ASIAN AMERICAN AND PACIFIC
ISLANDER WOMEN' AND SEXUAL

HARASSMENT IN THE WORKPLACE

Sexual harassment in the workplace is a pervasive
issue for AAPI women. Studies show that women
of color are significantly more likely to experience
workplace sexual harassment.? Immigrant AAPI
women employed in low-wage jobs are especially
vulnerable to sexual harassment and violence.
Moreover, AAPI women experience sexual harass-
ment unique to their intersectional identities and
face significant barriers to reporting harassment.

Sexual harassment can have a devastating impact
on an AAPI woman’s bodily autonomy, dignity,
economic security, and ability to live free from
sexual violence and discrimination. Those who
are harassed at work are often denied or deterred
from promotions, fired, or forced to leave their
jobs. Moreover, sexual harassment causes nega-
tive physical and mental health effects, leading to
depression and causing trauma.®> For AAPI wom-
en and other women of color, these effects can
be compounded by the negative health effects of
racial harassment and racialized sexual harass-
ment.*

While the issue of sexual harassment in the work-
place has gained widespread attention in the past
few years, the voices and experiences of AAPI
women and other women of color, who are dispro-
portionately impacted by sexual harassment, have
often been excluded from the public conversation.
In order to bring about broader, systemic change
for all, it is vital that efforts to address sexual
harassment center the experiences of women of
color workers.

AAPIs in the Workforce

Workplace sexual harassment is a pervasive
problem in a variety of industries. People working
in low-wage jobs tend to be the most vulnerable
to sexual harassment, because they experience
severe power imbalances, lack resources, and
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cannot afford to risk losing hours, a paycheck,
or their jobs.® In addition, many low-wage jobs
have working conditions that increase the risk of
harassment, such as requiring workers to work
alone, in isolated areas, at night, and for tips,
among other exacerbating conditions.

AAPI women make up a disproportionate share
of the low-wage workforce, comprising 4.1 per-
cent of the low-wage workforce, which is 1.4 times
their share of the overall workforce.® One in five
AAPI women work in service occupations, such as
home health aides, nail salon technicians, restau-
rant workers, massage therapists, and personal
appearance workers.” Many make low wages and
live in poverty.®

AAPI women in the low-wage workforce are par-
ticularly vulnerable to harassment as they are
more likely to work in jobs that require them to
work alone and in isolated areas, work at night,
and work for tips, among other exacerbating
conditions.

Many AAPI women working as domestic workers,
such as nannies, housecleaners, and caretakers,
face significant sexual harassment. The vast ma-
jority of the domestic worker population, at least
95 percent, are women, and over half are wom-
en of color.® Almost half of domestic workers are
foreign-born and 35 percent are non-citizens.

In a national survey of live-in domestic workers
conducted in 2011-2012, 36 percent of the respon-
dents reported that they had been verbally ha-
rassed in the past year, and many others reported
that they had been threatened, subjected to racial
slurs, or sexually abused by their employers." Of
the 2.1 million home care workers™ in the United
States, 8 percent are Asian and Pacific Islander
and 87 percent are women. Roughly 30 percent
of home care workers report experiencing sexual
harassment.”
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AAPI women working in factories, such as meat-
packing and processing plants, also frequently
experience sexual harassment. As of 2016, 8
percent of poultry workers were AAPI. In a 2016
study of poultry workers in Arkansas, 25 percent
of Asian and Pacific Islander respondents, largely
Marshallese American, reported experiencing ver-
bal or sexual harassment at work* However, due
to underreporting, the percentage is likely higher.

Many AAPI women working in the restaurant
industry also face pervasive sexual harassment.
7.6 percent of waiters are Asian American, and
69.9 percent are female.® Two out of three female
restaurant workers are tipped workers — em-
ployees who are paid a sub-minimum wage and
expected to earn the remainder of their wages
from customer tips. This arrangement means
tipped workers must often tolerate inappropriate
advances from customers, co-workers, and man-
agement in order to earn their incomes. Nearly 90
percent of tipped women restaurant workers have
experienced some form of sexual harassment or
assault in the workplace. From 2005 through
2015, workers in the accommodations and food
services industry accounted for the highest num-
ber of sexual harassment claims to the U.S. Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission.”

AAPIs and Sexual Harassment

While there is a critical need for more comprehen-
sive data on the incidence of workplace sexual
harassment for AAPI women, existing research
confirms that it is a prevalent problem. In a 2017
national survey of American women, 23 percent
of AAPI women respondents reported that they or
a family member had been sexually harassed be-
cause they are women.”® In a 2017 survey of AAPI
women in the Chicagoland area, 17.3% reported
that they had experienced sexual harassment at
work or school. Importantly, due to the prevalence
of underreporting among AAPI women, the actual
rate is likely much higher. In an informal survey
conducted in 2019 of over 200 AAPI women be-
tween the ages of 18 and 34 years old, 71 percent
reported that they had “experienced/witnessed
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racism, sexism, homophobia, and/or other forms
of discrimination at work,” and 68 percent re-
sponded that “they had not reported these issues
with higher-ups.” Many responded that they “ex-
perienced racial and sexist microaggressions on a
regular basis” at work.”®

AAPI women workers are particularly at risk of
sexual harassment for a number of reasons:

AAPI women confront racialized sexual ha-
rassment based on stereotypes about AAPI
women. For instance, stereotypes about AAPI
women, such as the geisha, the prostitute, and
the “mail-order bride,” sexualize and exoticize
AAPI women. A recent study found the following
prevailing stereotypes about AAPI women - “not a
leader,” “submissive and passive,” “cute and
small” and “invisible and silent,” and assumptions
that all AAPI women are “service workers,” such
as nannies, nail salon workers, and maids.?°
These stereotypes impact the ways that AAPI
women experience sexual harassment and likely
increase the risk that they are targeted for
harassment.

”

AAPI women face power imbalances and race
and gender inequities in their workplaces that
increase the risk of harassment. Because work-
place sexual harassment is an “expression of
power” that is “used to reinforce cultural norms
about appropriate roles, behavior, and work for
women and men, and to exert control over people
with less power and status in society,” the risk of
harassment is greater in work environments with
significant power imbalances and issues of gen-
der inequity and other inequities such as racial
inequities. Data show that AAPlI women workers in
a variety of industries confront power imbalances
and issues of gender/race inequities in the work-
place.?’ As discussed above, low-wage workers
face higher rates of sexual harassment due to in-
herent power imbalances and often feel that they
must endure it out of financial necessity.?? More-
over, AAPlI women face gender and racial bias
and discrimination that prevent advancement and
promotion, often referred to as the bamboo



ceiling.

AAPI immigrant workers may be at increased risk
of sexual harassment. 73 percent of Asian Amer-
ican adults are foreign-born.?®> AAPI immigrant
workers face other types of discrimination, such
as language and accent discrimination and xe-
nophobia; these inequities may increase the risk
of sexual harassment. AAPI immigrant workers
who are undocumented are especially at risk of
harassment, because immigration status creates
an additional power dynamic between the work-
er and the harasser due to the fear of retalia-
tion: being reported to ICE and deported. For
example, in the national survey of live-in domestic
workers, 85 percent of undocumented immigrants
did not complain about problems with their work-
ing conditions because they feared their immigra-
tion status would be used against them.?

AAPI transgender and gender non-conforming
people are also at increased risk of sexual ha-
rassment. In the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey,
13 percent of AAPI transgender and gender non-
con-forming respondents reported being
harassed or assaulted at work within the past
year.?® Of all racial groups, AAPI respondents
were the most likely to report being sexually
assaulted at work because they were
transgender.?®

Barriers to Reporting

70 percent of individuals who experience ha-
rassment never tell a supervisor, manager, or
union representative about the conduct.?’” How-
ever, data suggests that AAPI women are even
less likely to report sexual violence and assault
than women in other racial groups?® due to par-
ticular barriers that AAPI women face.?®

Social stigma and victim-blaming are significant
barriers for AAPI women targeted by sexual
harassment. The 2017 Chicagoland survey found
that victim-blaming attitudes were prevalent in the
AAPI community.*° The majority of the respon-
dents stated that they would not or were unsure
that they would tell anyone if they experienced

sexual violence, citing concerns about how disclo-
sure would affect their own reputation and their
family’s reputation.®

Victim-blaming attitudes in AAPI communities are
shaped in part by traditional Asian cultural beliefs
that “tend to adhere to the patriarchal hierarchy
that endorses a dominant role for males and a
submissive role for females. Women are expected
to practice modesty and sexual restraint and are
held responsible for sexual activities outside of
marriage.”*?

AAPI women also have difficulty or are unwill-
ing to identify conduct that constitutes sexual
harassment as sexual harassment. A 2018 study
of Asian American college students found that
“relatively few women were willing to label be-
haviors consistent with sexual and racial harass-
ment as such.”®3 This barrier may be even greater
for immigrant Asian Americans: in a 2017 survey,
immigrant Asian Americans were four times less
likely to report that they or a member of their fam-
ily had experienced sexual harassment because
they are Asian, compared to their non-immigrant
counterparts*.

AAPI women workers also face language barri-
ers in reporting sexual harassment. 1in 3 Asian
Americans are limited English proficient (LEP).3®
Language barriers may make AAPI’s reluctant to
report a complaint and may create difficulties for
workers in learning about their rights and ways to
enforce their rights.

The Need for an Intersectional Approach

Because the issue of sexual harassment for AAPI
women and other women of color is intersectional
in nature, policymakers, employers, and enforce-
ment agencies must approach this issue with an
intersectional framework. They must implement
reforms in ways that reflect an understanding of
the lived experiences of women of color workers,
the intersectional discrimination they face, and the
particular barriers they face in addressing harass-
ment. For AAPI women, this approach must begin
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with research and the collection of disaggregat-
ed data regarding the prevalence and nature of
workplace sexual harassment for AAPI's across

industries. Other steps that employers and en-

forcement agencies should take include:

e Education and training of workers, employers,
and enforcement agencies on racialized sexual
harassment and intersectional stereotypes;

* Making educational and training materials for
workers available in primary languages spoken
by immigrant workers;

* Ensuring access to interpreters and translators
throughout complaint processes;

* Training of enforcement agency personnel and
managers on cultural competency and trau-ma-
informed care;

* Implementing a variety of reporting mechanisms
other than formal complaint processes, particu-
larly more informal mechanisms that guarantee
anonymity for complainants; and

* Implementing culture change strategies in
workplaces from the top-down that systematize
accountability, reduce power imbalances, in-
crease engagement of employees, and root out
institutional inequities.
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