
Sexual Harassment and Abuse Risk
By Mike Fabrizius, CIA, CPA

From the Editor

S
exual harassment and abuse have been almost daily headlines. The 
stories, supported by many creditable accusers, tell of misconduct and 
cover-up. And the victims are nearly all women.

While the stories have focused on politics, media, sports and 
entertainment, internal auditors must understand that the problem also exists 
in healthcare. Internal auditors need to ensure their organizations are devoting 
enough attention to the risk of sexual harassment and abuse.

Healthcare organizations should be naturally compelled to provide a safe working 
and patient care environment, free from sexual harassment and abuse. Failure 
to effectively control the risk of sexual harassment and abuse can have severe 
consequences, such as impaired public perception, mistrust, litigation and 
monetary losses.

However, sexual harassment and abuse are more than public relations, legal and 
financial risks—it is a human risk with serious ethical dimensions. Our workforces 
are highly dependent on women. For example, three-quarters of hospital 
employees are women. Media coverage of accusations of sexual harassment or 
abuse in our workplaces would result in unfavorable ethical perceptions, which 
could worsen existing recruiting and retention challenges with nurses and other 
skilled healthcare workers.

Our patients need to be protected from abuse. The medical doctor for the US 
Olympic women’s gymnastics team perpetrated an astonishing and lengthy series 
of abuses against team members. Consider the reluctance of young gymnasts and 
their parents to join the team. Imagine the reluctance of patients and their families 
to seek our healthcare services if abuse occurred.

Building support among key stakeholders for a sexual harassment and abuse audit 
could be a challenge. However, any board audit committee that understands its 
governance responsibility will want the assurance that internal audit can provide. 
With their support in place, any other resistance should evaporate.

Your organization’s sexual harassment and abuse program may be incorporated 
into the compliance program. If so, the sexual harassment and abuse program can 
be evaluated as part of an audit of the effectiveness of the compliance program. 
Two audits then result from one. Also, the lack of a sexual harassment and abuse 
program could be a reportable finding from an audit of human resources or the 
compliance program.

Many of the components to expect in this audit are typical of similar programs. 
You should be able to evaluate the tone at the top, policies and procedures, staff 
training, communication, incident reporting mechanisms, follow-up, and board 
reporting.
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A unique audit consideration is the money that may have been paid in response to allegations of sexual harassment and 
abuse. Understanding the frequencies and patterns of settlements will tell a lot about the culture around sexual harassment 
and abuse, the perpetrators and the root causes.

Payments to victims in settlements may not have been made transparently. Boards and executive management need to 
know about all payments, of any amount. Regular reporting by management should be a board expectation and include the 
number of claims settled, the amounts paid and the corrective action taken. An absence of payments could be considered a 
favorable cultural and program indicator.

The results of employee engagement surveys should be scrutinized for suggestions of sexual harassment and abuse. While 
the questions may not be granular enough for informed opinions on sexual harassment and abuse in the workplace, the 
individual free-form comments can be very telling. Also, social media may provide leads on sexual harassment and abuse.

In this issue, Marianne Jennings, our Ethics at Work columnist, gives relevant and useful insight into how 
and why sexual harassment and abuse happens, and why it can go unaddressed for prolonged periods 
of time. Marianne’s columns are an important AHIA member resource and are available in our searchable 
online archives at www.ahia.org/news/new-perspectives/new-perspectives-issues/ (log-in required).

Headline stories should prompt the consideration of new risks. A sexual harassment and abuse audit 
should be on your mind when refreshing your current audit plan or developing future audit plans.

The risk of an underperforming or nonexistent program is unacceptable and too important to ignore. 
Public trust in our organizations is priceless. 

Sexual Harassment and Abuse Risk – continued from page 4

Most people do not listen with the intent to understand; they listen with the intent to reply. ~  Stephen Covey
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