
Sexual Harassment in the Service Economy 
Exploring Women's Retail Work in Canada 

&y Karen D. Hughes and the service sector now comprises 70 

Veka Tadic per cent ofthe economy and employs 
86 per cent of all working women 
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dlr "client harcekur "se basantsur ks rk- Retail service work has been a key 
sultats d'une recherche sur ks femmes component of this overall growth, 

with women tak- 
ing up adispropor- 

Female service workers are seen as "iexual tionate share of 

commodities " and "the actuul work of women, in such jobs (ECC 58). 

part, becomes the work of being and w u c r  

their location as sexual objects. " Customers play roughly half of ail - ,  
a key part in this process. sales workers in 

Canada, up from 
39 percent in 1982 

qui travaillent dans les magasins au (Statistics Canada 1995). 
&tail. Retail service work is also increas- 

According to recent findings from 
Statistics Canada's Eolence Against 
Women Survey, nearly one out of 
every seven women who has ever ex- 
perienced sexual harassment at work 
has been harassed by a client or cus- 
tomer (Johnson). This statistic sug- 
gests a significant problem for work- 
ing women; yet, within existing re- 
search and policy the issue has re- 
ceived relatively little attention.' 
While there is now a well-developed 
literature on sexual harassment, most 
studies have focused on employer- - .  

employee or co-worker relationships 
(see Weeks et al., 1986 and Se'ver, 
1996 for valuable overviews). In con- 
trast, harassment of employees by 
ncstomers--or what we refer to here as 
"customer harassmentn2-remains 
relatively unexplored. 

Here we briefly discuss preliminary 
findings from a study designed to 
examine customer harassment. Our  
study focuses on retail service work, 
which includes a diverse range of 
sales and service jobs within food, 
clothing, department, and other 
stores.3 We were interested in this 
type of work, in part, because of its 
growing importance as a source of 
employment for women. In Canada, 

ingly precarious, making workers in 
such jobs vulnerable. Evidence from 
Canada, and other industrialized 
countries, shows these jobs to be 
poorly paid, highly "flexible" (e.g. 
part-time or casual), lacking in ben- 
efits, with low levels of union protec- 
tion (Berheide; Broadbridge; Mc- 
Dermott). In Canada, approximately 
40 per cent of retail workers are in 
some type of "non-standard" em- 
ployment (i.e. part-time, temporary, 
own account self-employment, or 
multiple jobholding) (Krahn 401, and 
pay rates are amongst the lowest in 
the service sector (Grenon). Unioni- 
zation rates are also the lowest of any 
industrial sector, with just ten per 
cent of female workers in retail and 
wholesale trade belonging to a union 
in 199 1 (Statistics Canada 1994). 

Another feature ofretail service work 
which makes it an important site for 
study is its highly interactive, and 
often highly sexualized, nature. Stud- 
ies have shown that dominant no- 
tions of sexuality are deeply embed- 
ded into service work (Adkins; 
Broadridge; Hall; Stanko). Female 
service workers are seen as "sexual 
commodities" and "the actual work 
ofwomen, in part, becomes the work 
of being and dealing with their loca- 

tion as sexual objects" (Adkins 134). 
Customers play a key part in this 
process. In her study of the British 
tourist industry, Adkins found that 
male customers routinely harassed 
(e.g. teasing, jokes, deliberate touch- 
ing) female service workers, and that 
supervisors and workers largely toler- 
ated this behavior. Hall's research on 
U.S. restaurant workers also found 
that supervisors andworkersexpected 
female service workers to be friend- 
lier to male customers, and to deal 
with various harassing behaviors on a 
routine basis. 

A final feature ofretail service work, 
one that we see as havinggreat signifi- 
cance for the issue of customer har- 
assment, is the emergence in 1980s 
and 1990s of what D u  Gay and 
Salaman have called "the cult of the 
customer" (61 5)-a trend evident in 
the proliferation of "customer serv- 
ice" programs. With heightened com- 
petition, retailers have increasingly 
catered to customers, pressing their 
workers to do the same (Fuller and 
Smith). The drive forucustomer serv- 
ice" has shaped training programs 
and job evaluation, and also spawned 
numerous "new technologies of 
[worker] surveillance" (Du Gay and 
Salaman 62 1). Customer comment 
cards, telephone surveys, toll-free 
lines, face-to-face inquiries, and the 
use of professional shoppers4 are just 
some of the techniques used to gather 
information on customer satisfaction 
(Fuller and Smith). T o  the extent 
that such practices are used, workers 
may bevulnerable to harassment from 
customers, knowing how they re- 
spond may potentially shape future 
evaluations of job performance. 

Study details 

Given the nature and employment 
conditions of retail service work, we 
felt it was an important site for exam- 
iningcustomerharassment. Thestudy 
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we undertook was exploratory and 
designed to address several key ques- 
tions: How common is harassment 
from customers? What form(s) does 
it take? What are its consequences for 
female workers? And how do women 
workers deal with it in a work envi- 
ronment which so clearly privileges 
the customer? 

Information on these questions was 
gathered from two main sources: (1) 
a survey of 60 female retail workers 
about the prevalence, nature, and 
effects of customer harassment; and 
(2) in-depth interviews with three 
women about their experiences in 
retail sales. All of the women sur- 
veyed or interviewed worked in small 
retail outlets in malls or street loca- 
tions (e.g. flower, gift, book, or spe- 
ciality shops). As an additional source 
of information, we also surveyed 20 
security workers employed in these 
same malls. They offered useful 
insights given their role in handling 
formallinformal complaints from 
workers about customer harassment. 

Most of the women surveyed were 
young and single (never married, 
separated, or divorced), with 80 per 
cent under the age of 29.5 Security 
workers, in contrast, were slightly 
older (average age of 28), mostly sin- 
gle (85 per cent), and predominantly 
male (80 per cent). The three women 
we interviewed had all worked in 
retail service jobs for a number of 
years, and had experienced customer 
harassment at some point in their 
working lives. They included: Sophie 
(a 35-year-old single women, with - 
15 years of experience in retail sales, 
who is currently a supervisor of a gift 
store; Brianna (a 22-year-old single 
women who, for the past five years, 
has worked at a flower shop); and 
Tara (a 27-year-old single woman 
who has worked in retail for ten 
years, and for the past four years at a 
bookstore). We include their views, 
alongside the summary ofsurvey find- 

ings, in the discussion as follows, in 
order to ~ r o v i d e  illustrative (not 
generalizabie) examples of customer 
harassment. 

Prevalence of  customer 
harassment 

While the 1993 Statistics Canada 
ViolenceAgainst Women Survey found 
that 13 per cent of female workers 
have been harassed by customers, this 
figure is an average for allworkers and 
likely underestimates the incidence 
for "front-line" service workers who 
deal predominantly with customers 
(e.g. sales clerks). Our study suggest 
fairly high rates of harassment for 
women in retail sales. We  asked: 
"Have you ever received any un- 
wanted sexual remark, looks, sugges- 
tions, or physical contact from cus- 
tomers that caused you discomfort?" 
Two-thirds of the 60 female workers 
reported having experienced some 
form of customer harassment at the 
retail location where they worked. Of  
these, 40 per cent had experienced 
repeat incidents by the same indi- 
vidual over varying periods of time 
(e.g. once a week, once a month). 

acterized their stores as having a pre- 
dominantly male clientele, with the 
majority reporting either a mixed cli- 
entele of men and women (50 per 
cent), or female customers only (45 
per cent). 

While we cannot generalize from 
these findings, given the small size 
and specific nature of the sample, it is 
clear that customer harassment is a 
common feature ofretail service work 
in these locations. This impression is 
reinforced by information provided 
by security workers and the three 
women interviewed. Nearly two- 
thirds of the security workers sur- 
veyed were aware of incidents of cus- 
tomer harassment in the shopping 
malls where they worked. A majority 
had learned of these either through 
formal reports filed with the security 
office, or through informal reports to 
themselves or co-workers. The women 
we interviewed also felt that customer 
harassment was fairly routine. AsTara 
remarked: "I've worked in retail for a 
number of years so I've dealt with a 
number of difficult customers. You 
always have them." Brianna's experi- 
ence was similar: "Just another story, 
around here it happens a lot." 

Two-thirdc of the 60 female workers reported having 
experienced some firm of customer harassment at  the 

retail location where they worked Of these, 40 
per cent had experienced repeat incidents by 

the same individual over varyingperiods of time. 

Amongst those women experiencing 
harassment, 85 per cent had been 
harassed by male customers, with just 
15 per cent indicating harassment 
from both women and men, and none 
reporting harassment solely from fe- 
male customers. Men's predominance 
as harassers is striking given the gen- 
der profile of customers. Only five 
per cent of the.women surveyed char- 

Nature of customer harassment 

Because harassment can take many 
forms-from verbal innuendoes to 
inappropriate physical contact-the 
survey asked women about custom- 
er's specific behavior. The most com- 
mon forms of customer harassment 
were staring and leering, experienced 
by 26 per cent ofwomen, followed by 
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flirting and sexual remarks (24 per 
cent) and obscene phone calls (1 8 per 
cent). Other behavior included the 
presentation of offensive materials 
(1 3 per cent), touching and grabbing 
(eleven per cent), and propositions 
for sex (nine per cent). It is important 
to note that, in practice, many of 
these harassing behaviors (e.g. touch- 
ing, staring, verbal comments, notes) 
may occur together. For instance, 
Brianna, noted a common problem 
with male cus- 
tomers both star- 
ing and getting 
unnecessarily 
close-in her 
words, getting 
" ... right up to 
you, close, star- 
ing at your 
breasts and 
butt." These be- 
haviors may oc- 
cur together at a 
single point, or 
may comprise a 
series of acts by 
the same indi- 
vidual that are 
ongoing over 
time. 

Like the wo- 
men surveyed, collag 
thosewe interviewed also noted many 

. . . they 'llputtheiramraroundyou 
or they'll put their hand on your 
back and rub i t  up anddown. And 
I have no idea if i t  > specijc over- 
tures for any putpose but it2 very 
uncomfortable coming into your 
personal pace, totally unnecessary 
for the sales interaction. 

While customer harassment appears 
to be common, many of the women 
surveyed were reluctant to identify 

cording to their own sense of per- 
sonal space and appropriateness. 
Behaviors are harassment when they 
feel "inappropriate" or "uncomfort- 
able," or when they begin to cross 
"one's personal space." 

Effects on female retail 
workers-personal and job- 
related 

different types of harassment, from 
"minor things you can control" 
(Brianna) to far more serious inci- 
dents that required security and po- 
lice involvement. Brianna, for exam- 
ple, had faced various types ofharass- 
ment in her job, including staring 
and leering, touching and grabbing, 
as well as receiving offensive materi- 
als. In the last case, ". . . one guy gave 
me a piece of paper with his phone 
number in it and a condom rolled 
into it." Her worst experience in- 
volved a man who stared and fol- 
lowed her around the store, eventu- 
ally falling to the floor to look up her 
skirt. In contrast to Brianna, Tara's 
experiences were far less numerous 
and less extreme. Yet, she too noted a 
common problem with inappropri- 
ate touching and grabbing from male 
customers: 

Sonja Andic, "Intervals and Paths, " 
re on plastic with spray paint, 32 X 43.5 cm, 

various incidents as "harassment" per 
se. This tendency has been noted by 
other researchers in relation to em- 
ployer and co-worker harassment 
(Gutekand Koss; Ring). Thomas and - 
Kitzinger argue that the very perva- 
siveness of sexualized exchanges be- 
tween women and men in everyday 
life operates to minimize and dis- 
count sexual harassment as a "prob- 
lem." This may be particularly true in 
retail service work where the empha- 
sis on providing friendly and helpful 
customer service creates added layers 
of ambiguity. As one survey respond- 
ent noted in additional written com- 
ments, the nature of service work 
makes it dificult to know when har- 
assment is occurring: "You become 
self-conscious-maybe you're not 
being harassed or maybe you are." 
Survey responses suggest that work- 
ers come to define harassment ac- 

If customer harassment is relatively 
common in re- 
tail service work, 
how does it af- 
fectwomen wor- 
kers in their per- 
sonal and work- 
ing lives? Most 
common were 
feelings of em- 
barrassment (20 
per cent), anger 
(16 per cent), 
worry (16 per 
cent), fear (14 
per cent), illness 
(nine per cent), 
as well as danger 
(eight per cent). 
Less common 
was the ten- 
dency to feel un- 

1997 affected by it 
(three per cent), to view it as some- 
thing to deal with (five per cent), or 
alternatively to feel either flattered 
(four per cent) or guilty (two per 
cent). These responses-especially the 
more common ones such as embar- 
rassment, anger, fear, and illness- 
suggest many parallels with women 
who have experienced co-worker and 
employer harassment (Gutek and 
Koss) . 

Job-related consequences are an- 
other important concern. While the 
most commonly reported job-related 
impact of customer harassment was 
no effect (41 per cent)6 many workers 
experienced important short- and 
long-term consequences. Two of the 
most common worked-related effects 
were avoiding or ignoring male cus- 
tomers (20 per cent) and being less 
friendly to customers (16 per cent). 
Both of these pose considerable di- 
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lemmas for female workers, given 
their potential to negatively influ- 
ence worker's sales levels and com- 
missions, as well as customer and 
employer evaluations of service pro- 
vision. 

O n  the surface, the fact that many 
women reported no job-related ef- 
fect suggests that customer harass- 
ment has little impact on their work- 
ing lives. At a deeper level, however, 
it may reflect a tendency to normal- 
ize harassment as "just part of the 
job." Brianna hints at this, noting 
that over time "you toughen up and 
take crap." For many workers how- 
ever, there wereadverseconsequences, 
particularly in their ability to provide 
friendly, outgoing, customer service. 
The women interviewed also noted 
that they avoided customers, were 
"more cautious with people" follow- 
ing harassment episodes. Recalling 
one incident, Tara remarked: "After 
that, for the rest of the shift, and for 
a little while after, it was business 
only.. . ." Clearly, customer harass- 
ment hampered her outgoing style 
and attempts "to develop a connec- 
tion with the customer," making it 
difficult to perform well on the job. 

Dealing with customer 
harassment 

From research on employer and co- 
worker harassment (Gutekand Koss), 
we know that women favour indi- 
vidual and indirect, over direct or 
institutional responses. Such re- 
sponses are less effective than a direct 
response; yet, most women rarely 
"tell the harasser to stop" and are 
instead "more likely to ignore the 
harassment, joke about it, or evade 
the harasser [especially] when the 
harassment is mild" (Gutekand Koss 
37,41). 

We  asked women how they dealt 
with harassment and what, if any, 
factors shape their response (e.g. fear 
ofbeing reported, other customers in 
store, etc.). Like other women, they 
appear to favour individual and indi- 
rect responses. Overall, the most com- 
mon response was to ignore inci- 
dents (29 per cent), or to discuss 

them outside ofwork with friends or 
family (24 per cent). Other individual, 
indirect responses included playing 
along or joking about the situation 
(14 per cent), discussingepisodes with 
co-workers or others in the mall (7 
per cent), or changing shifts (three 
per cent). Despite the preference for 
indirect, individual responses, how- 
ever, institutional responses were not 
absent-in fact, the third most com- 
mon response was to report harass- 
ment to management or security (18 
per cent). Yet, direct responses were 
extremely rare, with just a few cases 
where women directly told harassers 
to stop (five per cent). 

Given the current environment in 
retail service work, it is easy to under- 
stand why workers respond as they 
do. As Tara remarked, with ". . . the 
'customer is always right' policy, 
you've got to grin and bear a lot.. . ." 
Amongst the women interviewed, a 
key consideration in dealing with 
harassment was a desire to avoid di- 
rect confrontation with customers 
that might lead to complaints against 
the worker. Another consideration 
was a desire to avoid disturbing other 
customers in the store. As Sophie 
explains: 

you try topkay along with them for a 
bit as long as i t  keeps i t  on a fiiendly 
level . . . you don 't want to make it 
more than it is and when other 
customers are in the store, you want 
to make them feel all right about 
being in thestore, even though there j 
that person there. 

Echoing these views, many survey 
respondents noted in additional writ- 
ten comments how considerations of 
"customer service" deterred a direct 
response. As one women remarked, 
"In this economy the amount that 
you make during your shift is a direct 
reflection upon your ability to sell 
and assist customers." Other com- 
ments suggest that customer consid- 
erations outweigh all others-"the 
customer is always right," "[we] can- 
not offend or be rude to them," "they 
are the customer and we cater to 
them" and "customers come first." 

Conclusions 

The tendency to privilege the cus- 
tomer in this way means that cus- 
tomer harassment is an important, 
and potentially growing, problem for 
working women. As such, the issue 
deserves a more explicit, and promi- 
nent, place in future research and 
policy agendas on workplace harass- 
ment. Following Weeks et al. who 
has shown how employer-employee 
and co-worker harassment came to 
be recognized as a "legitimate public 
issue" in the 1980s, we believe that 
customer harassment must undergo a 
similar problematization within aca- ' 

demic research, and within public 
conscience, before workers will have 
the means to deal with it effectively. 
Future research which documents the 
prevalence and nature of customer 
harassment, and the impact of poli- 
cies in mediating such behavior, will 
be invaluable for bringing change 
about. 
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'A handful of studies have addressed 
customer-employee relationships 
with respect to harassment or the 
"sexualization" ofwomen's work (see 
for example Adkins; Folgero and 
Fjelstad). However, a recent and ex- 
tensive review of the harassment lit- 
erature, aimed at identifying "glaring 
omissions" and putting forward a re- 
search agenda for the 1990s, fails to 
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mention the issue of customer-em- 
ployee harassment at all (Fingerald 
and Shullman). 
2Drawing on established definitions 
ofsexual harassment, we define "cus- 
tomer harassment" to include a range 
of similar behaviors that are initiated 
by actual, or potential, customers who 
come into, or by, the store of the 
worker. The customer may be pur- 
chasing something, may have pur- 
chased something in the past, or may 
be perceived as a potential customer. 
Harassing behaviors include inappro- 
priate verbal comments andtor physi- 
cal actions that are not necessary for 
the sales interaction, andtor are spe- 
cific to the worker's physical andtor 
personal self. Customer harassment 
may be an isolated incident, a series 
of incidents over a period of time, or 
infrequent incidents by one or more 
individuals. 
3We define retail service workers as 
those holding "sales" or "service" jobs 
within the retail trade sector. Our 
analysis draws on the Economic 
Council of Canada's typology ofserv- 
ices which distinguishes between: (1) 
traditional services (retail trade, ac- 
commodation/food/beverage, amuse- 
ment, recreation, personal services); 
(2) dynamic services (transportation, 
wholesale trade, financetinsurancet 
real estate, business services); and (3) 
nonmarket services (education, 
health, social services, public admin- 
istration). 
4~rofessional shoppers are employed 
by management to pose as customers 
and to monitor worker performance. 
Fuller and Smith note the extreme 
use of this technique by two firms in 
their study, where shoppers were 
wired "so that all interactions were 
picked up by microphone" (6). 
SBecause information was gathered 
at the workplace, it was necessary to 
keep the written survey very short. 
We therefore asked only a few ques- 
tions about worker's demographic 
background, so that the majority of 
questions could focus on customer 
harassment. It is important in future 
research to study more varied groups 
(for example, groups of and 
older women, women of diverse 

ethnicities, etc.) and to gather more 
detailed demographic data. 
6 ~ t  is possible that respondents re- 
porting "no effect" may have inter- 
preted this question as referring to 
permanent, long-term effects on 
themselves as workers. 
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