
CHECKLIST 
FOR WITNESSES  
Dealing with 
sexual 
harassment

BE ATTENTIVE. SPEAK OUT. TAKE IT SERIOUSLY.
Find out more at urespect.univie.ac.at

https://urespect.univie.ac.at/en/


Offer support to those affected if you observe (sexual) harassment, if a per-
son affected confides in you or if someone informs you about an incident.

	C Don’t look away

	C Offer your support

	C Do not take action without the consent of those affected

	C Ask for advice

Don’t look away

	l Don’t look away when you hear about 
or observe an incident.

	l Don’t play it down or trivialize your 
own perception. 

	l Show your support to those affected.

	l Different courses of action may be ap-
propriate depending on the situation. 
Sometimes this can mean directly 

opposing boundary-crossing behaviour 
in the moment (e.g. when someone 
makes disparaging jokes in a group 
setting), and sometimes it can mean 
offering those affected your support 
afterwards. 

GOOD TO KNOW: Harassing behaviour often evolves gradually. 
Harassers usually test their environment slowly to determine whether 
their behaviour will be tolerated. 
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Offer your support
	l Offer your support to those affected 

(if possible, in private) and ask them 
how they are feeling about the situa-
tion. 

	l Let them know that you noticed the 
behaviour and believe it is wrong. 

	l Don’t put the person under pressure 
(e.g. by urging them to make a formal 
complaint or take a different course of 
action).

	l Don’t accuse the person experiencing 
harassment or another form of discri-
mination (e.g. by asking why they 
hadn’t come to you sooner, saying 
you would have responded differently 
or wouldn’t have put up with it).

	l Inform the person affected about the 
confidential support services availa-
ble at the University of Vienna.

	l Reflect on your own behaviour and 
whether you may have (unintentio-
nally) contributed to the situation, 
e.g. by laughing at jokes, due to your 
own prejudices or because you defen-
ded or idealized the harassing/discri-
minating person. 

	l Do not take any further action (such 
as making a formal complaint) against 
the will of the person affected.

	l Take notes on any incidents you wit-
ness.

	C Stay calm                                        

	C Listen

	C Ask how you can help

	C Seek support for yourself if needed

Ask for advice
	l If you are unsure how best to provide 

support, first get in touch with a confi-
dential support service.

	l Your information will be kept in con-
fidence and no action will be taken 
without your consent.

	l Observing this kind of incident can 
often trigger memories of your own 
past experiences. Talk to a counselling 
service about what you are feeling.
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The person affected gets to decide what 
further action to take

Harassment – and sexual harassment in particular – can be difficult to talk about 
because it often has a shameful connotation. Those affected may not be taken seriously 
or fear negative consequences if they defend themselves against harassment or file a 
complaint. A formal complaint allows the University of Vienna to take action against 
the transgressive behaviour. But only the person affected can decide whether and 
when they are ready to do this. 

They may act differently to what you would have done, what you had expected or what 
you had hoped for. It is very important to accept their decision, even if you don’t 
understand it. 

Fear of false accusations
Many people are hesitant to support people affected by harassment because they 
don’t want to falsely accuse or judge someone too soon. Remember that you are 
not judging anyone by supporting the person affected as described. If you choose 
to take no action to be on the safe side, you are abandoning those affected, who 
have just been hurt.

Support services at the 
University of Vienna

                  ADDITIONAL RESOURCES:

Overview of support services
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