

worked in policy-making or implementing bodies. For example, some interviewees mentioned 

criminal law, which deals with rape or sexual assault, the Code of Conduct (2015), and the 

Labour Code (2019). While very few can provide specific information about the legal 

mechanisms to address SH, some employees involved in work on gender equality or workers' 

affairs, or legal education programs, were aware of particular SH prevention regulations 

scattered throughout the legal documents. In comparison with state officers, factory workers 

had less knowledge about the laws, except for some workers who participated in legal aid 

training and workers' projects funded by NGOs. A possible explanation for this legal 

knowledge gap stems from the fact that SH was not adequately defined as a workplace issue. 

When conducting the interviews, the Labour code provision of SH had only just been enacted 

to provide a legal definition of SH. However, it was not yet well-established and lacked 

instructions for its implementation. Employees expressed difficulties in explaining how SH is 

defined in current law. A union officer highlighted the barriers regarding law formulation and 

enforcement.  

Different laws involve addressing SH; however, there is a gap between laws and workplace SH 
reality. The legal provisions do not sufficiently specify the types of SH in the workplace. .... In 
addition, implementation is ineffective as there is an inadequate supervision system to ensure 
the law is binding (Ms Hai, union officer, aged 45).   

The 'gap' that Hai is concerned about may indicate other workplace issues that were 

not translated into regulations. In the interview, Hai speculates that the gap between law 

formulation and implementation is due to cultural norms of gender inequality that have not 
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been addressed in the current law. However, Hai's view of point cannot be extrapolated to all 

research participants because many workers were not aware of the law on SH.  

Regarding the second question- ‘Do you know your organisation's policy or regulation 

on workplace SH?’ it was surprising that state employees did not know whether an 

organisational policy on SH existed.  A state officer shared her confusion about law and 

organisation policy: 

I heard about the new labour law, but I do not know well or understand the law, honestly. I am 
not sure if our organisation has a policy on SH. I remember SH was one topic in a training I 
attended. However, it was not our organisation policy’ (Ms Lan, union officer, aged 42).  

Lan was aware that 'a new law' existed, but she did not recall the name of the law. Some 

other state officers could point to the Labour Code revision 2019; however, the specific 

regulations on SH remain unknown.  

According to interview data with state employees, there seems to be no distinction 

between the organisation's policy and national law on SH. Here is one remark from an officer 

who worked directly on the organisation's policy and supervised the implementation through 

the trade union network within a corporation:  

The organisations/companies' regulations have not yet included regulations on SH. Only when 
problems happen do the employers begin to pay attention and consider them in the policy. But 
these policies imitate or copy the law without the adjustment to become regulations of the 
organisation's working nature (Ms  Chi, union officer, aged 41).  

Chi's view suggests that the organisations did not internalise the provisions of the law 

into the specific employment context. In this regard, the policy seems to develop to fix a 

problem instead of providing a regulatory framework to protect workers' rights. It also can 

infer that the lack of specific regulations or codes of conduct on SH at the organisational level 

will limit workers' understanding and access to legal resources. In the same way that 

organisations and HR tell workers, they should report harassment. However, if there is no 

apparent policy, then doing so is pointless.  

While most of the workers indicated a lack of information, knowledge, and interest in 

the national laws, they seemed to be more familiar with organisation regulations or codes of 

conduct at the grassroots. This can be attributed to the fact that large garment and textile 

factories supplying international the brands must comply with the national law and brands' 

requirements in the export industry. Organisation regulations are essential tools at the 
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grassroots level to directly address workplace issues. A female worker's comment below 

shows how organisation policy contributes to an enabling environment: ‘There is a strict 

policy to punish harassers. The factory installs a camera system to monitor workers' 

behaviour. We are encouraged to report’ (Ms Tham, worker, aged 31). Tham points out that 

a policy's effectiveness is the promulgation of regulations and the tools to support the 

implementation. Workers will be encouraged to report their SH when they perceive the 

enabled organisation's policy.  

In contrast to the finding above, Mu's articulation provides somehow contradicting 

views about the organisation's policy and ineffective enforcement of factory regulations: 

We have collective bargaining, but not many workers know about the agreement, and even 
some middle managers do not know. Our company supplies to some well-known brands and 
the customers require to have workers agreement signed every month, including the tracking 
of SH. But we often sign many monthly agreements at once to fill the checklist, not to implement 
it (Mr Mu, worker, aged 31).  

Mu uses an example of organisational regulation on labour relations, not directly on SH, 

to illustrate that the policy implementation was poor. It would assume that policy on SH was 

not an exception. Mu's comments have some implications. First, the policy implementation is 

merely to fulfil the requirement checklist, not for binding action. Second, the company 

environment did not equip the manager with proper legal understanding.  

One finding from interview data was that none of the victims interviewed referred to 

the law or organisation's policy as their starting point when thinking about reporting their 

experience. Those who referred to the language of labour law describing SH behaviours also 

did not adopt that word in their report. They attempt to express their impression of a moral 

case rather than a legal one, which is why no one pursued their case in court. Reporting to 

the organisation often results in negotiations to forgive the harasser. Even Nhi, the only 

reported case, did not file a formal report. Instead, she reported verbally, which meant that 

no record of her case would exist in her organisation. These findings can infer that a worker's 

decision to report was not motivated by their understanding of law or policy or the enabled 

working climate they perceived. Instead, a push for reporting to organisations originated on 

employees' cultural perspectives of women's morality to claim justice and dignity rather than 

understanding workers' rights. In other words, for workers, justice is to stop immorality that 

violates their reputation as 'good women' rather than seeking to punish harassers.  
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  Nhi's case is an illustration of this point. Nhi struggled through shame, silence, and 

emotionally avoiding the issue before eventually reporting the harasser. Her main motivation 

was to stop being blamed by the harasser - her line manager and other colleagues. Her 

response strategies are shaped by consideration of her morality, face, and dignity, and the 

pressure she faced at work regarding manager relationships and colleagues' jealousy. As 

other victims pointed out, ‘it is not pleasant to talk about your experience of SH’ (An, union 

leader, aged 36). The unpleasant issue, meant by many workers, refers to the violation of 

women's modesty and decency. This illustrates that victims are not only self-framed in their 

reactions based on their culture but also swayed more by other people's perceptions toward 

SH and most especially to the victims.  

Although the Vietnam Labour Code has not been utilised as a legal tool by participants 

in this research, the revision of the Labour Code 2019 constitutes significant progress in 

creating employment laws that address SH. Li suggests that there is a growing awareness 

among workers of the power of the law: 

We were in the lift with male colleagues, and one man said: 'do not stand close to Li; you may 
be fined 200.000 VN for SH'. Although it was a joke, it shows that people started paying 
attention to the issues (Li, state officer, aged 36). 

Li's account has some implications. First, SH is still treated as a kind of joke, and the way 

people talk about the issue and law reflects this. The fine of 200.000 VND, equivalent to 

$AU12, is part of the joke because it does not represent a deterrent to harassers. At the same 

time, it also signals an increase in employees' awareness that SH is no longer an exception to 

the law. It is a workplace regulatory issue subject to punishment.  

Interview data offers an intriguing insight to trade unions and workers' activities in 

evoking workers' legal consciousness on SH at the organisational level. They serve as social 

resources to support the implementation of formal organisation institutions to address SH. 

Several workers who attended trade unions and activities expressed their understanding and 

strategic coping using law and policy. Under the mandate regulated by the law  (Vietnam 

Trade Union Law, 2012), trade unions in the workplace work collectively to promote workers' 

rights. However, the views are divided about whether trade unions are effective: 

Oh, the trade union in our factory has no role, no voice as I experienced [...] Trade union is quite 
close with workers. However, I do not think they can help solve SH because they are not a 
separate organisation from the company. The factory pays the salary for trade union officers; 
thus, their work lacks autonomy (Mr Mu, worker, aged 31).  
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As unions are not independent of the workplace, their ability to represent workers' 

interests is not guaranteed. Instead, there can be a bias in trade union justification of SH as a 

personal issue. Nhi recalled:  ‘No, I thought about the trade union but did not report to them. 

They would think it was a personal issue and negotiate for me to let it go’ (Ms Nhi, state 

officer, aged 36). These comments indicate that the organisational structure inherently 

prevents unions from exercising their power to protect workers. Although the organisational 

justice practised through a formal institution like a trade union is important to workers' legal 

consciousness of rights, the implication from Mu and Nhi is that trade unions fail to act 

accordingly. Meanwhile, the existing literature argues that formal organisational justice and 

perceptions of organisational justice are important variables in reporting SH (Adams-Roy & 

Barling, 1998, p. 330). The former refers to perceiving the organisation's fair policy, and the 

latter indicates the perception of fairness in how organisations' laws and policies are 

implemented and complied with to address SH. An organisation's policy evokes workers' legal 

consciousness and the cognition process of developing their legality and mobilising formal 

institutions to address SH. 

7.7. Conclusion 

This chapter has presented employees' response strategies to address workplace SH 

and the factors involved in determining their responses. The common strategies across 

different Vietnam workplace contexts reflect similar individual, social, and organisational 

coping strategies discussed in prior literature outside Vietnam. The chapter argues that 

responding to SH is susceptible to cultural influences and hierarchical power relations of 

gender inequality at work. It reflects on the overwhelming usage of the individual strategy, 

displaying significant response patterns of silence, ignorance, and avoidance. Gender 

inequality in the workplace culture, hierarchical structures, and a bureaucratic management 

structure shape the passive responses of working women. In addition, various other factors 

influence people's determination to respond to SH at work, including perceptions of SH 

severity, working potions and relationships between victims and harassers, co-workers' 

support, workplace environment, law and organisation policy availability and enforcement. 

Many of these findings confirm studies undertaken in other countries. 
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This chapter distinguished itself from prior studies in some regards. First, it reveals that, 

as a part of the harassment process, responses to SH are culturally constructed and shaped 

by the Confucianism gender ideology of women's morality, family reputation, and 

harmonious workplaces. These deep-seated socio-cultural norms and values still linger in the 

contemporary workplace and are reinforced by a workplace hierarchy where its 

predominantly men that hold power. Additionally, social responses appeal to and relate to 

Vietnamese collective culture. The collective culture subordinates people's interests to the 

groups' interests and regards the individual as interdependent. Thus, family and workplace 

relationship considerations often impact on personal responses to SH. 

Furthermore, there are differences in responses to workplace SH between those who 

experienced and those who have only observed SH and between government employees and 

factory workers. Victims primarily utilised individual coping, while observers tended to 

provide social support. Government employees often find it challenging to contemplate 

organisational responses to SH because doing so might jeopardise their permanent status and 

working conditions. 

One issue that emerges from these findings is that workers' understanding of SH does 

not necessarily lead to a more effective response strategy. Being aware of SH does not mean 

that workers' legal consciousness is high or that they will use law and organisation policy to 

address workplace SH. In most cases, workers react to protect their honour and reputation 

rather than their rights under the law. Despite the diversification of social and institutional 

resources to address SH, workers' reporting practices and desires of reporting lack any 

reference to current law and policy. There are gaps in translating national law into 

organisational policies and regulations. While the research has tried to find out how 

organisations address SH, the interviews did not provide sufficient information to investigate. 

This is because few employees had the experience of reporting SH. Thus, a key finding of this 

chapter is that efforts to combat workplace SH need to address socio-cultural factors and 

organisational working environments to create conditions that enable workers to develop 

confidence. It also underscores the importance of workers' legal consciousness and legality.   
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CHAPTER 8: THESIS CONCLUSION  

The fundamental goal of this thesis is to examine the workplace SH of working women 

in Vietnam. The thesis has sought to understand the nature of SH at work and the underlying 

factors that construct the issue. While workplace SH is by now widely understood and 

researched as gender inequality at work based on gender discrimination that undermines 

workers’ rights to be free from workplace violence, Vietnam has just started to recognise SH 

in the new Labour Code 2019. 

The predominantly Western academic discourses on SH provide a theoretical 

foundation but leave questions regarding their applicability to Asian countries like Vietnam, 

with its own specific cultural and economic contexts.  Many existing SH-related issues of how 

the socio-cultural construction of gender and power relations at work inform workers’ 

conceptualisations, experiences, and responses to SH have not been addressed sufficiently in 

other parts of the world. The Vietnamese traditional gender social norms of sexuality and 

gender roles have led to a biased conceptualisation of SH as a personal and out-of-workplace 

matter, leading to insufficient research and statistical information to capture the prevalence 

and insight of SH at work.  

The thesis has addressed the central question: ‘How has sexual harassment been a 

workplace issue, and how do Vietnamese working women conceptualise SH at work?’ This 

central question has been broken down into sub-questions emphasising four main issues: 

How has SH been defined? How has the cultural construction of gender relations and social 

norms informed working people’s conceptualisation, experience, and response to workplace 

SH? What and how do organisational factors constitute workplace SH? To what extent has 

workers’ legal consciousness of SH been informed by the correlation of laws, organisations’ 

policies, and other socio-cultural institutions? To answer these questions, I examined SH 

exposure at work as a process of related patterns, starting with the conceptualisation of SH, 

how people experience it, and how they address it at work. My objective has been to produce 

an empirical understanding first to capture the overview of workplace SH issues and then 

tease out factors that have constructed the SH process, including working people’s 

conceptualisation, experience, and responses. 
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I conceptualise workplace SH as a social gender issue at work that is culturally 

constructed within the employment context. This issue is best investigated in the correlations 

of organisational factors located and informed by the socio-cultural backgrounds and 

conditions and the legal and social justice at work. Thus, the thesis draws on a conceptual 

research framework grounded in the intersection of socio-cultural, organisational, and 

workers' legal right consciousness approaches. This thesis argues that workplace SH is 

culturally constructed as an expression of unequal gender power relations intertwined with 

hierarchical organisational power structures that inform the whole process of SH and 

workers’ legal right consciousness. The findings on this research suggest that the workplace 

culture in Vietnamese employment contexts reflects the embodiment of enduring traditional 

gender norms of women’s conformity to traditional cultural values and domestic and 

subordinate roles associated with SH.   

This research uncovers the hidden SH at work, which has been concealed by complex 

cultural narratives and reinforced by workplace power. The thesis contributes empirical and 

theoretical insights into workplace gender issues in the Vietnam socialist-communist gender 

regime and market-oriented economy. The following sections present an overview of arguments, 

significant findings, and original research contributions. The final paragraphs comprise 

implications for future research areas and recommendations to address workplace SH.   

8.1. An Overview of Research Arguments and Core Research Findings 

In addressing workplace SH in Vietnam, I have revealed the gaps within existing strands 

of literature. Vietnam’s scant research has led to underestimations of the complexity of SH, 

and many socio-cultural and organisational aspects of workplace SH have not been explored. 

This is compounded by a lack of conceptual frameworks to position workplace SH in 

intertwining, blending, and contradicting patriarchal and socialist gender ideologies. Thus, 

none of the existing studies explicitly conceptualise SH at work as a social institution of gender 

inequality and workplace power relations.  

In this research, I position workplace settings as key to the central empirical 

investigation into SH and examine the issue within the broader socio-cultural and 

organisational contexts. I have focused on understanding and analysing workplace SH as (1) a 

gender issue that is culturally constructed and governed by traditional gendered social norms; 



176 | P a g e  

 

and (2) involving workplace power that consists of organisational power structure and 

employment power position. My research posits that the relationship between the socio-

cultural construction of gender relations and organisational power is fluid and intertwined. 

Contemporary Vietnamese society has seen the persistence of traditional gender social norms 

circulating between society and the workplace and informing the construction of 

organisational power through which SH occurs. In turn, organisational power maintains 

gender social norms at work and contributes to the likelihood of workplace SH. The research 

also investigates workers’ legal right consciousness, which is inadequate in existing studies, 

to address the relationship between law as the formal institutions and other informal 

conventions of gender social norms which govern people’s perception and reaction toward 

workplace SH. conceptualisation of the workplace SH enables me to grasp how the cultural 

construction of gender relations and organisational power unfold in working people’s 

perception, experience and response to workplace SH.   

The interviews in this study focused on the SH situations of two groups of employees: 

state officers in government organisations, and factory workers in the textile, garment, 

footwear, and electronics factories with a mostly female labour force. I have argued that 

workplace SH is not an emerging issue; it manifests in various forms and degrees of severity 

in work settings, and women are the main objects of harassment. Second, workplace SH is a 

form of gender inequality that is culturally constructed by traditional gendered social norms 

and stereotypes reinforcing women's subordination, domestic roles, and conformity to 

cultural standards. Third, the case of workplace SH in Vietnam demonstrates the interweaving 

and correlation of cultural and organisational power attributed to workplace inequality and 

informs working people’s conceptualisation and experience of SH. Fourth, working people’s 

responses to SH are shaped by organisational power hierarchies that embody socio-cultural 

gender relations and involves relations, including the inequalities between foreign and 

domestic workers, higher and low-ranking management positions, shopfloor, and office 

settings. Fifth, although new legal instruments have been established in response to 

workplace SH, the workforce largely conceptualises, justifies, discloses, and responds to 

sexual harassment from a cultural perspective rather than a legal one. Therefore, the law on 

SH and other organisational institutions has not played a role in informing and evoking 

workers’ legal rights consciousness of addressing workplace SH. This indicates that the 
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legislation on SH needs to address gendered social norms at work and organisational factors 

that shape and sustain unequal workplace power. 

Drawing on survey and qualitative interviews conducted online in 7 provinces in 

Vietnam, the following paragraphs present a set of findings. The first set of empirical findings 

addresses how working people define SH to unfold the concept of SH in Vietnam, a newly 

established term in the new Labour code revision 2019 but largely escaping public awareness. 

Understanding what SH means to workers is an integral part of the research to capture the 

nature of the issue, which is often indistinctively defined by cultural boundaries and 

interpretation. In chapter four, interviewees demonstrate various levels of conceptualising 

SH and provide different definitions of SH. To describe SH's meaning, interviewees refer to 

their own experiences or those of friends and colleagues or information from social media 

platforms. SH is depicted in terms of physical conduct and non-physical and verbal 

harassment. Of these, the most definable forms of SH are physical conduct, and interviewees 

deploy a common social language to describe them.   

To distinguish SH from other sexual behaviours, interviewees point out that a critical 

characteristic of SH is the subjective feeling of ‘unwanted’ and ‘unwelcome’ sexual behaviour, 

which causes targeted individuals to feel offended and uncomfortable. Taken together, their 

explanations of SH demonstrate the exhibition of SH under the categories of unwanted sexual 

attention, gender harassment and sexual coercion, which have been relevantly discussed in 

Western literature. In addition, working people define ‘workplace’ broadly as referring to any 

place where people perform work tasks, which is relevant to the definition of Labor Code 

2019. This allows applying the term ‘workplace SH’ to include incidents that arise outside the 

workplace but are related to work. However, most interviewees conceptualise SH within a 

narrow definition comprising some obvious sexual harassment forms and incidents that 

happen after working hours or outside the workplace but are still related to work 

performance or working relationships as SH.  

The findings clearly show that most interviewees frame their understanding of SH from 

cultural and moral perspectives and interpret gendered social norms and traditional ethical 

standards to rationalise SH. This way of conceptualisation excludes many non-physical and 

verbal sexual harassment, such as sexual joking, flirting, sexual comments, suggestive, 

emailing/ images, pornography and other online sexual harassment, from SH's definition. This 



178 | P a g e  

 

is because the individual’s perception is influenced by how they justify cultural values and 

expected gendered social behaviours, which normalise many non-physical forms of sexual 

harassment. Other factors contributing to people’s conceptualisation of SH are the 

individual’s assessment of severity, the frequency of SH, the relationship between harassers 

and victims, and the working environment of tolerance and policy absence.  

Findings show little difference between factory workers and state officers in framing 

their definition of SH. Nevertheless, educational backgrounds and workplace power structure 

within each group can make a difference in working people’s definition of SH. People with 

higher education backgrounds and whose work involves gender issues (trade union, VWU’s 

staff) tend to provide a more explicit definition of SH. Meanwhile, people whose work involves 

power relations and state agencies are more likely to define SH in the form of sexual 

compliance for job exchange. In contrast, factory workers are more likely to define SH as 

physically unwanted touching as they are in obvious forms of SH.  

The second set of findings unpacks the question of what underlying factors constitute 

workplace SH and to what extent SH is a workplace issue. The results discussed in chapter five 

show that workplace SH is characterised by an imbalance of power relations at work extended 

from traditional gender inequality norms and stereotypes and the organisational 

management structure. Interviewees conceptualise workplace SH as an apprehensive 

prevalent issue of power at work and place equality at the centre of the issue. Power at work 

consists of (1) organisational power, which derives from the management structure of 

traditional male dominant leadership and power relationships of the employment position, 

and (2) cultural power originated in traditional patriarchal gender construction, governed by 

gender social norms of women and stereotypes of women's employment and women's 

leadership at work. Empirical findings show evidence of the correlation between 

organisational power and cultural power governing the construction of workplace SH. Within 

the organisation, these types of powers overlap and reinforce each other.  

These findings reflect the argument of socio-cultural and organisational approaches, 

which examine SH through the lenses of gender inequality in the patriarchal system and 

unequal power relations in the organisation. My research extends the analysis of the cultural 

construction of workplace gender equality by focusing on uncovering gender social norms and 

moral standards attributed to workplace power. While acknowledging the distinctive roles of 
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organisational power and cultural gender power manifesting at work, I argue that the two are 

inseparable. Cultural gender power is inherent in the organisation's power structure of 

inequality justified by gendered social norms, prejudices, and discrimination against women 

at work.  In the case of Vietnam, the relationship between gendered social norms and 

organisational power is fluid and complex. The thesis argues that workplace SH manifests 

unequal power structure and agency distribution from the cultural and organisational 

perspective. SH is a means of confronting and challenging women’s leadership positions to 

express and maintain male power at work.  

Drawing from the empirical analysis of cultural power at work, I identify the distinctive 

patterns of cultural narratives through which most interviewees understood SH. This cultural 

narrative revolved around normative expectations and gendered social norms attributed to 

women and men in society and carried over to the workplace. There are two pathways to the 

cultural construction of SH. The first pathway describes sexual harassment as an inevitable 

result inherently associated with women’s nature, such as women being beautiful and 

sexually attractive. An illustration of this can be found in the example of working women 

justifying sexual comments as compliments, or sexual jokes are simply the view that humour 

is the spice of life. The second pathway of the cultural narrative framework explains SH as 

women’s failure to uphold feminine norms and values grounded on the Confucian ideology 

of four virtues or as women going beyond their traditional roles to pursue careers, particularly 

supervisory roles at work. This is best seen in case stories where SH is blamed on women’s 

employment ambitions. It should be surprising that despite respondents’ acknowledgement 

of gender equality in principle and the improvement in women's position, their explanations 

of SH occurrence often invoke cultural justifications. How people understand and exercise 

gender equality seems to transcend and go beyond traditional cultural boundaries. Still, deep 

down, they feel the invisible cultural pressure to conform to traditional norms. These norms 

continue to tie women in unequal gender roles and maintain traditional norms of men’s 

masculinity. Victim-blaming and self-blaming are displayed as an apparent result of the 

imposition of gender social norms on women and are considered women’s failure to conform 

to social expectations. Findings suggest evidence that women’s unequal domestic roles in the 

household are associated with the likelihood of SH at work. The greater equality between 

women and men at home, the less SH risk they are exposed to at work.   

https://tr-ex.me/d%E1%BB%8Bch/ti%E1%BA%BFng+anh-ti%E1%BA%BFng+vi%E1%BB%87t/is+the+spice+of+life
https://tr-ex.me/d%E1%BB%8Bch/ti%E1%BA%BFng+anh-ti%E1%BA%BFng+vi%E1%BB%87t/is+the+spice+of+life


180 | P a g e  

 

Another finding relates to the prevalence of SH in the absence of official statistics. 

Without a doubt, responses from the interviews show that SH is a common workplace issue 

and exists in their organisation in one form or another. Interviewees also identify ambient 

sexual harassment and SH shifting from non-consensual to consensual behaviours as 

additional examples of workplace SH. The finding of ambient sexual harassment broadens the 

concept to include indirect SH conduct. Ambient harassment impacts may go beyond sexual 

targets and have similar victimising impacts on observers and bystanders by shaping the 

workplace acceptance culture of SH. Although well recognised in international research, 

ambient SH is an important finding in this study because the term has not yet been listed in 

the current Vietnamese law on SH. Meanwhile, shifting SH behaviour reflects the behavioural 

transformation in which workplace power may influence victims to conform to consensual 

sexual activities. Thus, these findings demonstrate the complexity of workplace SH and 

suggest that Vietnamese policy on workplace SH needs to address the issue of ambient 

harassment and consider the shifting behaviour to which stage the conduct constitutes SH 

and the responsibility of harassers.  

Understanding how working people conceptualise SH and define workplace SH provides 

a foundation for understanding working people’s experiences and responses to SH. In fact, 

workers’ perception, experience, and response to SH is a continuing SH process in which the 

cultural construction of gender relations and workplace power is the prominent driver 

shaping people’s labelling and coping with workplace issues.  

The third set of findings addresses working people’s experiences of SH, focusing on 

understanding the prevalence and type of SH that working women experience, how they label 

and disclose their experience, and how employment factors shape their likelihood of 

experiencing SH. This research found that one-fifth of survey participants experienced SH. 

Although this number may not fully capture the reality, the interviewees describe various 

forms of experiencing SH at work, of which unwanted physical harassment counts for the 

majority as SH, followed by verbal harassment. Some significant findings are emerging from 

this section. First, it is evident that working women’s understanding of SH does not necessarily 

lead to their consciousness of experiencing SH. People often do not admit or label their 

experience as SH, not only because they are unaware of SH but also to avoid being labelled 
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as victims. Secondly, there is a significant difference in experiencing SH between employment 

sectors- factory and government organisations, and between female staff and managers. Staff 

in state-employer organisations experience far higher SH at work than factory workers. 

Female managers also encounter more SH incidents than female rank-and-file staff. The risk 

of experiencing SH is greater in lower and mid-level leadership positions because their work 

involves more potential perpetrators, including male managers and subordinate employees. 

This implies that having higher education and gaining a leadership position does not change 

the likelihood of being sexual harassment at work. Power in the workplace seems to place 

women at greater risk of SH rather than insulating them from SH. Thus, workplace SH can 

reinforce gender gaps, add more burdens for women, and threaten them to pursue leadership 

ambitions.  

There are many factors involved in working women being exposed to sexual 

harassment, and these factors differ between the two place settings of state organisations 

and factories. In the state organisation, the employment nature of engaging in frequent extra-

mural work (business travelling, meetings, workshops, after-work activities), partnership, and 

workplace settings of closed office doors contribute directly to the likelihood of experiencing 

SH at work. In contrast, factory workers are exposed to SH on the way to work, renting 

accommodation, and are vulnerable as migrant workers.  

The fourth set of findings relates to working women’s responses to SH to understand 

which strategies and factors determine the way working women cope and how individuals 

may select particular ways of coping. This research identifies and analyses three common 

response strategies of individual, social, and organisational responses. The overwhelming way 

of addressing SH recorded in this research is the individual response strategy, which 

demonstrates various coping methods, such as self-focus mechanisms, including ignorance, 

silence, and avoidance. These mechanisms illustrate women’s adherence to gender social 

norms to frame their responses, which also creates a culture of silence, ignorance or 

avoidance around SH that men intentionally exploit to harass. Although individual self-focus 

constitutes a low-intervention strategy, working women can deploy some practical tactics to 

distance themselves from the problem and harassers, avoid greater damage to their honour 

and cost of employment or dissuade harassers from repeating SH. The research findings 
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present various factors that influence the frequent usage of the individual response strategy. 

Fear of losing face, family reputation, working harmony, and negative work repercussions are 

significant driving factors.  

 The social response often becomes the second strategy of choice to address SH at 

work when the individual coping strategy is unsuccessful. There is a difference between the 

two groups of victims and observers in mobilising social resources to cope with workplace SH.  

In which, the former is less likely to seek social support, while the latter is more generous in 

offering social support to others. This difference suggests that family and workplace 

relationship considerations, trust, and belief often impact individuals seeking and offering 

social support to respond to SH.  

 The findings suggest that employees seek social support not to claim justice but to 

seek sympathy and trust from others, which again demonstrates the cultural entrenchment 

of the need to preserve their personal reputation. It also implies that working people consider 

SH an issue of violating cultural values and failure to uphold traditional gender norms rather 

than a legal issue at work. Social support becomes more effective when offered by observers, 

and empowering bystanders can be an alternative to address workplace SH. However, this 

support also depends on the relationships between victims and harassers, job positions, and 

trust in the network.  

 Another coping mechanism is confrontation, in which victims address harassers 

directly by themselves, through social networks, or at organisations. Similar to social 

responses, observers are three times more likely to confront harassers than victims. These 

findings suggest several implications. First, confrontation is closely related to how individuals 

conceptualise and label their experiences. Victims tend not to consider themselves a victim 

and label their experience as SH; as a result, they would not confront harassers. Second, 

victims often encounter more barriers in demanding their rights, such as fear of social stigma 

and retaliation. These findings also confirm the other research that observers' reactions to 

scenarios do not often match how they will react in real life if they are victims (Fitzgerald et 

al., 1995; Hart, 2019). A cultural dilemma for victims is that they do not want to lose face nor 

embarrass harassers in front of others. Victims often choose to ‘gently react to harassers. 

Confrontation is used mainly in less serious incidents and is affected by other factors such as 
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the frequency of harassment, working relationship with the harasser, and workplace position. 

Nonetheless, the findings signal that women are increasingly aware of challenging harassers 

and the gender norms that confine them to endurance and silence, which may reflect shifting 

social beliefs and attitudes toward addressing SH.  

However, the data shows that the organisational strategy is used only as the last resort 

when the matter's severity is excessive; even then, formal complaints are not made, and no 

incident is filed to the authority to solve. Findings reveal the dynamic of victims’ silence and 

the various factors preventing victims from calling out SH at the organisational level. These 

factors include the ignorance of co-workers, ineffective support of trade unions, losing trust 

in organisation managers, failure of trust and belief in the success of a complaint, and 

workers' understanding of organisations’ policy and practice of workplace justice. These 

factors are associated with persistent gendered social norms at work to inform employees’ 

perceptions of whether to report.  

Findings on workers' legal consciousness provide insufficient evidence of workers’ 

understanding and mobilising law or organisations’ policies in addressing their incidents. The 

thesis has tried to capture whether law and organisations’ policies play a role in informing 

workers of legal consciousness to claim their rights. The findings suggest that workers' 

consciousness is informed by the cultural perception of morality and social justice rather than 

knowledge of their rights as enshrined in the law. Moreover, research results denote a lack of 

organisational policy on SH, and the ineffectiveness of its implementation is significant.  There 

is a gap in translating national laws into organisational policy and a gap in workers' legal 

knowledge of SH. A notable explanation for this gap is that workers express less interest and 

concern for SH over other working or living conditions issues. These findings have several 

implications. First, it suggests the failure of the organisations’ policy to inform workers of 

what constitutes SH and the penalties for those who engage in it. This failure may offer a 

protective climate for those who engage in SH, seemingly with impunity, and an aggressive, 

insecure environment who are victims of it. Second, it signifies that law and legislation on 

workplace SH need to also be designed in connection with broader workplace policies to 

strengthen workers' rights to decent wages and working conditions.  
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Despite the limited impact of SH laws in the workplace, the findings signal an increase 

in employees' awareness that SH is no longer an exception to the law. However, as implied 

from the interviews, justice for a victim of harassment is not only to punish the harassers but 

also to remove the stigma toward women and shift the culture of victim blaming. The research 

also suggests how trade unions and workers' activities, including legal aid training supported 

by NGOs’ initiatives, can evoke workers' legal consciousness on SH at the organisational level 

and empower workers to tackle gender inequality issues and workplace SH by challenging 

gender social norms.  

8.2. Original Contributions 

First, the research significantly contributes to filling the knowledge gaps in 

understanding workplace SH in Vietnam. It is one of few empirical academic studies in 

contemporary Vietnam to explore workplace SH as a social gender and workers’ legal 

consciousness issue rooted in gender discrimination, gender inequality at work, and the 

patriarchal power system spills over from society to working space. While other issues of GBV, 

like domestic violence, have been researched in Vietnam, workplace SH remains a hidden part 

of the iceberg. My thesis has addressed current research gap in Vietnam by elucidating the 

socio-cultural and organisational factors constituting workplace SH to understand better how 

workplace sexual harassment is culturally constructed in the Vietnam context. The study has 

investigated workplace SH in two groups of female state officers and factory workers in 

primary workplace settings of state-employer organisations and factories. These target 

groups are selected to carefully develop a comparison of workers spanning white-collar work 

in the public service where the workers have higher levels of education and more experience 

of living in urban, more cosmopolitan settings and factory workers comprising workers with 

lower levels of education (and in many instances with more rural backgrounds). The two 

employment sectors where the employees have different educational and economic 

backgrounds and working conditions provide a compelling case for the need to differentiate 

workplace factors that constitute SH. Notably, state officers have not been the focus of 

current relevant research on gender issues and GBV. My study challenges the assumptions 

and beliefs of a safe working environment in such work settings, revealing a high likelihood of 

SH. This raises the question of the power dynamics in state organisations. Understanding the 
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driving factors of workplace SH across different employment sectors allows for capturing how 

workplace SH has been governed by the typical cultural and institutional power of the 

employment industry. The study suggests policy implications to tackle SH in different 

organisational settings. 

In addition, my study pioneers empirical research to elucidate understanding of 

workplace SH from working people’s perceptions, experiences, and responses to workplace 

SH.  My research is one of the first to examine how working people in Vietnam conceptualise 

SH, the types of SH they frequently encounter, and the social, organisational, and legal factors 

influencing workplace SH and responses to it. This set of findings provides much-needed 

research evidence to support the ongoing progress of policymaking in Vietnam to develop 

legislation documents for implementing the Labor Code. This research can be a reference 

point in understanding SH in similar country contexts in Asia and provide a comparison to 

literature that mainly focuses on Western countries.  

Second, the thesis makes an original contribution to the scholarship on workplace SH in 

Vietnam by extending the analytical focus beyond separate theoretical approaches of socio-

cultural and organisational explaining SH and integrating a legal consciousness to deconstruct 

the workplace SH. The scarce research on SH in Vietnam lacks a theoretical framework to 

conceptualise the issue explicitly. Vietnamese studies treat workplace SH as having no 

distinction from general HS, resulting in an insufficient consideration of the organisational 

factors and working environments that constitute the issue. The thesis is theoretically rich, 

applying and connecting various concepts from a range of theories, including feminist 

theories, a variety of sexual-harassment theories, sociocultural theories, and organisational 

theories.  

Third, using a conceptual framework that highlights the intersection of socio-cultural 

and organisational approaches allows me to examine how cultural and organisational factors 

intertwine in workplace power relations and regulation to inform workers’ legal 

consciousness. By integrating the notion of legal (rights) consciousness, I extend the research 

framework to highlight the importance of considering workers’ legal consciousness of rights 

as a part of law and policy implementation. Legal consciousness reflects how the law is 

embedded within socio-cultural and organisational conditions, whereby workers perceive the 

law and develop their conceptualisation of legality from their social interaction with legal 
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justice and their organisation’s fairness and equity. Thus, the research has added an emphasis 

on examining multi-faceted workplace SH within a tangible conceptual framework, 

incorporating the key argument of Radical feminists that centres on addressing the patriarchal 

power system. It also incorporates Liberal feminism’s emphasis on the roles of law and 

individual choice to challenge workplace SH. The Socialist-communist gender regime aims to 

liberate women from traditional Confucian doctrine and promote women’s equal rights to 

employment. My research has put an emphasis on understanding the policy of SH from 

cultural dimensions and the prerequisite of addressing gender social norms barriers in 

employment law on workplace SH.  

Fourth, this research distinguishes itself from most studies in Western countries by 

shedding light on cultural narratives of workplace SH that condition the organisational power 

structure and employment positions. This allows me to explore how traditional socio-cultural 

and organisational factors underpin the ways in which workplace SH is conceptualised and 

addressed. The results reveal that deep-seated elements of a patriarchal hierarchy which 

retains its influence through gender inequal norms extending from society into the workplace, 

reflected in workers’ perceptions and expectations of solving workplace SH. Rather than 

belonging to the past and despite the change in the context of gender relations, these norms 

are widespread in contemporary Vietnam society and reflected in organisations’ working 

cultures, workplace policies (e.g. dress code and Miss workers beauty contests) and how 

people practice workplace justice. The importance of understanding Confucianism is that it 

underwrites multiple cultural mores that exist within and between the different ethnic groups 

within Vietnam. This also help provide the context for how women see their roles, knowledge 

of women's rights, and a sense of the brave roles of women in Vietnam's history. Although 

women's perceptions are coloured by many-layered cultural influences, including global 

media and work position, women value conforming to the feminine view of what a 'good wife 

and mother and loyal citizen of Vietnam ought to be or how they ought to behave. Culturally 

specific gender norms also influence organisational power in workplaces, which appear to 

embody the imprint and hallmark of Confucianism in the way power is organised and 

distributed. This helps explain the overwhelming influence of cultural perspectives impacting 

working people’s conceptualisation of SH, their attitudes to admitting and disclosing 
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experience and their choices to cope with workplace SH. While the influence of Socialist-

communist gender ideology has supported women’s participation in the labour force and the 

nation’s development, this comes with double standards and expectations toward women as 

being dedicated staff and excellent household carers, reinforcing traditional Confucian norms 

to some extent. Thus, the tension of eliminating backward gender norms and the persistence 

of norms exceeding remain, making the case of SH at work more complex in the workplace. 

The case study of workplace SH in contemporary Vietnam tells about gender norms and 

relations in Vietnam post-reform and provides evidence for influencing gender norms to 

support women's advancement, employment participation, and workplace safety. Although 

gendered social norms and relation have changed, the tension of unwritten norms still plays 

a role in shaping the way gender power and organisational power is distributed to 

conceptualise work SH and shape workers' legal consciousness. The thesis, thus, sheds light 

on understanding workplace SH as the social gender issue exposed by unbalanced 

organisational power relations and attributed to gender social norms of inequality in Vietnam. 

It advances the way we understand SH in similar contexts that add to existing debates on SH. 

The thesis findings suggest how policy needs to remedy culture and policies of change by 

implementing more legal and structural changes to protect women and change the mindset 

of ‘male entitlement’ and the notion of what constitutes normal or acceptable behaviour in 

the workplace. 

8.3. Research Recommendations  

Findings from this research suggest several recommendations on addressing workplace 

SH through policy implementation as well as cultural and gender education to shift public 

gendered social norms toward SH. Regarding policy implications, the Vietnam Government 

should develop a Workplace Code of Conduct on sexual harassment to provide specific 

indicators to determine what type of behaviour constitutes sexual harassment. It is also 

important to emphasise that the critical element of SH is unwelcome, unwanted behaviour of 

a sexual nature to distinguish it from other sexual conduct that is consensual, welcome and 

reciprocated. Evaluation research is needed to assess the law's effectiveness in a broad range 

of workplaces, for example, by conducting evaluation research after five years of 
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implementing the Labour Code 2019. This would allow for assessing the effectiveness of the 

laws and the amendments that might be needed to address arising issues or gaps in the 

workplace policy. It is also important to evaluate the extent to which the Labor Code on 

workplace SH incorporates the principles of ILO convention 190 on workplace SH as a form of 

employment violence.  

Engaging employees, employers, and victims of workplace SH in the policy process can 

better inform policy development. The effort to address SH in the organisation needs to take 

heed of business practices, manager roles and commitment, and other formal institutions like 

trade unions and workers' representatives that mobilise social and organisational support. 

Transparent grievance mechanisms, confidential complaints procedures, and enabling 

reporting channels are critical in supporting workers’ reporting at organisational levels. 

In addition, preventing SH at work needs to focus on addressing socio-cultural and 

organisational factors constraining workers' understanding and limiting their capacity and 

agency at work.  Promoting workers' legal right consciousness and legality to address SH is 

also important. Education efforts should focus on workers’ views of legal and workplace 

justice and on reducing gendered social norms and gender bias toward women and men at 

work that feed into SH. Shifting the culture of victim blaming and self-blame holds harassers 

accountable for their workplace mistreatment. This education objective strongly relates to 

the national gender equality policy to liberate women from traditional roles and conformity 

to cultural values and expectations. Promoting the implementation of workers’ activities and 

legal aid projects as a part of workers' social networks will contribute to law enforcement's 

effectiveness.  

At the organisational level, the SH policy needs to be developed as a separate policy 

from other labour issues or conflicts because addressing SH requires a different mechanism 

and process to ensure victims ‘confidentiality and timing and harassers’ responsibilities. The 

organisation’s policy should highlight the role of managers in building trust and transparency 

and their responsibility to hold the organisation accountable for how it deals with SH 

complaints. Policy at work is also important to shift the organisation’s perspective on tackling 

SH. Rather than seeing this as a stain on its reputation, an organisation’s transparency in 

reporting SH should be rewarded as a workplace health and safety workplace achievement.  
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The formulation and implementation of law and organisation’s policy on SH need to 

align and connect with other policies on labour relations, including strengthening workers' 

rights to decent wages, well-being and working conditions. Organisational policies should 

focus on ensuring that female and male employees have equal opportunities at work. The 

meaning of law and organisation policy changes toward tackling SH need to be positioned 

within the context of addressing gender discrimination and gender inequality. This change 

needs to address more comprehensive structural challenges of female employees' unequal 

position and unbalanced power relations rather than specific gender issues like SH incidents.  

8.4. Research Limitations and Areas for Future Research 

The findings of this research must be seen in the context of some limitations. The first is the 

limited literature on SH in general and workplace SH in particular in Vietnam. Some of the 

existing Vietnam literature was conducted two decades ago when the concept of SH was 

narrowly, and new forms of SH (online SH) were not apparent or less prevalent. To address 

this limitation, I have examined broader literature conducted in other, mostly Anglo-Western, 

countries. This literature is informed by Western experiences and offers little to address 

Vietnam's cultural and economic background. However, this limitation also provides an 

opportunity for my new research typology to address the issue from socio-cultural and 

organisational approaches and consider legal rights consciousness.  

The second limitation relates to topic sensitivity. SH has been culturally considered an 

issue associated with losing face, dignity, career opportunity of employees, and an 

organisation’s reputation. Although the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants of 

this research have been ensured and protected, some of the interview respondents might 

have chosen to be less candid and open to sharing information because they were concerned 

about damaging their working relationships and/or their reputation. This may have skewed 

the results, particularly in relation to obtaining working people’s experience of SH.  

The third limitation also relates to the way this study is conducted based on the self-

disclosed perceptions of working women in understanding, responding, and experiencing 

SH at work. The information collected depends on the individual’s own perceptions and 

willingness to answer questions honestly. My observation is that people feel more 
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confident talking about themselves in the third person or talking about their friends' or 

colleagues' experiences or incidents happening in society. Therefore, documenting the 

actual number of working people directly targeted by SH was challenging. Moreover, this 

research has focused on working women (workers and office staff), and some target work 

settings had a mostly female workforce. While I have engaged men in the survey, and some 

men participated in interviews, the current research cannot capture the broader picture of 

workplace SH and men’s perspectives on SH as a workplace issue. Moreover, the impact of 

COVID-19 on overseas travel led to an adjustment in the way to collect interview data. 

Distance interviews may limit participants' information gained compared to face-to-face 

interviews. To balance this possible disadvantage, I opted for a mixed research methods 

approach to collect quantitative and qualitative data and expanded the research 

population to more workplace settings. Due to acknowledged limitations of using snowball 

sampling to recruit interview participants, a survey was also conducted to approach a 

broader range of working people. This helped to convey consistent themes emerging across 

interviews and the survey findings.  

 Another limitation concerns the worker's legal rights consciousness. I aimed to 

understand to what extent the law plays a role in shaping workers’ notion of justice, 

whether workers’ views of law inform their conceptualisation of SH, and how they explain 

their experience and justify response strategies. However, SH has just been established as 

a new legal term in the 2019 Labour Code, which has not been widely brought to the 

public’s awareness. Additionally, working people often view the issue of SH from cultural 

perspectives rather than considering it as a legal issue. Therefore, the collected information 

has not yet been sufficient to address this question, and further research is required once 

the Labour Code is more firmly established and better known.    

The study has opened several areas for further investigation. Findings from this study 

pave the way for future research to examine the issue in a broader range of employment 

industries, including in both traditional and new emerging employment sectors that have 

not been the focus of this research. Future research should engage men and other genders, 

as well as employers, and this will help address the lack of research and formal data on 

workplace SH.  
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Working women in leadership roles and state officers should be a future research 

concern to comprehensively explore the power relations and cultural factors involved in the 

higher likelihood of female managerial positions and the impact of this on SH. This is 

because findings from my research reveal a high prevalence of sexual harassment 

experienced by state officers and female managers in middle and low supervisory positions.  

SH is frequently blamed on women’s employment ambitions and associated with women’s 

incompetency, which indicates significant resistance to women’s career advancement. 

Research on the cost of harassment to organisations and the impact of SH on workers 

should also be a focus of future research.  

Another promising research area is analysing the forces behind the persistence of 

Confucian traditions and norms and why these norms have a significant influence regardless 

of the progress of women's empowerment at home, in society, and at work. As workers 

become more mobile, more research is needed to examine the SH experiences of internal 

and international migrant and informal workers. Migrant workers appear to be more at risk 

of SH than local workers because of their casual work status, residency in company 

dormitories and community renting, and more limited social connections and local sources 

of support. SH is often seen as a separate issue unconnected to workers' livelihood 

struggles. Thus, more investigations on these groups of workers can support policy 

implementation at the workplace and how it can be effectively monitored.  

Potential future research on workers’ legal consciousness will improve understanding 

of the role laws play in working people’s conceptualisation of legality and justice to claim 

the rights that workplace SH violates. It may also help to close the gaps between the legal 

framework and legal practices and how the former interacts with everyday norms and 

practices to shape workers’ subjective notions of workplace SH.  

In summary, this study examines workplace SH from a Vietnamese working women’s 

perspective which has made a significant contribution at several levels. First, the research 

provides an analysis of understanding the dynamic socio-cultural construction of gender 

and power relations in the contemporary workplace, which are posted in the significant 

effort of challenging socio-cultural and gender norms of inequality in employment and 

within society. The research has addressed workplace SH in a tangible dimension: as an 
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issue of gender discrimination at work, workers' rights issues related to organisational 

structure and power relations which challenge women's career ambitions, and a cultural 

narrative of reinforcing women's subordinated status. Thus, it offers empirical data on 

sexual harassment research in Vietnam, where the issue has largely been neglected. The 

findings provide evidence for the need to influence gender norms to support women's 

advancement, employment participation, and workplace safety. 

Moreover, the research undertakes to suggest a new dimension of understand how 

workers conceptualise, experience and respond to workplace SH through the lens of legal 

consciousness. From this research it is clear that the law and related legislation on SH should 

address not only illegal sexual conduct at work but also other systemic issues related to 

labour relations and organisational structure, culture, and environment enabling employees 

to address workplace issues. The effectiveness of the new Labour Code will be judged on 

how workers use it as a legal tool to protect themselves and claim justice at work. The 

research suggests that addressing workplace SH is an integral process of eliminating 

workplace inequality, emphasising cultural transformation education to shift gendered 

social norms of inequality toward men and women. 

Thus, this research helps fill the gaps in global feminist knowledge, offering a tangible 

way of explaining SH from a feminist lens, encouraging further academic research on SH in 

Vietnam, and adding to the body of feminist research on SH in similar Asian countries.   
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Appendixes  

Appendix 1: Ethics approval 

A P P R O V A L  N O T I C E  

  

Project No.: 8665 

  

Project Title: Sexual Harassment of Working Women: A Case Study in Vietnam  

  

Principal Researcher: Mrs Huong Thi Nguyen 

    

Email: nguy0900@flinders.edu.au  

  

 Approval 
Date: 

15 June 2020 
  

Ethics Approval Expiry Date: 30 September 2022 

 

The above proposed project has been approved on the basis of the information contained 
in the application, its attachments and the information subsequently provided with the 
addition of the following comments. 

Additional comments: 

Permissions (conditional approval response 12 and item D8) 

 
A reminder to ensure that all relevant permissions are in place before any recruitment 
and data collection activities are undertaken. 

RESPONSIBILITIES OF RESEARCHERS AND SUPERVISORS 

1.         Participant Documentation 
 
Please note that it is the responsibility of researchers and supervisors, in the case of student 
projects, to ensure that: 

•      all participant documents are checked for spelling, grammatical, numbering and 
formatting errors. The Committee does not accept any responsibility for the above-
mentioned errors. 

•      the Flinders University logo is included on all participant documentation (e.g., letters 
of Introduction, information Sheets, consent forms, debriefing information and 
questionnaires – with the exception of purchased research tools)  and the current 
Flinders University letterhead is included in the header of all letters of 

mailto:nguy0900@flinders.edu.au
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introduction. The Flinders University international logo/letterhead should be used and 
documentation should contain international dialling codes for all telephone and fax 
numbers listed for all research to be conducted overseas. 

•       the SBREC contact details, listed below, are included in the footer of all letters of 
introduction and information sheets. 

 
This research project has been approved by the Flinders University Social and Behavioural 
Research Ethics Committee (Project Number ‘INSERT PROJECT No. here following approval’).  For more information 
regarding ethics approval of the project the Executive Officer of the Committee can be contacted by telephone on 
8201 3116, by fax on 8201 2035 or by email human.researchethics@flinders.edu.au. 

  

2.         Annual Progress / Final Reports 
 

In order to comply with the monitoring requirements of the National Statement on 
Ethical Conduct in Human Research 2007 (updated 2018) an annual progress report must 
be submitted each year on the 15 June (approval anniversary date) for the duration of 
the ethics approval using the report template available from the Managing 
Your Ethics Approval web page. 

 
Please note that no data collection can be undertaken after the ethics approval expiry 
date listed at the top of this notice. If data is collected after expiry, it will not be covered 
in terms of ethics. It is the responsibility of the researcher to ensure that annual progress 
reports are submitted on time; and that no data is collected after ethics has expired. 
 
If the project is completed before ethics approval has expired please ensure a final report 
is submitted immediately. If ethics approval for your project expires please either submit 
(1) a final report; or (2) an extension of time request (using the modification request 
form). 
  

First Report due date: 15 June 2021 

Final Report due date: 30 September 2022 

  

Student Projects 

For student projects, the SBREC recommends that current ethics approval is maintained until a student’s thesis has been 
submitted, assessed and finalised.  This is to protect the student in the event that reviewers recommend that additional data be 
collected from participants. 

  

3.         Modifications to Project 

Modifications to the project must not proceed until approval has been obtained from 
the Ethics Committee. Such proposed changes/modifications include: 

•       change of project title; 

•      change to the research team (e.g., additions, removals, researchers and supervisors) 

•       changes to research objectives; 

mailto:human.researchethics@flinders.edu.au
http://www.flinders.edu.au/research/researcher-support/ebi/human-ethics/manage.cfm
http://www.flinders.edu.au/research/researcher-support/ebi/human-ethics/manage.cfm
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•       changes to research protocol; 

•       changes to participant recruitment methods; 

•       changes / additions to source(s) of participants; 

•       changes of procedures used to seek informed consent; 

•       changes to reimbursements provided to participants; 

•      changes to information/documents to be given to potential participants; 

•      changes to research tools (e.g., survey, interview questions, focus group questions 
etc); 

•      extensions of time (i.e. to extend the period of ethics approval past current expiry 
date). 

To notify the Committee of any proposed modifications to the project please submit 
a Modification Request Form available from the Managing Your Ethics Approval SBREC 
web page. Download the form from the website every time a new modification request 
is submitted to ensure that the most recent form is used. Please note that extension of 
time requests should be submitted prior to the Ethics Approval Expiry Date listed on this 
notice. 

Change of Contact Details 
If the contact details of researchers, listed in the approved application, change please notify the Committee so that the details can 
be updated in our system. A modification request is not required to change your contact details; but would be if a new researcher 
needs to be added on to the research / supervisory team. 

 4.         Adverse Events and/or Complaints 

Researchers should advise the Executive Officer of the Ethics Committee on 08 8201-
3116 or human.researchethics@flinders.edu.au immediately if: 

•      any complaints regarding the research are received; 

•      a serious or unexpected adverse event occurs that effects participants; 

•      an unforeseen event occurs that may affect the ethical acceptability of the project. 

  

Instructions to Transfer Project to Online System 

ResearchNow Ethics & Biosafety is the new online platform for human research ethics at 
Flinders University. It can be accessed via Okta (add the ‘ResearchNow Ethics & Biosafety’ 
chicklet to your dashboard) and allows researchers to apply for human 
research ethics approval, including modifications, online. 

  

We note that your current project will expire after 31 December 2020.  As you may be 
aware, all current projects approved under the old system that do not expire on/or before 
31 December 2020 will need to be transferred into the new online system. Therefore, 
we would like to request that you complete the short HREC Transfer Project Form.  To 
transfer your project, please  

http://www.flinders.edu.au/research/researcher-support/ebi/human-ethics/manage.cfm
file:///V:/OffResearch/ETHICS/SBREC/DATABASES/MergeDocuments/Approval%20Notices/human.researchethics@flinders.edu.au
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• login to ResearchNow Ethics & Biosafety through your Okta dashboard. 
ResearchNow Ethics & Biosafety will need to be added to your Okta dashboard via 
the ‘+ Add Apps’ green button (top right) in the first instance. 

• Ensure you are on the ‘Home page’, you will see ‘Work Area’ at the top of this page. 

• Select the ‘Create Project’ tile from the left hand ‘Actions’ menu. 

• A pop-up appears. Type in the ‘Project Title’ and in the ‘Main Form’ drop-down 
select ’HREC Transfer Project Form’. 

• Click ‘Create’ and save your project application form. 

• Select ‘Project Information’ under ‘Questions’, complete the form and submit it.  

During the transfer, you can also modify your existing project. Please feel free to contact 
us if you have any questions about the transfer process. 
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Appendix 2: Qualtrics survey questionnaire  

Understanding Sexual Harassment at Work- 
A case study in Vietnam 
Start of Block: Consent Form 

Consent You are invited to participate in the online survey.  This survey is designed for the PhD 
research project at Flinders University to understand your view on the sexual harassment of 
working women in Vietnam. The thesis title is ’ Sexual Harassment at Work: A Case Study of 
Working Women in Contemporary Viet Nam.’ 

All information from the survey will be assumed anonymous and confidential. Before you start 
the survey, please read the information below and tick ‘yes’ if you agree to participate in. Your 
participation is completely voluntary and valuable to the research.  

 
            Time: approximately: 8-10 minutes 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

 

 

End of Block: Consent Form 

Start of Block: Demographic information 
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Q1 Your Age 

o 16-21  (1)  

o 22-27  (2)  

o 28-35  (3)  

o 36-45  (4)  

o 46-55  (5)  

Q2 Your Ethnicity 

o Kinh  (1)  

o Other ( please specify)  (2) __________________________________________________ 

Q3 Gender 

o Female  (1)  

o Male  (2)  

o Other  (3)  

Q4 Marital status 

o Single  (1)  

o Married  (2)  

o Divorced  (3)  

o Separate  (4)  

o Living with a partner but not married  (5)  
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Q5 Highest education you completed? 

o Primary school  (1)  

o Secondary school  (2)  

o High school  (3)  

o College/ tafe  (4)  

o Bachelor   (5)  

o Master  (6)  

o PhD  (7)  

 

Q6  Your current employment 

o Government organisation. (1)  

o Women's Union  (2)  

o Trade Union  (7)  

o Banking  (3)  

o Education  (4)  

o Workers  (5)  

o Other (please specify)  (6) __________________________________________________ 

 

Q7  How long have you been in employment? 

_______________________________________________________________ 
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Q8  How long have been working in current job? 

o Less than 1 year  (1)  

o 1- 3 years  (2)  

o 3-5 years  (3)  

o More than five years  (4)  

 

Q9 Your current position at work 

o Manager  (1)  

o Staff  (2)  

o Team leader ( for a unit or production line)  (3)  

o Worker  (4)  

o Other  (5)  

 

End of Block: Demographic information 
 

Start of Block: B. Perception, understanding and responding to sexual harassment 

 

 This section aims to understand your perception and understanding about sexual harassment.   
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Q1 1.    Which of these behaviours do you consider sexual harassment? 

▢ Unwelcome touching, hugging or kissing. (1)  

▢ staring or leering at your body that made you feel intimidated. (2)  

▢ sexually suggestive comments or jokes, commenting on the attractiveness of others in front 

of an employee that made you feel offended; spreading sexual rumours about an employee, or 

discussing one's sexual life in front of an employee  (3)  

▢ sexually explicit pictures, screen savers or posters, gifts that made you feel offended  (4)  

▢ repeat or inappropriate invitations to go out on dates. (5)  

▢ requests or pressure for sex or other sexual acts. (6)  

▢ intrusive questions about a your private life or physical appearance that made you feel 

offended  (7)  

▢ unnecessary familiarity, such as deliberately brushing up against a person. (8)  

▢ insults or taunts based on sex  (9)  

▢ sexually explicit physical contact; and  (10)  

▢ Repeated or inappropriate sexually explicit emails or SMS text messages, social networking 

websites or internet chat rooms by a work colleague. (11)  

▢ Actual or attempted to rape or assault,  physical assault, indecent exposure, sexual assault, 

stalking or obscene communication  (12)  

▢ sexual compliance is exchanged for a job or other benefits  (13)  
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▢ None  (14)  

 

 

Q2 Who is most likely to be sexually harassed 

o Men  (1)  

o Women  (2)  

o Other  (3)  

 

Q3 Why are people being harassed?  

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q4 Who is most likely to be a harasser? 

o Men  (1)  

o Women  (2)  

o Other  (3)  

 

Q5 Why do people harass others sexually? 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

Start of Block: C. Sexual harassment at the workplace 

 This section seeks to understand your experience and response to sexual harassment at the 

workplace. 

 ’Workplace’ includes business trips; company organised events, and meetings outside the 

office which are work-related - including dinners, drinks, golf etc. (adopted from Welcome to  
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Speak Up's Survey on Sexual Harassment in the Workplace 

https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/PJ6GDZF). 

 

   Q1    Have you ever experienced sexual harassment in the workplace? 

o  Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

o Not sure  (3)  

Q2 What type(s) of sexual harassment have you experienced? 

▢ Unwelcome touching, hugging or kissing. (1)  

▢ staring or leering at your body. (2)  

▢ suggestive comments or jokes. (3)  

▢ sexually explicit pictures, screen savers or posters sent to you. (4)  

▢ unwanted invitations to go out on dates. (5)  

▢ requests for sex. (6)  

▢ intrusive questions about a person's private life or body. (7)  

▢ unnecessary familiarity, such as deliberately brushing up against a person. (8)  

▢ insults or taunts based on sex  (9)  

▢ sexually explicit physical contact; and  (10)  

https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/PJ6GDZF
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▢ sexually explicit emails or SMS text messages. (11)  

▢ behaviour which would also be an offence under criminal law like physical assault, indecent 

exposure, sexual assault, stalking or obscene communication  (12)  

▢ sexual compliance is exchanged for a job or other benefits  (13)  

▢ other, please specify  (14) __________________________________________________ 

▢ None  (15)  

 

Q3    How often has this happened to you? 

▢ Daily  (1)  

▢ Weekly  (2)  

▢ Monthly  (3)  

▢ Only one  (4)  

▢ 2-4 times  (5)  

▢ 5-10 times  (6)  

▢ Never  (7)  

▢ Other (please specify)  (8) __________________________________________________ 
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Q4 When did it happen? 

▢ Recently  (1)  

▢ Last two years  (5)  

▢ Last five years  (6)  

▢ Last ten years  (7)  

▢ Never  (8)  

 

Q5     Who did this to you? 

▢ Friend  (1)  

▢ A colleague (2)  

▢ Manager  (3)  

▢ Stranger  (4)  

▢ Working partners  (6)  

▢ Other (please specify)  (5) __________________________________________________ 

▢ None  (7)  

 

 



230 | P a g e  

 

Q6  Where did this happen to you? 

▢ In the office  (1)  

▢ Lift or elevator  (2)  

▢ Out of office  (3)  

▢ At a meeting  (4)  

▢ During the business trips (5)  

▢ Organisation retreat, event, team building, ceremony  (6)  

▢ Other (please specific)  (7) __________________________________________________ 

▢ None  (8)  

Q7 How did this make you feel? 

▢ Afraid  (1)  

▢ Nervous  (2)  

▢ Embarrassed   (3)  

▢ Angry  (4)  

▢ Uncomfortable  (5)  

▢ Upset  (6)  
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▢ Degraded  (7)  

▢ Intimidated  (8)  

▢ Defiant  (9)  

▢ Want to quit the job  (10)  

▢ Other ( specify)  (11) __________________________________________________ 

▢ None  (12)  

 

Q8 How does sexual harassment experience impact to your life ( work, family, relationship)? 

Please specify.  

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

Q9 Why did sexual harassment happen in the workplace? Please specify 

_______________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 



232 | P a g e  

 

Q10 If you experienced sexual harassment at the workplace, how did you respond to sexual 

harassment at the workplace?  

▢ Keep silent; why? (1) __________________________________________________ 

▢ Ignore, why? (2) __________________________________________________ 

▢ Tell the person not to do that  (3)  

▢ Talk with your friend or family  (4)  

▢ Report to the responsible person in your organisation (5)  

▢ Avoid meeting that person  (6)  

▢ Avoid risky situations  (7)  

▢ Do nothing, why? (8) __________________________________________________ 

▢ Never experience (9)  

Q11 How did you do if you observed sexual harassment at the workplace? 

▢ Keep silent (1)  

▢ Ignore (2)  

▢ Tell the person not to do that (3)  

▢ Try to ask a harassed person if they need help (4)  

▢ Report to a responsible person in your organisation (5)  
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▢ Do nothing (6)  

 

Q12 If you have to observe sexual harassment happen next to you, do you think you are 

harassed even if you are not a target of the harasser?  

o Yes, please explain (1) __________________________________________________ 

o No, please explain (2) __________________________________________________ 

o Not sure, please explain (3) __________________________________________________ 

 

Q13 Did you feel you needed support or help with this? (skip this question if you have not 

experienced sexual harassment at the workplace) 

o Yes (1)  

o No (2)  

o Not sure (3)  

 

Q14 If yes, did you get the support you needed? (skip this question if you have not 

experienced sexual harassment at workplace) 

o Yes (1)  

o No (2)  

o Not sure (3)  
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Q15 Who supported you? (skip this question if you have not experienced sexual harassment 

at a workplace) 

▢ Friend (1)  

▢ Colleagues (2)  

▢ Manager (3)  

▢ Helpline or service provider (4)  

▢ No one (5)  

▢ Other (please specify) (6)  

 

Q16 In what way did they support you? (skip this question if you have not experienced sexual 

harassment at the workplace) 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q17 Do you feel you have been pushed or forced to do anything differently because of your 

experience of sexual harassment? (e.g not walk a certain route, change of dress etc.) ( skip 

this question if you have not experienced sexual harassment at the workplace) 

▢ Yes, how? (1) __________________________________________________ 

▢ No (2)  

▢ Not sure (3)  

 



235 | P a g e  

 

 

Q18 Does your organisation have any policy/code of conduct that addresses sexual 

harassment?  

o No (1)  

o Yes  (2)  

o If yes, please give information about the policy/ code of conduct (3) 

__________________________________________________ 

 

 

Q19 Do you know any law or policy addressing sexual harassment in Vietnam? If so, please 

specify. 

o Yes, please specify (5) __________________________________________________ 

o No (6)  

o Not sure (7)  

 

Q20 How do these laws and policies work to address sexual harassment? Please specify 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

Q21 If you want to say something about the issue of sexual harassment ( like its prevalence, 

causes, consequences ect), what would you want to say? Please give information.  

 

Q22 Have you experienced sexual harassment in your life but not in the workplace or related to 
work? 
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o Yes, move to question 23 (1)  

o No (2)  

o Not sure (3)  

Q23 When did it happen? 

▢ Recently, where it happened? (1)  

▢ Last two years, where it happened? (4)  

▢ Last five years, where it happened? (5)  

▢ Last ten years, where it happened? (6)  

▢ Never  (7)  

Q24 Who did this to you?  

▢ Friends  (1)  

▢ Old Colleagues  (4)  

▢ Old Manager  (5)  

▢ Stranger  (6)  

▢ Old Partner  (7)  

▢ Neighbours (8)  

▢ Other  (9) __________________________________________________ 
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▢ No one  (10)  

 

Q25 How did it happen to you?  

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix 3: Interview Schedule: State Officers, Workers, and Key 

Informants  

Interview schedule- Female officer 

Code:  

A. Personal details 

1. Age:  What is your age 

2. Place of birth - Where were you born? 

3. Marital status 

4. Highest educational level completed: 

 If education is incomplete, why? 

5. Can you tell me about your household and your care responsibilities? 

a. Who do you live with? 

b. What are your responsibilities in your family? 

c. Do you have any children? How old are they? 

B. Employment and workplace background 

1. Can you please tell me about your employment? 

a. How long have you been in your present job? 

b. What is your present role? What are your responsibilities 

c. How important is this job to you?  

d. Do you have any other income-generating activities?  

2. Have you always worked in this organisation? 

a. If not, where do/did you work? 

b. If previously employed, why did you move? How would you, describe 

your previous work experience?  

3. How would you describe your current job and your organisation's working 

environment? 

4. How would you describe your relationship with your colleagues: female, male, 

managers?  

5.  Are there any social and staff network activities in your organisation? If yes, 

please give some examples of the activities.  
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6. Are you a member of any organisation in your organisation (e.g. Trade, Youth 

union.)? How has it benefited you? What are the organisation and staff 

social networks you like most and why?  

C. Perception toward workplace sexual harassment  

4. Have you heard about the term ‘sexual harassment’? if yes, how did you hear about 

this issue?  

5. How would you describe sexual harassment behaviours?  

6. Have you or someone you know ever been sexually harassed at work? 

When? Could you tell me what happened? 

7. How do these behaviours below describe your experience or understanding? 

a. Unwelcome touching behaviours at the workplace in the last 24 months? 

Please give examples of the unwelcome behaviours (if possible)? Where 

did it happen? How often?  

b. Inappropriate physical contact? Please give examples of these behaviours 

(if possible)? Where and when it happened? And how often  

c. Unwanted, inappropriate behaviours that you feel offended? Please give 

examples of these behaviours if possible. Where and when it happened? 

How often?  

d. Sexually explicit emails or SMS messages, photos?  

8. Have you ever been or known someone who experienced ‘quid pro quo’ - 

sexual compliance is exchanged for job or other benefits?   

9. In what context did the harassment occur? 

10. Who are the perpetrators? 

11. Was the perpetrator in a position of power or authority over you? 

12. In your opinion, why do these people harass others? 

13. In your opinion, who are often victims of sexual harassment? And why? 

D. Sexual harassment at the workplace 

1. What makes sexual harassment more likely at work? 

2. How has sexual harassment at work changed over time?  

3. Who is more likely to be sexually harassed at work? Why?  
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4. In what ways has sexual harassment at work affected you or someone you 

know? Potential probes: physically, psychologically, emotionally 

5. How and what did you or the person affected do in response to sexual 

harassment?  

6. In your opinion, how are people who experience sexual harassment viewed/treated? 

Has this changed over time?  

7. In your workplace, how are people who harass others viewed/treated? Has this 

changed over time?  

8.  How do you think the way people view perpetrators and victims may create or 

prevent more sexual harassment at work?  

- If yes, please explain how it can increase sexual harassment and how it can 

prevent sexual harassment.  

9. In your opinion, do family and care responsibilities affect how women experience 

and respond to sexual harassment at work?  

10. What makes sexual harassment unlikely to be reported? (What barriers prevent 

people from reporting sexual harassment)?  

11. How make you feel comfortable reporting sexual harassment at work?  

12. Who might help you/ someone to cope with sexual harassment? And to whom 

where you would report to?  

13. Do you think men should be involved in preventing sexual harassment at work? If 

so, how can they involve?   

14. How can women play a role in addressing sexual harassment? 

15. Do you know about any workplace guidelines for sexual harassment prevention 

in your organisation? If so, is the guideline effective? 

16. Are there any policies and programs on gender equality and sexual harassment 

prevention in your organisation? If yes, please give an example.  

17. Have you attended any training related to gender equality and sexual 

harassment?  

a. If so, when you attend?  

b. Do you find the training/ talk helpful? If so, please explain. If not, why? 
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18. Do you know any law/ policy on preventing sexual harassment? If yes, how do 

you understand these laws?  

19. The labour code 2019 has enacted a new term on sexual harassment. Do you 

think the law reflects the actual situation? If something needs to be in the law, 

what would you suggest?  

20. Do you think it is possible to prevent sexual harassment at work? If so, how sexual in 

the workplace could be dealt with?  
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Interview schedule- Female worker 

Code:  

A. Personal details 

1.  Age:  What is your age 

2. Place of birth - Where were you born? 

3. Marital status 

4. Highest educational level completed: 

 If education is incomplete, why? 

5. Can you tell me about your household and your care responsibilities? 

a. Who do you live with? 

b. What are your responsibilities in your family? 

c. Do you have any children? How old are they? 

B. Employment and workplace background 

1. Can you please tell me about your employment? 

a. Were you living here before getting a job here?  

b.  If no to the above, did you need to relocate to get a job here?  

c. Why do you decide to work in this factory? 

d. How long have you been in your present job? What is your current role? 

2. How important is this job to you?  

- Do you have any other income-generating activities?  

3. Where did you work before? If previously employed, why did you move? How 

would you, describe your previous work experience?  

4. How would you describe your current job and your factory working environment? 

5. How would you describe your relationship with your colleagues: female, male, 

managers?  

6.  How many hours do you work per week?  

7. Are there any social and worker network activities in the factory? If yes, 

please give some examples of the activities. 

8. Are you a member of any organisation in your factory (e.g. Trade, Youth 

union.)? How has it benefited you? 
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C. Perception toward workplace sexual harassment  

1. Have you heard about the term ‘sexual harassment’? If yes, how did you hear 

about this issue?  

2. How would you describe sexual harassment behaviours?  

3.  Have you or someone you know ever been sexually harassed at work? 

- When? Could you tell me what happened? 

4.  How do these behaviours below describe your experience or understanding? 

e. Unwelcome touching behaviours at the workplace in the last 24 months? 

Please give examples of unwelcome behaviours (if possible). Where did it 

happen? How often?  

f. Inappropriate physical contact? Please give examples of these behaviours (if 

possible)? Where and when it happened? And how often  

g. Unwanted, inappropriate behaviours that you feel offended by? Please 

give examples of these behaviours if possible. Where and when it 

happened? How often?  

h. Sexually explicit emails or SMS messages, photos?  

5. Have you ever been or know someone who experienced ‘quid pro quo’ - 

sexual compliance is exchanged for a job or other benefits?   

6. In what context did the harassment occur? 

7. Who are the perpetrators? 

8. Was the perpetrator in a position of power or authority over you? 

9. In your opinion, why do these people harass others? 

10. In your opinion, who are often victims of sexual harassment? And why? 

D. Sexual harassment at the workplace 

1. What makes sexual harassment more likely at work? 

2. How has sexual harassment at work changed over time?  

3. Who are more likely to be sexually harassed at work? Why?  

4. In what ways has sexual harassment at work affected you or someone you know? 

Potential probes: physically, psychologically, emotionally 

5. How and what did you or the person affected do in response to sexual 

harassment?  



244 | P a g e  

 

6. In your opinion, how are people who experience sexual harassment 

viewed/treated? Has this changed over time?  

7. In your workplace, how are people who harass others viewed/treated? Has this 

changed over time?  

8.  How do you think the way people view perpetrators and victims may create or 

prevent more sexual harassment at work?  

9. If yes, please explain how it can increase sexual harassment and how it can 

prevent sexual harassment.  

10. In your opinion, do family and care responsibilities affect how women experience 

and respond to sexual harassment at work?  

11. What makes sexual harassment unlikely to be reported? (What barriers prevent 

people from reporting sexual harassment)?  

12. How make you feel comfortable reporting sexual harassment at work?  

13. Who might help you/ someone to cope with sexual harassment? And whom 

where you would report to?  

14. Do you think where men should be involved in preventing sexual harassment at 

work? If so, how can they involve?   

15. How can women play a role in addressing sexual harassment? 

16. Do you know about any workplace guidelines for sexual harassment prevention in 

your organisation? If so, is the guideline effective? 

17. Have you attended any training related to gender equality or sexual harassment?  

a. If so, when you attend?  

b. Do you find the training/ talk is helpful? If so, please explain. If not, 

why? 

18. Do you know any law/ policy on preventing sexual harassment? If yes, how do 

you understand these laws?  

19. The labour code 2019 has enacted a new term on sexual harassment. Do you 

think the law reflects the actual situation? If something needs to be in the law, 

what would you suggest?  

20. Do you think it is possible to prevent sexual harassment at work? If so, how sexual 

in the workplace could be dealt with?  
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Interview schedule- Key informants  

A. Personal details 

1. Age:  What is your age 

2. Place of birth - Where were you born? 

3. Marital status 

4. Highest educational level completed: 

5. How long have you been in your present job? 

- Have you always worked in this organisation? 

- If not, where do/did you work? 

6. What is your present role? What are your responsibilities 

B. Organisation/Ministry 

1. What is the function of your department/ organisation? 

- What is the nature of your involvement in this? 

2. Can you say something about key gender-specific programs of your 

Department/ Organisation? And the program related to preventing sexual 

harassment? 

- What were the aims and objectives of these programs? 

- How successful were they? If not/ Why not? 

3. What are the most important issues related to achieving a gender equality 

agenda?  

- Do you think those issues have changed over time? In what way? 

4. Can you define the difference between the past and current programs on gender 

equality and sexual harassment in your organisation? 

5. What are the most important issues related to prevent sexual harassment at 

the workplace effectively?  

* {This section applies to Government agencies) 

6.1. Do you work or collaborate with other organisations like UN agencies, UN, 

research institutions, business sectors, etc., in addressing gender inequality and 

sexual harassment? 

- What form does it take? 

6.2. How have these organisations contributed to achieving gender equality 

agenda and addressing sexual harassment in VN? 

6.3 How is the cooperation going? 

* {This section applies to NGOs, research institutions, and lawyers) 
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6.1. Which network, if any, is your organisation a part of?  

6.2. In general, do you have any contact with or liaise with other NGOs, or 

institutions? 

 - What form does it takes? 

6.3.  Do you have contact or collaborate with VWU, VGCL, and MOLISA, and 

business sectors?  

 - What form does it take? And how it has been going? 

6.4.  Are you able to get support or collaboration from political 

representatives? If yes, what form? And how effective it is.  

6.5. What are the most leading organisation (government and others) in 

addressing sexual harassment in Viet Nam? 

C. Perception toward workplace sexual harassment  

1.    How do you define sexual harassment?  

2. How would you discuss about behaviors as bellow? And which form are often 

reported as sexual harassment at workplace?  

b) Unwelcome touching, hugging, cornering or kissing  

c)  Inappropriate physical contact: such as repeated hugs or a hand on an 

employee's back. 

d) Inappropriate staring or leering that made you feel intimidated 

e) Sexually suggestive comments or jokes that made you feel offended 

f) Sexually explicit pictures, posters or gifts that made you feel offended 

g) Repeated or inappropriate invitations to go out on dates 

h) Intrusive questions about your private life or physical appearance that made 

you feel offended. 

i) commenting on the attractiveness of others in front of an employee 

j) Spreading sexual rumours about an employee or discussing one's sex life in 

front of an employee 

k) Sexually explicit emails or SMS messages 

l) Repeated or inappropriate advances on email, social networking websites or 

internet chat rooms by a work colleague 

m) Requests or pressure for sex or other sexual acts  

n)  Actual or attempted rape or assault 
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3.   How would you describe ‘quid pro quo’ - sexual compliance is exchanged for job 

or other benefits? Has it happened often, and why? Who are involved in this 

form of sexual harassment?  

D. Sexual harassment at the workplace 

1. What makes sexual harassment more likely at the workplace? 

2. How has sexual harassment at work changed over time? In which way? 

3.  In what context does the harassment occur? 

4. In your opinion, what and how culture view and gender role have influenced how 

people view sexual harassment? Has the issue changed over time? 

5.  What and how are cultural views and gender roles influencing how people view the 

victim of sexual harassment? Has the issue changed over time? 

6. What and how cultural views and gender roles have influenced the way people view 

perpetrators?  

7. How do you think the way people view perpetrators and victims may create or prevent 

more sexual harassment at work?  

- If yes, please explain how it can increase sexual harassment and how it can 

prevent sexual harassment.  

8. Who is more likely to be sexually harassed at work? Why?  

9. Who are often perpetrators? 

10. In your opinion, why do people harass others? 

11. In what ways has sexual harassment at work affected workers? Potential probes: 

physically, psychologically, emotionally 

12. How and what does the person affected do in response to sexual harassment?  

13. In your opinion, do family and care responsibilities affect how women experience and 

respond to sexual harassment at work?  

14. What makes sexual harassment unlikely to be reported? (What barriers prevent 

people from reporting sexual harassment)?  

15. What might prevent sexual harassment in the workplace? 

16. How should women play a role in addressing sexual harassment in the workplace? 

17. How should men involve in addressing sexual harassment at work? 

18. What is the most important thing to address about sexual harassment in the 

workplace? 

E. Gender, policy and law 

1. What is the significant law/ policy related to addressing sexual harassment 

currently?  

2. How has the law changed over time, and why?  

3. How has law and policy implementation been done? What are the challenges in 

implementing these laws/ policies? 
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4. Do the law and policy responses to the actual situation of sexual harassment? 

Including how sexual harassment has been defined and what the mechanism to 

address it is. If not? Why? 

5. In your opinion, what has been the most successful strategy/ policy for contributing 

to gender equality in Vietnam? And addressing sexual harassment? 

6. In your opinion, what has been the least successful strategy/ policy for contributing to 

gender equality in Vietnam? And addressing sexual harassment? 

7. How addressing sexual harassment will contribute to gender equality in Vietnam?  

8. In which way do Vietnam policy and law respond to international conventions 

regarding gender equality and addressing sexual harassment in the workplace?  

9. How do the law and policy on addressing gender equality and sexual harassment need 

to be developed and implemented?  

10. What do you think about organisations' and businesses' roles in preventing sexual 

harassment at work? 

11. What do you think about public education on addressing sexual harassment? In which 

way and what should public education be developed?  

  



249 | P a g e  

 

Appendix 4: Information Sheet for Participants  

Participant Information – State officers and Factory workers 

Research title:  

Sexual Harassment of Working Women: A Case Study in Viet Nam 

     I want to invite you to take part in a research study. Before you decide, I would like you to 

understand why the research is being done and what it would involve for you. Please take 

time to read the following information carefully. Ask questions if anything you read is unclear 

or if you want more information. Take time to decide whether or not to take part. 

Thanks for reading this. 

Information of Researcher 

Researcher name: Nguyen Thi Huong 

I am a PhD student in Women and Gender Studies at Flinders University, South Australia. I am 

conducting the research as a principal requirement of my PhD program.  

The study is taking research under the supervision of professors: Yvonne- Corcoran-Nante, 

Susanne Schech, and Janet McIntyre in Flinders University.  

 The purpose of this research  

The research examines the sexual harassment of working women in Vietnam shaped by the power 

dynamics in the workplace and gender construction. The research seeks to investigate the key factors 

influencing female workers to experience sexual harassment, their understanding, attitude, behaviour 

and response to sexual harassment in the culturally specific context of Vietnam.  

The research will contribute to developing a greater understanding of sexual harassment as a social 

institution rooted in gender discrimination and inequality and enhance academic research on the 

phenomenon. Findings from research hope to address the power and gender inequality in the context 

of more women participating in employment and moving from agriculture to industrial and service 

sectors. It will contribute to a clearer definition of unacceptable behaviour and consider the definition 

of sexual harassment, the gaps between actual understanding and practices in the workplace and the 

legal definition. The research aims to identify effective legal approaches to addressing sexual 

harassment in Vietnam and consider possible solutions to addressing sexual harassment through a 

gender-specific lens and gender-transformative intervention programs. 

What will taking part involve  

The research covers key topics: 

• Examining how sexual harassment of working women is shaped by power dynamics and 

gender constructions. 

• Understanding and uncovering the different working women's attitudes, behaviours and 

responses to sexual harassment in the specific context of Vietnam 
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• Identifying any mismatch between policy and legislation formulation and practices to 

improve law enforcement and gender-based intervention program. 

The duration of participation for an interview is expected from 60-90 minutes.  

The interview location is selected upon participants' choice to ensure confidentiality, safe and 

comfortable. It can be in your accommodation, café, or any most comfortable space. 

Note-taking will be used to record data, and if it is possible and agreed in a consent form, audio-

recording will be used. Participants are well-informed of how data is recorded and can decide what 

way they prefer and if they wish to continue.  

Why have you been invited to take part? 

 You are invited to participate in the research because you are emplyees ( in state-employer 

organisations or factories). Your experience in workplace will give important insight about 

workplace SH from your views.  

Do you have to take part?  

 Your participation is completely voluntary, and it is up to you to decide whether to participate 

in the research. If you decide to participate in, you will be given the information sheets to 

keep and asked to sign the consent form. You are free to refuse any question and withdraw 

at any time without giving a reason and any consequence whatsoever.  

What are the benefits or possible risk of taking part?   

There will be no specific direct benefits, but t your response will contribute to a thesis on sexual 

harassment that aims to contribute to develop better knowledge about about workplace SH and 

framing policy to support safe work environments and to prevent sexual violence to women. Your 

recommendations on addressing sexual harassment will contribute to the research recommendations 

for law enforcement to implement safer workplaces in Vietnam. This in turn, will improve workers' 

wellbeing and gender equality.  

There are no anticipated physical, social, legal, or economic risks and conflicts associated with the 

present study. As volunteers to help me undertake the research, it is important to know the research 

aims and objectives prior to the interview. You are welcome to take a break during the interview 

process or withdraw from the research at any stage. You will be allowed to debrief after the interview 

and have feedback on how the research interview process could be improved.  

Will taking part be confidential?  

It is assumed that all information related to a participant will remain anonymous. Confidentiality will 

be ensured at all stages of the research and all data and information will be kept in a locked room at 

the Researcher's house in Vietnam. Information will be kept in a locked filing cabinet in Researcher's 

room at Flinders University when Researcher returns to Australia. You can read their transcripts to 

amend any unforeseen identifiable information if they request.  

The Researcher will not persist in pursuing subsequent contacts if the participant does not respond to 

invitations. Meetings and interviews will be undertaken at a convenient date/time/venue suitable to 

and comfortable for the respondent.  
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The Researcher will not ask any questions to make the participant uncomfortable during the interview. 

You will then be able to review your transcripts and amend them accordingly if requested. If you do 

not make any response within two weeks, it will indicate that the transcripts are acceptable.  

How will the information you provide be recorded, stored and protected?  

Information will be recorded by note-taking or audio if possible. Signed consent forms and original 

audio recordings will be retained in my lockers in the University. All transcripts will be kept 

confidential and stored in a locked filing cabinet in my personal locker in Vietnam and my university 

office in Australia. The soft copy of the transcript will be saved in a personal laptop and the University 

computer in the office with a password.  

What will happen to the result of the study?  

The research will be submitted to Flinders University and will be published later. If possible, 

it will be presented in relevant conferences in Vietnam, Australia and other countries. The 

research will also be shared with partners in Vietnam, including some state agencies, NGOs, 

and research institutions.  

Whom should you contact for further information?  

Mrs. Nguyen Thi Huong 

Email: Nguy0900@flinders.edu.au 

Phone: Australia: 61.0406385328 

             Vietnam: 0915456625 

 

Thank you 
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Participant Information – Key informants 

 

Research title:  

Sexual Harassment of Working Women: A Case Study in Viet Nam 

 

     I would like to invite you to take part in a research study. Before you decide, I would like 

you to understand why the research is being done and what it would involve for you. Please 

take time to read the following information carefully. Ask questions if anything you read is 

unclear or if you want more information. Take time to decide whether or not to take part. 

Thanks for reading this. 

Information of Researcher: 

Researcher name: Nguyen Thi Huong 

I am a PhD student on Women and Gender Studies at Flinders University, South Australia. I 

am conducting the research as a principal requirement of my PhD program.  

The study is taking research under the supervision of professors: Yvonne Corcoran-Nantes, 

Susanne Schech, and Janet McIntyre at Flinders University.  

 The purpose of this research  

The research examines the sexual harassment of working women in Vietnam shaped by the power 

dynamics in the workplace and gender construction. The research seeks to undertake an in-depth 

analysis of the key factors influencing female workers' experience of sexual harassment, their 

understanding, attitude, behaviour and response to sexual harassment in the culturally specific 

context of Vietnam.  

The research will contribute to developing a greater understanding of sexual harassment as a social 

institution rooted in gender discrimination and inequality and enhance academic research on the 

phenomenon. Findings from research hope to address the power and gender inequality in the context 

of more women participating in employment and moving from agriculture to industrial and service 

sectors. It will contribute to a clearer definition of unacceptable behaviour and consider the definition 

of sexual harassment, the gaps between actual understanding and practices in the workplace and legal 

definition. The research aims to identify practical legal approaches to addressing sexual harassment 

in Vietnam and consider possible solutions to addressing sexual harassment through a gender-specific 

lens and gender-transformative intervention programs. 

What will taking part involve  

The research covers key topics: 

• Examining how sexual harassment of working women is shaped by power dynamics and 

gender constructions. 
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• Understanding and uncovering the different working women's attitudes, behaviours and 

responses to sexual harassment in the specific context of Vietnam 

• Identifying any mismatch between policy and legislation formulation and practices to 

improve law enforcement and gender-based intervention program. 

The duration of participation for interview is expected from 60-90 minutes.  

The interview location is selected upon participants' choice to ensure confidentiality, safe and 

comfortable. It can be in your accommodation, café, or any most comfortable space. 

Note-taking will be used to record data, and if it is possible and agreed in the consent form, audio 

recording will be used. Participants are well-informed of how data is recorded and can decide what 

way they prefer and if they wish to continue.  

Why have you been invited to take part? 

 You are invited to participate in the research because you work in an organisation that works 

on gender, women and workers' issues. Your work experience in policy-making, 

implementation, program intervention, and research on gender and sexual harassment will 

give important insight into how the law and policy have responded to sexual harassment.  

Do you have to take part?  

 Your participation is completely voluntary, and it is up to you to decide whether to participate 

in the research. If you decide to participate in, you will be given the information sheets to 

keep and asked to sign the consent form. You are free to refuse any question and withdraw 

at any time without giving a reason and any consequence whatsoever.  

What are benefits or possible risk of taking part?   

There will be no specific direct benefits, but t your response will contribute to a thesis on sexual 

harassment that aims to contribute to framing policy to support safe work environments and to 

prevent sexual violence to women. Your recommendations on addressing sexual harassment will 

contribute to the research recommendations for law enforcement to implement safer workplaces in 

Vietnam. This in turn, will improve workers' wellbeing and gender equality.  

There are no anticipated physical, social, legal, or economic risks and conflicts associated with the 

present study. As volunteers to help me undertake the research, it is important to know the research 

aims and objectives prior to the interview. You are welcome to take a break during the interview or 

withdraw from the research at any stage. You will be given an opportunity to debrief after the 

interview and have feedback on how the research interview process could be improved.  

Will taking part be confidential?  

It is assumed that all information related to a participant will remain anonymous. Confidentiality will 

be ensured at all stages of the research and all data and information will be kept in a locked room at 

the Researcher's house in Vietnam. Information will be kept in a locked filing cabinet in Researcher's 

room at Flinders University when Researcher returns to Australia. You will be allowed to read their 

transcripts to amend any unforeseen identifiable information if they request.  
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The Researcher will not persist in pursuing subsequent contacts if the participant does not respond to 

invitations. Meetings and interviews will be undertaken at a convenient date/time/venue suitable to 

and comfortable for the respondent.  

The Researcher will not ask any questions to make the participant uncomfortable during the interview. 

You will then be able to review your personal transcripts and amend them accordingly if requested. If 

you do not make any response within two weeks, it will indicate that the transcripts are acceptable.  

 

How will the information you provide be recorded, stored and protected?  

Information will be recorded by note-taking or audio if possible. Signed consent forms and original 

audio recordings will be retained in my lockers in the University. All transcripts will be kept 

confidential and stored in a locked filing cabinet in my personal locker in Vietnam and my university 

office in Australia. The soft copy of the transcript will be saved in a personal laptop and the University 

computer in the office with a password.  

What will happen to the result of the study?  

The research will be submitted to Flinders University and will be published later. If possible, 

it will be presented at relevant conferences in Vietnam, Australia and other countries. The 

research will also be shared with partners in Vietnam, including some state agencies, NGOs, 

and research institutions.  

Who should you contact for further information?  

Mrs. Nguyen Thi Huong 

Email: Nguy0900@flinders.edu.au 

Phone: Australia: 61.0406385328 

             Vietnam: 0915456625 

 

 

Thank you 
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Appendix 5: Consent form for Interview 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH 

(INTERVIEW) 

Sexual harassment of working women: A case study in Vietnam 

 

I …............................................................................................................................ 

being over the age of 18 years hereby consent to participate as requested in the Information Sheet 

for the research project on ‘Sexual harassment at work: A Case study of working women in 

contemporary Vietnam.’ 

1. I have read the information provided. 

2. Details of procedures and any risks have been explained to my satisfaction. 

3. I agree to have note taking and audio recording of my information and participation. 

4. I am aware that I should retain a copy of the Information Sheet and Consent Form for future 

reference. 

5. I understand that: 

• I may not directly benefit from taking part in this research. 

• I am free to withdraw from the project at any time and am free to decline to answer 
particular questions. 

• While the information gained in this study will be published as explained, I will not 
be identified, and individual information will remain confidential, unless consent for 
identification has been given below (please tick): 

- I do not wish to be identified  (       ) 
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- I consent for my name to appear in the final publication  (      ) 
- I consent for specific quotes from the interview to appear in the final publication  

(       ) 

6. Whether I participate or not, or withdraw after participating, will have no effect on any 
treatment or service that is being provided to me. 

7. I may ask that the recording be stopped at any time. I may also withdraw at any time during 
the interview.  

8. I agree/do not agree* to the tape/transcript* being made available to other researchers who 
are not members of this research team, but who are judged by the research team to be 

doing related research, on condition that my identity is not revealed.          * delete as 
appropriate 

 

Participant’s signature……………………………………Date…………………... 

 

I certify that I have explained the study to the volunteer and consider that she/he understands what 

is involved and freely consents to participation. 

Researcher’s name………………………………….……………………................. 

Researcher’s signature…………………………………..Date……………………. 

 

9. I, the participant whose signature appears below, have read a transcript of my participation 
and agree to its use by the researcher as explained. 

 

Participant’s signature……………………………………Date…………………... 

 

10. I, the participant whose signature appears below, have read the researcher’s report and 
agree to the publication of my information as reported. 

 

Participant’s signature……………………………………Date…………………... 
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Appendix 6: Translation Accuracy Certification 
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 Appendix 7: Interview Participants Lists (de-identified).  

Table 7.1: Workers interview list  

1. Workers interview attendant list 

No 

Name Gender Age Work position Factory location Cited in 
the 

research  

1 Hang Phung  F 31 Worker Hai Phong x 
2 Thanh Nguyen  F 39 Worker Hai Phong x 

3 Nguyen Van F 39 Worker Hai Phong x 
4 Cam Nguyen  F 43 Worker Hai Duong x 
5 Trang Đinh  F 25 Worker Hai Duong   
6 Vi Xuan Vu   F 35 Worker Hai Duong x 
7 Tham Nguyen  F 31 Worker Ha Noi x 
8 Nguyen  Khoan M 27 Worker Hanoi   
9 Nguyen Hoan F 28 Worker Hanoi x 

10 Ly Nguyen  F 31 Worker Vinh Phuc x 
11  Duy Quan M 23 Worker Vinh Phuc   
12 Lyh Ngo  F 28 Worker Dong Nai x 
13 Thao Bui  F 26 Worker Dong Nai   

14 Hoang Tuyen M 37 Worker HCM   
15 Van Vu  F 33 Worker Hai Phong x 
16 Hoang Duong F 25 Worker Hai Duong x 
17 Ha  Linh F 26 Worker Vinh Phuc   
18 Tran Linh F 35 Worker Vinh Phuc x 
19 Tran Loc M 43 Worker Dong Nai   
20 Đo  Anh M 28 Worker Hai Duong   
21 Mu Le M 31 Worker Hai Duong x 
22 Thuy Thanh  F 31 Midle manager Thanh Hoa x 

23 Diu Thu F 27 Worker Vinh Phuc x 

24 Bac Le M 21 Worker Hai Phong x 
25 Tram Ngoc F 44 Worker Thanh Hoa x 
26 Tra Giang  F 27 Worker Thanh Hoa x 
27 Ha Le F 33 Worker Thanh Hoa x 
28 Hien Le F 37 Worker Thanh Hoa x 
29 Hoa Đao F 29 Worker Thanh Hoa   
30 Hoa Thuong F 37 Worker Thanh Hoa x 
31 Hue Nguyen F 31 Worker Dong Nai   
32 Thu Ha F 27 Worker Thanh Hoa   
33 Linh Chi F 42 Worker HCM x 

34 Hong Linh F 33 Worker Thanh Hoa   
35 Nguyen Thy F 26 Worker Hanoi x 
36 Tam Le F 46 Team leader Thanh Hoa x 
37 Tham Le F 33 Worker Thanh Hoa x 
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38 Thu Nguyen F 29 Worker Thanh Hoa   
39 Tuyet Dinh F 22 Worker Thanh Hoa   
40 Vui   Hong F 33 Worker HCM x 
41 Thang Le F 38 Worker HCM   
42 Tuyen Thanh F 39 Worker Thanh Hoa X 
43 Than Do F 22 Worker Thanh Hoa X 

 

Table 7.2: Female officer attendant list 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

No Name Sex Age Education Workplace 
Work 
position 

Cited in 
research 

1 Bich Dao  F 42 MA VWU staff x 

2 Can Thu  F 44 MA VWU 
middle 
manager x 

3 Lan Ngoc  F 42 MA VWU Staff x 

4 Hai Nguyen  F 45 MA VWU staff x 

5 Hang Le M F 35 Bachelor MOLISA staff x 

6 Ngoc Van Hong  F 32 MA MOLISA staff x 

7 Chi Nguyen F 41 MA VGCL 
Middle 
manager x 

8 Li Le F 36 MA Govt staff x 

9 Tuyet Tran F 30 Bachelor Govt staff   

10 Gi Bui F 49 MA Govt 
Middle 
manager x 

11 Ha Le F 40 MA NGO staff   

12 Lam Van  F 33 PhD VGCL Researcher x 

13 Hao Ton  F 33 MA VGCL officer x 

14 Mo Lan F 35 MA VWU Staff x 

15 Nhi Nguyen F 36 PhD Govt staff x 

16 Minh Huong F 41 MA VWU Deputy   

17 Nhu Tran  F 41 MA VWU staff x 
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Table 7.3: Key informants interview list 

No Name Sex Age Education Workplace 
Work 
position 

Cited in 
research 

1 An Hoang F 37 PhD VWU 
Deputy 
Director x 

2 Hoang Tran  F 54 Bachelor VGCL Director x 
3 Van Ngan f 32 MA MOLISA staff   

4 Van Hong F 52 MA VGCL 
Deputy 
Director x 

5 Kim Nguyen F 51 MA NGO Director x 

6 Thu Hang F 41 Bachelor NGO staff   

7 Tien Truong M 60 MA MOLISA 
Deputy 
Director x 

8 Quang Dinh M 55 MA VGCL Deputy x 
9 Nguyen Van F 55 MA NGO Directotor   

10 Van Thien M 44 MA MOLISA 
Deputy 
Director x 

11 Mai Hong F 46 MA VWU Deputy x 

12 Minh Thai M 44 MA Law firm lawyer x 
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Appendix 8: Demographics of Research Participants 

Table 8.4: Survey Participants' Gender and Age 

 

Gender 

Age Total 

18-27 28-35 36-45 46-55 

Female Count 28 90 91 30 239 

% of Total 8.2% 26.5% 26.8% 8.8% 70.3% 

Male Count 17 34 39 10 100 

% of Total 5.0% 10.0% 11.5% 2.9% 29.4% 

Other Count 0 0 1 0 1 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 0.3% 0.0% 0.3% 

Total  Count 45 124 131 40 340 

% of Total 13.2% 36.5% 38.5% 11.8% 100.0% 

Source: Qualtrics survey conducted from February – April 2021 

 

Table 8.5: Survey Participants by Age and Marital Status 

Age 

Marital Status 

Total Single Married Divorced Separate 

Living with 

partner 
 

18-27 8.5% 4.7% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 13.2% 

28-35 4.1% 30.3% 1.2% 0.6% 0.3% 36.5% 

36-45 0.6% 35.3% 2.1% 0.3% 0.3% 38.5% 

46-55 1.2% 10.0% 0.3% 0.3% 0.0% 11.8% 

Total 14.4% 80.3% 3.5% 1.2% 0.6% 100.0% 

                 Source: Qualtrics survey conducted from February- April 2021  
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Table 8.6: Interview Participants by age, gender, marital status and employment sectors 

Age  

Employment Gender Marital status  

Government  Unions Workers Others Male  Female Married Unmarried Divorced 

18-27 0 0 8 0 1 7 5 3 0 

28-35 2 6 20 0 2 26 24 2 2 

36-45 8 8 13 1 3 27 27 2 1 

46-55 2 3 1 0 2 4 4 1 1 

Total  12 17 42 1 8 64 60 8 4 

Source: Participants' interviews conducted from January to April 2021 
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