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Bullying 
Bullying at work has been defined as repeated inappropriate behaviour, direct or indirect, whether verbal, physical or otherwise, conducted 
by one or more persons against another or others, at the place of work and/or in the course of employment which could reasonably be 
regarded as undermining the individual’s right to dignity at work. An isolated incident of behaviour may be an affront to dignity at work but 
a once-off incident is not considered bullying.
(Code of Practice for Employers and Employees on the Prevention and Resolution of Bullying at Work, 2007)

Harassment and sexual harassment 
Harassment is any form of behaviour which has the purpose or effect of violating a person’s dignity in relation to any of the nine 
discriminatory grounds of the Employment Equality Act 1998/2004: race, gender, religion, age, family status, marital status, sexual 
orientation, age or membership of the travelling community. Sexual harassment is any form of unwanted verbal, non-verbal or physical 
conduct of a sexual nature.

Bullying and harassment in the 
workplace
Consultant workplace mediator and conflict management coach Mary Rafferty looks at how to deal with 
bullying and harassment at work.

Bullying and harassment at work, although now 
commonplace themes in the media, have only been 
recognised as such in the last 10 to 15 years. And while there 
does appear to be greater levels of awareness and measures to 
address such behaviours, a survey published in March of this 
year actually shows a slight increase in incidence (Bullying in 
the workplace, 2007). Approximately one in every 12 workers 
in Ireland is bullied, according to the research. Even more 
worrying, is a statistic cited by clinical psychologist Michael 
Mullally, at last month’s International Association for Suicide 
Prevention Conference, that workplace bullying was said to 
have been a factor in 100 suicides in Ireland last year.

What is bullying/harassment? 
Bullying and harassment tend to be very emotive words 
and at times used quite loosely. Let us look first of all at 
what might be considered a ‘technical’ definition of bullying 
(Figure 1).  
Whether the behaviour constitutes bullying or not depends 
on a number of factors: 
• Frequency and duration. 

• Impact on the victim. The key point is how it affects the 
recipient as opposed to the intentions of the perpetrator so 
it precludes a ‘no harm meant’ excuse.

• Whether it is targeted to one or one group of individuals. 
• Whether it continues or gets worse after being asked to 

stop. 

Bullying behaviour can take many forms (Figure 2). 
Obvious examples include verbal abuse or physical contact. 
However, there are many bullying behaviours which tend 
to go unrecognised as such. For example ‘slagging’, which at 
times can be extreme, is seen as an inherent part of our Irish 
culture. Exclusion or isolation of a person from the group can 
also be very subtle. And while fair and constructive criticism 
does not constitute bullying, many managers’ styles lack 
the ‘fair and constructive’ element and can unintentionally 
develop into micro-management and constant criticism. 
Other justifications used for bullying behaviours are that it 
was “only a joke” or that “no harm was meant”. Beliefs such 
as: “You are being overly sensitive,” “That’s life” or “There’s 
only one way to get results around here” can also allow a 
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Physical contact Verbal abuse and intimidation Sending offensive emails or texts 

Isolation  and exclusion from social 
activities 

Intrusion by pestering, spying and 
stalking

Sabotage and vandalism of personal/
company property

Implied threats General harassment Repeated impossible deadlines

Posters, photocopied cartoons, grafitti, 
obscene gestures, flags, bunting and 
emblems

Jokes, offensive language, gossip, 
slander, offensive songs 

Invasion of personal space or
withholding information  

Repeated unreasonable assignments Rumour-mongering Over-supervision/management

Discrediting personal reputation So-called humour Sarcasm 

Ostensible accidents Changing deadlines Using personal information

Constant criticism Lack of praise 

Figure 2: Examples of bullying and harassment behaviours.

bullying culture to prevail. 
Of course, most of us feel that we could never set out to 
behave in a manner that purposefully aims to undermine 
the dignity of another person. Yet, given a sufficient level 
of workplace pressures and stressors combined with some 
typical reflex behaviours that we as humans tend to respond 
to in a conflict, all of us could end up in a situation that has 
degenerated into one or both sides engaging in ‘bullying’ type 
behaviours. 

Why deal with bullying at work? 
Bullying can have serious and long-lasting negative effects for 
both the individual victim and the business or organisation 
as a whole. The effects on a victim range from physical (e.g., 
insomnia, stomach/bowel problems and loss of energy) to 
emotional/psychological (feeling stressed or depressed, loss 
of confidence and motivation and high anxiety). For the 
employer, there is the reduced motivation, efficiency and 
productivity of the victim as well as the wider team, higher 
absenteeism and staff turnover, as well as the possible costs of 
litigation.

What should you do if you feel you are being 
bullied? 
So, what are the options for an employee who feels they 
are being subjected to inappropriate behaviour in the 
workplace? Ideally, an employee would consult their 
employee’s handbook and follow the procedure outlined in 
the anti-bullying policy (usually part of the safety statement 
now mandatory in all workplaces). This will outline an 
informal and formal procedure to be followed. The informal 
route usually involves approaching the person in a non-
confrontational yet assertive manner and telling them that 
you don’t like their behaviour and requesting them to stop. 
Other informal options include discussing the case with 
your manager (if they are not the ‘bully’) or getting an 
external mediator involved. It’s also useful to keep a log of all 
incidents, times, dates and how they affected you. Failing all 
of these, you can then put your complaint in writing and have 
a formal investigation of the incident carried out. 
What if an employer doesn’t have a policy and/or doesn’t take 
a complaint on board? If the bullying continues such that 
you are forced to leave your job, you may be entitled to claim 
that you were ‘constructively dismissed’. This means that, 
although you left your job voluntarily, you were forced to do 
so because of the way that you were being treated. If this is 

upheld by the Employment Appeals Tribunal, you may be 
entitled to compensation from your employer. 

What should employers do? 
As an employer, you have a duty to take reasonable steps to 
prevent bullying in the workplace. 
• Have a policy and complaints procedure around ‘Dignity 

at work’ and make sure that all employees are clear on 
what constitutes bullying or harassment behaviour and 
that it will not be tolerated. The Code of Practice (2007) 
provides comprehensive guidelines on this and can be 
downloaded from the Health and Safety Authority 
website at www.hsa.ie. 

• Ensure that your own behaviour is in line with dignity 
and respect. There is a fine but clear distinction between 
strong management and bullying behaviour. Developing 
good communication skills is an essential management 
skill that is often overlooked in a busy and task-focused 
workplace. 

• Take early action on complaints that are made. Most 
people simply want inappropriate behaviour to stop so 
that they can get on with their job. Facilitating this to 
happen can be done by either supporting the person 
themselves to approach a perpetrator or, with their 
consent, intervening on their behalf. 

• Approach the person causing offence. Stress the 
informality and confidentiality of the discussion. 
Describe objectively the specific offensive behaviour, its 
impact, its contravention of the ‘Dignity at work’ policy 
and request that it stops. Outline the consequences of 
continuing and seek their commitment to stop. 

• Mediation by an external third party can be highly 
effective as it avoids the issue becoming a formal matter 
and yet offers a very structured forum for allowing two 
people to resolve an issue themselves. 
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