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Abstract 

Bullying is physical or psychological behaviour or conduct where strength or a position 

of power is misused by a person in a position of authority or by a person who perceives that they 

are in a position of power or authority. Bullying is normally associated with an ongoing 

systematic pattern of behaviour. An isolated incident of behaviour is not considered bullying, but 

may of course lead to action being taken against the perpetrator based on that single incident. 

Bullying in the workplace can result in absenteeism, reduced staff productivity and motivation, 

and loss of experienced and skilled staff through resignation. Bullying may also have significant 

social and health costs for individual staff, including loss of confidence, increased anxiety, 

depression, loss of sleep, headaches and increased blood pressure. Bullying can also affect others 

in the workplace in a similar way, even when they are only witnesses to the bullying and are not 

subject to the bullying themselves. Organisations are likely to experience considerable direct and 

indirect costs. The role of HR department seems to be crucial in preventing this workplace 

bullying. A proactive approach is to be taken by the HR department in order to prevent this 

workplace bullying. The present article deals with the steps to be taken by the HR department to 

prevent this workplace bullying. 

Introduction  

Bullying is physical or psychological behaviour or conduct where strength or a position 

of power is misused by a person in a position of authority or by a person who perceives that they 

are in a position of power or authority. Bullying is normally associated with an ongoing 
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systematic pattern of behaviour. An isolated incident of behaviour is not considered bullying, but 

may of course lead to action being taken against the perpetrator based on that single incident. 

Bullying may be perpetrated by an individual who may be a work colleague, a supervisor, a more 

senior manager or a person who reports to the individual subject to the alleged bullying. A bully 

is equally likely to be male or female. Workplace bullying is repeated, interpersonal abusive 

behaviour. It is generally the result of an actual or perceived power imbalance between a 

perpetrator and a victim. Bullying can include behaviours that intimidate, offend, degrade or 

humiliate a worker. A single incident of unreasonable behaviour may have the potential to 

escalate into bullying. No incident should be ignored. Employers have a duty to provide a 

working environment that is safe and without risks to the health of workers. Failing to take 

action when risks are identified can have devastating consequences for your employees and your 

business. 

Bullying may be overt or covert. 

Overt Bullying 

Examples of overt bullying may include: 

•   Abusive behaviour towards another employee such as threatening gestures  

•   Aggressive or abusive or offensive language, including threats or shouting 

•   Demeaning remarks 

•   Constant unreasonable and unconstructive criticism 

Covert Bullying 

Examples of covert bullying may include: 

        •   Deliberate exclusion, isolation or alienation of the employee from normal work interaction,    

such as intentionally excluding the employee from meetings 

•   Placing unreasonably high work demands on one employee but not on others 

•   Allocation of demeaning jobs or meaningless tasks only 
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•   Unreasonably ignoring the employee 

•   Undermining another employee, including encouraging others to "gang up" on the employee 

        • Deliberately withholding information that a person needs to exercise her or his role or            

entitlements within the University 

•   Repeated refusal of requests for leave or training without adequate explanation and suggestion 

of alternatives. 

Providing guidance, conducting performance counseling, invoking unsatisfactory performance 

procedures or misconduct procedures does not in itself constitute bullying. Supervisors and 

managers are expected to offer constructive advice and comment as part of their role in a way 

that does not humiliate. 

Effects of bullying 

  Bullying in the workplace can result in absenteeism, reduced staff productivity and 

motivation, and loss of experienced and skilled staff through resignation. Bullying may also have 

significant social and health costs for individual staff, including loss of confidence, increased 

anxiety, depression, loss of sleep, headaches and increased blood pressure. Bullying can also 

affect others in the workplace in a similar way, even when they are only witnesses to the bullying 

and are not subject to the bullying themselves. In addition to productivity and staff turnover 

issues, bullying has a seriously negative effect on the University through both management time 

in dealing with the problem and potential legal implications. 

Cost to organizations 

Organisations are likely to experience considerable direct and indirect costs. These 

include: 

•    High levels of absenteeism resulting in loss of productivity 

•    High levels of staff turnover with associated recruitment and training costs; 

•    Breakdown of teams and work relationships leading to reduced efficiency and productivity                
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•    Poor public image likely to impact on recruitment; 

•    Costs associated with counseling, mediation and support; 

•    Focus of involved staff directed away from core work priorities and activities; and 

•    Costs associated with compensation claims and litigation.  

How to take a proactive approach to prevent bullying 

Get the organisation involved 

The goal of prevention initiatives should be to create a culture where bullying is not 

tolerated, and, if it does occur, is recognised and acted upon. Therefore, the first step to 

preventing bullying is to secure the commitment and involvement of the organisation. 

Senior management commitment 

A demonstrated commitment from senior staff and their active involvement in a bullying 

prevention initiative is vital to ensuring the success of such initiatives. Senior management can 

demonstrate commitment by: 

•    Actively endorsing a bullying policy; 

•    Making it clear that bullying in the workplace will not be tolerated; 

•    Ensuring that complaints of bullying are taken seriously and properly investigated; 

•    Modelling positive behaviours of respect and courtesy; 

•    Promoting the APS Values and Code of Conduct; and 

•    Consulting with staff at all levels. 

Steps for Preventing Workplace Bullying 

 Consult and Communicate 

 Monitor, Evaluate and Improve 

 Get the organisation involved 
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 Develop a policy and procedures 

 Inform, instruct and train 

 Undertake ongoing risk management Bullying in the workplace   

 Create an inclusive community 

 Encourage positive attitudes 

 

Effective Communication through Consultation 

One of the primary objective is “to foster a co-operative consultative relationship 

between employers and employees on the health, safety and welfare of such employees at work.” 

It is important that employers consult with employees and encourage the participation of staff at 

all levels in the development of prevention initiatives. Consultation encourages an open, 

involved and committed approach to all the issues. Consultation with employees will help 

employers identify the extent of bullying in the workplace, including the local concerns of staff, 

and determine the most useful prevention measures. Before commencing a risk management 

strategy to prevent bullying it is important to raise awareness of the issue amongst staff, clarify 

management’s position in relation to bullying and provide clear guidelines for how incidents 

should be reported and managed. 

Promote awareness 

Use a variety of strategies to promote awareness of bullying as an issue throughout the 

organisation including training and information sessions, staff meetings, staff bulletins, intranet, 

informal discussion groups etc. Provide information when recruiting or promoting employees, 

running induction training and engaging contractors. Ensure information provides clear guidance 

on what constitutes bullying behaviour and the consequences of bullying.  

Develop a policy and procedures 

Ensure the organisation has an up-to-date policy on bullying, which clearly addresses the 

issue and is developed and reviewed in consultation with employees. The contents of the policy 

must be made known to all staff, applied consistently and reviewed regularly. Clear reporting, 

investigation and resolution procedures are essential to the good management of bullying 
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incidents. Reports which are ignored or mishandled decrease the likelihood that reports will be 

made in the future and may send a signal to the bully that their behaviour is condoned. Ensure 

procedures are in place and available to all staff. 

Inform, instruct and train 

A mix of information, instruction and training is required to reduce the risk of bullying in 

the workplace. As bullying has been linked to situations of role conflict and uncertainty it is 

important that employees understand their role and have the appropriate skills to do their job. In 

particular, employees who supervise others should have developed supervisory skills. Training to 

help individuals develop these skills should be provided prior to commencement of duties or 

where skills appear to be lacking. Similarly, employees performing the role of harassment 

contact officers or with a role in handling bullying reports will need specific training to assist 

them in carrying out these tasks. Training for managers to ensure they are able to recognise 

bullying may also be required. Information about workplace bullying such as how to comply 

with related policies and procedures, measures used to prevent bullying, how to make a report, 

how the organisation deals with bullying behaviour and how to access support or advice should 

be provided to all employees. 

Undertake ongoing risk management 

To ensure employers meet their duty of care, they should apply a systematic risk 

management approach that is regular and ongoing. Existing risk management methodologies 

used can be adapted to fit the nature of psychosocial hazards. Risk management is important as it 

may identify particular problem areas in an organisation, focus on potential effects of changes, 

ensure new issues are noticed and can feed back into reviews of policy and procedures. 

Encourage positive attitudes 

 By modeling and encouraging positivity, you can create a positive culture. Smile. Pass 

out high fives and fist bumps. Notice what others do well out loud, such as be saying great kick, 

James or I saw you tried your hardest, Allie. 
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Create an inclusive community 

Challenge your community to work together as a team rather than compete to be the best. 

When creating teams, do so in a fair manner. Never call out or exclude individuals for their race, 

gender, ethnicity or ability. 

The negative effects of workplace bullying and harassment are not felt only on an 

individual level; they reverberate company-wide. An organization that demonstrates respect and 

empowers staff to recognize and prevent bullying, harassment and discrimination becomes more 

likely to retain and attract workers. A company with a healthy work environment can even boost 

productivity and profitability through reduced absenteeism and increased morale. 

Five benefits of preventing workplace bullying and harassment: 

Strengthen employee retention 

Retaining employees means less time and money spent on advertising, recruiting, hiring 

and training workers to replace those who have left their job due to workplace bullying and 

harassment. 

Increase morale 

Demonstrating respect in the workplace helps employees feel valued. And when people 

feel empowered, comfortable and safe in their workplace they are likely to work harder and more 

effectively. 

Reduce absenteeism 

According to The Conference Board of Canada, unplanned absences cost Canadian 

employers about $7.4 billion a year. A lower rate of absenteeism saves on staff replacement 

costs, overtime pay and benefits claims. 

Create stronger corporate culture and reputation 

             A company with a reputation for allowing workplace bullies and harassment is unlikely 

to attract high quality talent. A proactive approach to those issues can actually encourage 

employees to bring their skills and commitment to an organization. 
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Increase productivity 

Avoid the substantial loss of productivity caused by sick leave and/or worker 

compensation claims due to the psychological or physical damaged caused by workplace 

bullying and harassment. 

Conclusion  

Bullying is seen to be prevalent in organizations where employees and managers feel that 

they have the support, or at least the implicit blessing of senior managers to carry on their 

abusive and bullying behaviour. Furthermore, new managers will quickly come to view this form 

of behaviour as acceptable and normal if they see others get away with it and are even rewarded 

for it. When bullying happens at the highest levels, the effects may be far reaching. People may 

be bullied irrespective of their organizational status or rank, including senior managers, which 

indicates the possibility of a negative domino effect, where bullying may cascade downwards, as 

the targeted supervisors might offload their own aggression onto their subordinates. In such 

situations, a bullying scenario in the boardroom may actually threaten the productivity of the 

entire organization. 

Bullying in the workplace can result in absenteeism, reduced staff productivity and 

motivation, and loss of experienced and skilled staff through resignation. It may also have 

significant social and health costs for individual staff, including loss of confidence, increased 

anxiety, depression, loss of sleep, headaches and increased blood pressure. This can also affect 

others in the workplace in a similar way, even when they are only witnesses to the bullying and 

are not subject to the bullying themselves. In addition to productivity and staff turnover issues, 

bullying has a seriously negative effect on the University through both management times in 

dealing with the problem and potential legal implications. Hence the HR department should 

ensure the implementation of the above steps effectively in order to reduce the bullying in the 

workplace.  
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