
SEXUAL HARASSMENT

THE FACTS

Sexual harassment is a form of discrimination based on sex/
gender (including pregnancy, childbirth, or related medical 
conditions), gender identity, gender expression, or sexual 
orientation. Individuals of any gender can be the target of 
sexual harassment. Unlawful sexual harassment does not 
have to be motivated by sexual desire. Sexual harassment 
may involve harassment of a person of the same gender as 
the harasser, regardless of either person’s sexual orientation 
or gender identity. 

The harassment must be severe or pervasive to be unlawful. 
That means that it alters the conditions of your employment 
and creates an abusive work environment. A single act of 
harassment may be sufficiently severe to be unlawful.

“Quid pro quo” (Latin for “this for that”) sexual 
harassment is when someone conditions a job, 
promotion, or other work benefit on your submission 
to sexual advances or other conduct based on sex. 

“Hostile work environment” sexual harassment 
occurs when unwelcome comments or conduct 
based on sex unreasonably interfere with your work 
performance or create an intimidating, hostile, or 
offensive work environment. You may experience 
sexual harassment even if the offensive conduct was 
not aimed directly at you. 
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THE MISSION OF THE DEPARTMENT OF FAIR EMPLOYMENT AND HOUSING IS TO PROTECT THE 
PEOPLE OF CALIFORNIA FROM UNLAWFUL DISCRIMINATION IN EMPLOYMENT, HOUSING AND 
PUBLIC ACCOMMODATIONS, AND FROM THE PERPETRATION OF ACTS OF HATE VIOLENCE 
AND HUMAN TRAFFICKING.

THE DEPARTMENT OF FAIR EMPLOYMENT AND HOUSING
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Unwanted sexual advances 

Offering employment benefits in exchange for 
sexual favors 

Leering; gestures; or displaying sexually suggestive 
objects, pictures, cartoons, or posters

Derogatory comments, epithets, slurs, or jokes 

Graphic comments, sexually degrading words, or 
suggestive or obscene messages or invitations

Physical touching or assault, as well as impeding or 
blocking movements

BEHAVIORS THAT MAY BE 
SEXUAL HARASSMENT:

Actual or threatened retaliation for rejecting advances 
or complaining about harassment is also unlawful.

Employees or job applicants who believe that they have 
been sexually harassed or retaliated against may file a 
complaint of discrimination with DFEH within one year 
of the last act of harassment or retaliation. DFEH serves 
as a neutral fact-finder and attempts to help the parties 
voluntarily resolve disputes. If DFEH finds sufficient 
evidence to establish that discrimination occurred and 
settlement efforts fail, the Department may file a civil 
complaint in state or federal court to address the causes 
of the discrimination and on behalf of the complaining 
party. DFEH may seek court orders changing the employer’s 
policies and practices, punitive damages, and attorney’s 
fees and costs if it prevails in litigation. Employees can also 
pursue the matter through a private lawsuit in civil court 
after a complaint has been filed with DFEH and a Right-to-
Sue Notice has been issued. 

If you have a disability that prevents you from 
submitting a written intake form on-line, by mail, or 
email, the DFEH can assist you by scribing your intake 
by phone or, for individuals who are Deaf or Hard 
of Hearing or have speech disabilities, through the 
California Relay Service (711), or call us through your 
VRS at (800) 884-1684 (voice).

To schedule an appointment, contact
the Communication Center at
(800) 884-1684 (voice or via relay operator 711)
or (800) 700-2320 (TTY)
or by email at contact.center@dfeh.ca.gov. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Department of Fair          

Employment and Housing 

Toll Free: (800) 884-1684 
TTY: (800) 700-2320 

Online: www.dfeh.ca.gov 

Also find us on:

The DFEH is committed to providing 
access to our materials in an 

alternative format as a reasonable 
accommodation for people with 

disabilities when requested.

Contact the DFEH at 
(800) 884-1684  

(voice or via relay operator 711), 
TTY (800) 700-2320,  

or contact.center@dfeh.ca.gov 
to discuss your preferred format to 
access our materials or webpages. 
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THERE ARE TWO TYPES OF 
SEXUAL HARASSMENT


