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Bullying at W ork
Bull ying in t he work place is a
w i d e s p r ead and  gro w i n g
p roblem. Yet  it i s st ill  mist akenly
thou ght  of as som ething  that
only happens in t he school
p l a y g r oun d. Bullyi ng aff e c t s
thou sands of working people, as
the following st at ist ics show:

! A recent sur vey by t he BBC
found t hat  78% of
employees had wit nessed
bully ing  at work.

! A Staf f o r d s h i r e Univer sit y
s u r vey showed  that  53% of
all UK  employ ees had  been
bulli ed at w ork.

! The sam e sur vey found that
one in t hree peop le leave
their  jobs because of
b u l l y i n g .

Bull ying is a daily realit y and a
ser ious is sue for many U sdaw
member s. Bullying can oft en be
c a r ried ou t  by manager s and
s u p e r visor s. Violence and abuse
f r om cust omers is al so part  of
the growing pr oblem of bull ying
in t he wor kplace. Figur es fr o m
the Br it ish R etai l Consor t i u m
show t hat  around 350,000  re t a i l
s t a f f ar e threat ened  and verbally
abused at  work by mem ber s of
the pu bli c each year .
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The un ion is wor king wit h it s
member s and wit h em ployers  to
tackle t he iss ue of  bull ying at
wor k. This booklet  has been
p roduced t o help Us daw
re p resent at ives wh o wan t to
raise t he iss ue of  bull ying at
wor k wit h t heir employer .

It  is also aim ed at  Usdaw
member s who ar e being bu llied
at  wor k and  set s out wha t can be
done to deal  wit h t he pr o b l e m .

The centr al mess ages of
U s d a w Õs cam paign  against
bullyi ng at  wor k ar e :

! You do not  have t o pu t  up
wi th bully ing  at work.

! Your  empl oyer has a du ty to
p rot ect you from  wor kplace
b u l l y i n g .

! T h e r e can never  be an y
excuse for bull ying at  work.
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What is Bullying?
Bullying at work can take many for ms and refers to a
wide range of behaviour. 

Bullying refers to the misuse of power to intimidate
or humiliate someone on a regular and persistent
basis. Workplace bullying is usually, though not
always, carried out by people in positions of power .

Bullying can occur in a number of dif ferent ways.
Some of these are obvious and easy to identify,
such as:

! Persistent and unfair criticism.

! Publicly humiliating someone including shouting
at them in front of other staff.

! Direct verbal abuse or threats.

! Physical abuse and violence.

! Hurtful comments and teasing.

Others forms of bullying are subtler and may not
always be so easy to recognise. These might include:

! Setting impossible deadlines.

! Removing someoneÕs responsibilities and taking
credit for their work.

! Withholding information fr om an employee so that
it is harder for them to do their job.

! Starting malicious rumours about someone to
undermine their reputation. 

! Setting someone up as a scapegoat for when
things go wrong.

! Creating a climate at work where someone feels
they canÕt say no to unreasonable requests.

As with harassment, it is the perception of the person
being bullied that deter mines whether bullying has
taken place, not the intention of the bully . 

People who are being bullied are often wrongly made
to feel that they should put up with the pressures 
they are under. Too often people do not speak out
about bullying because they fear that they will not be
believed, or that the bullying will only get worse if 
they do.
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Bullying by the Public
For many Usdaw members, bullying and abuse from
the customers they come into contact with can be as
much of a problem as bullying by management. Y our
employer has a legal responsibility to protect you from
customer harassment Ð as far as this is possible. The
unionÕs leaflet Abuse is Not Part of the Job! has mor e
information on how union reps can tackle the issue of
customer harassment.

Bullying by members of the public is a for m of 
violence at work and employers have clear
responsibilities under health and safety legislation to
prevent workplace violence. The unionÕs leaflet
Preventing Violence to Staff has more information on
ways to reduce the risks of violence at work.

Why Does Bullying Happen?
Bullying behaviour can occur for many r easons. New
research by the University of Manchester Institute of
Science and Technology suggests that a lot of bullying
at work is car ried out by overworked and str essed
managers, who take their anger and frustration out on
the people they work with.

But stress and overwork is only part of the explanation
for bullying at work. There are strong organisational
factors which can influence whether bullying takes
place at work. Bullying is far more likely to occur in
companies which have aggressive, macho styles of
management and which encourage people to get on
by putting others down. 

Some companies may mistakenly see bullying as
strong management and will therefore promote and
encourage managers who act in this way. Employees
who complain about bullying might be told ÒitÕs not
bullying, thatÕs just the way we do things her eÓ. 

Challenging bullying at work can be especially dif ficult
in workplaces where there is a culture of aggressive
management. 

In any workplace, it is impor tant that bullying is raised
and tackled at the earliest possible oppor tunity.
Leaving it to go on means more str ess and suffering
for the person being bullied. It also makes it har der for
the problem to be sor ted out.
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Harassment and Bullying
Women and black workers can often experience a
combination of both harassment and bullying. A black
worker, for instance, may not always be sure where
bullying stops and racial harassment star ts. They will
very often overlap.

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT)
workers and disabled workers are also vulnerable to
bullying and harassment.

What Bullying is not
There are a lot of misunderstandings about bullying
at work. 

Bullying does not refer to legitimate, properly
conducted criticism of an individuals work
performance by their manager or supervisor. Nor 
does it refer to the sort of everyday disagreements 
that go on in any workplace. Bullying is not about
arguments between individuals. It is about having the
right to a working environment free fr om intimidation
and abuse.
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What ar e the Ef fects 
of Bullying?
Bullying can have serious, long-ter m effects on both
the individual being bullied and the company they
work for.

Ef fects on the individual
People who are constantly bullied can suffer str ess
and ill health. Bullying contributes to up to half of all
work-related str ess.

Stress is associated with a range of health pr oblems
including headaches, high blood pressure, inability to
sleep and loss of appetite. The long-ter m health
effects of stress can include irritable bowel syndrome,
heart attack, and stomach ulcers.

People who are bullied can also experience high 
levels of anxiety and feelings of dread about coming
into work each day. This can develop into depression
and thoughts of suicide.

Someone may put up with bullying for months or 
even years and suddenly feel they cannot take any
more. At this point, they may act in a way that seems
totally out of character , by walking of f the job, 
shouting at a customer or even hitting the bully . They
are very likely to be disciplined for their behaviour 
and this is often the first the union will know about
whatÕs been going on.

That's why it is vital that bullying is tackled as early 
as possible before things ever get to this stage.

Ef fects on the employer
Bullying can have significant costs for an employer . 

So there is a strong business case for tackling 
bullying at work.

Staff who are being bullied are likely to have 
increased sickness absence due to stress. Research
by the University of Manchester Institute for Science
and Technology has estimated that bullying accounts
for between a third and half of all str ess related
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sickness absence, at a cost to industr y of £1.3 billion 
a year.

Employees who feel frightened to come into work will
not give of their best when they are ther e. So bullying
can cause productivity and motivation to fall. The 
TUC and the Confederation of British Industr y have
recently commissioned r esearch to assess the cost of
bullying in terms of performance and absenteeism.

Employers who fail to tackle the problem of 
workplace bullying also risk facing expensive legal
proceedings and bad publicity if cases end up in the
courts. A County Council was r ecently ordered to pay
£100,000 to a teacher who had been bullied at work
and suffered two nervous breakdowns as a result.

It is partly because bullying can have such high costs
for an organisation that employers have felt the need
to take action to deal with it.

Bullying is also at last being tackled because of the
hard work that trade unions have done in raising the
issue with employers and in representing members
who have been bullied. Unions have led the way in
negotiating procedures for tackling workplace 
bullying and in ensuring their members have the
support and assistance they need to use them.
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Raising the Issue of
Bullying at W ork
There are a number of actions Usdaw r epresentatives
can take to raise awareness of the issue of bullying in
their workplaces.

The following checklist sets out what can be done.

Some of these actions should also be helpful if the
company already has a policy but there ar e still
problems with bullying at work.

! Use posters, leaflets, etc to bring the issue to the
attention of members. A bullying poster (which
can be put on the union noticeboard) is available
from the unionÕs central office.

! Conduct a survey to find out whether bullying is a
problem in your workplace. This could be done on
an anonymous, confidential basis. There is a
sample survey at the end of this booklet. 

! Health and Safety representatives can use their
workplace inspections to speak to members
about stress related issues such as bullying.

! Find out whether the company already has a
policy and procedure for tackling bullying at 
work. If not, suggest to management that they
negotiate one with the union.

! Table bullying as an agenda item for local,
regional and national consultative meetings. 

! Invite a speaker from the union to addr ess your
branch meeting on bullying at work.
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Negotiating a Bullying
Policy and Pr ocedur e
Every employer should have a policy on bullying and a
procedure for dealing with it.

Negotiating a Policy
! Since the main aim is to prevent bullying, the

policy should make it clear that this is
unacceptable behaviour which will be regar ded as
a disciplinary matter.

! The policy will need to be communicated to all
employees, trainees, job applicants and suppliers.
It should be made clear that the policy applies to
everyone at all levels in the company.

! Where the employeesÕ duties bring them into
contact with the public, the policy needs to
recognise the employersÕ duty to prevent and/or
deal with bullying from this sour ce.

! People who are being bullied may be very
reluctant to make a complaint for fear of making
things worse. The policy should ther efore make it
clear that all complaints of bullying will be taken
seriously and will be handled with sensitivity ,
speed and confidentiality . It is important to make
it clear that no one will be victimised for bringing a
complaint of bullying.

! The policy should allow for the appropriate
training of management and for the union to train
its representatives.

! The employer may already have an equal
oppor tunities policy or a separate policy for
dealing with harassment. Where this is the case, it
is still advisable that a separate specific clause
relating to bullying is incorporated. This clause
should give a clear definition of what bullying is
and that it will be tr eated as a disciplinary offence.

! The policy should recognise that bullying is an
issue for the whole organisation, and make it clear
that the employer is responsible for providing a
workplace free from bullying.

A sample clause is shown on the next page.
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A Sample Clause
The union and the employer recognise that all
employees have the right to a working environment
which is free from bullying.

The company regards bullying as a serious and
unacceptable for m of behaviour which employees do
not have to tolerate from any sour ce. Bullying in the
workplace will be regarded as a disciplinary of fence,
including where appropriate gross misconduct.

The company defines bullying as the misuse of power
or position to persistently criticise, intimidate or
humiliate another person. Bullying can include:

! Persistent, unrelenting criticism of someone.

! Shouting or verbally abusing someone.

! Setting objectives with impossible deadlines or
unachievable tasks.

! Removing or replacing areas of responsibility 
with menial or trivial tasks.

! Undervaluing a colleagues contribution, taking
credit for their ideas or over monitoring their
performance.

! Continually refusing reasonable requests for
leave, training etc, without good reason.

! Changing instructions without consultation or 
due notice.

Bullying is a serious health hazard and the
company has a legal responsibility to provide a safe
and healthy working environment for all employees.
This includes protecting employees from damage
to their mental health such as can be caused by
bullying.

All complaints of bullying will be taken seriously and
will be handled quickly and confidentially . No
employee will be victimised for bringing a complaint of
bullying. Employees who believe they have witnessed
bullying also have the right to raise a complaint and
will not be victimised for doing so.

Where bullying involves a member of the public, the
company resolves to take action as appr opriate, in
consultation with the union.
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The company undertakes to provide training for
management and employees to ensure that they are
aware of this policy statement and of the procedur e
which can be followed by someone who has been
bullied.

The company recognises the important role which
union representatives have in ensuring the success of
this procedure. The company agrees to provide
release without loss of earnings for all union
representatives to attend an Usdaw training course 
on the procedure.

This policy will be circulated to all employees, 
trainees and job applicants. The company will
periodically and jointly review the operation of this
policy with the union to ensure that it is working
successfully. Any changes made to the policy as a
result of this monitoring process will be notified to all
employees.
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Negotiating a Procedur e for
Dealing with Bullying
A good policy statement is impor tant but it needs to 
be backed up by a clear procedur e which sets out 
how complaints of bullying are going to be handled.

The procedure should be agreed with the union and
provide for all complaints of bullying to be dealt with
quickly, confidentially and sensitively.

Some key points to include in a
bullying pr ocedure ar e:
! Does the procedure establish a clear union

presence? It should provide for the person being
bullied to be represented by the union at all
stages. Does it also allow for both the alleged
harasser and the person being bullied to be
represented in the event they are both union
members.

! You may want to have an informal stage in the
procedure which the employee can use before
making a formal complaint. An informal procedur e
can be helpful because it allows the person being
bullied to choose how their complaint is dealt with.

! The informal stage must give the person being
bullied the choice about whether or not to use this
part of the procedure. They should have the right
to go straight to the for mal procedure without
using the informal stage at all if they wish.

The box below has some suggested steps which you
can include in an informal procedure.
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! The person being bullied may wish to write a
letter to the alleged bully, pointing out that
their behaviour is unwelcome and asking for it
to stop.

! The Company could run a training session on
bullying at work, which includes but does not
identify the alleged bully.

! Someone more senior than the alleged bully
could be asked to have a quiet word with them



! The procedure should be clear and easily
understood? It should set strict time limits. Both
the person being bullied and the alleged bully will
need to know how long the investigation will take
and how it will be conducted.

! Does the procedure give employees a choice
about who they can appr oach with their
complaint? There should be provision for taking
complaints dir ectly to senior or personnel
managers where the bullying is being done by a
member of line management.

! Does the procedure ensure that the staff involved
in the investigation and all line managers have
been appropriately trained?

! Does the procedure make it clear that all
complaints will be handled in confidence?
It should be made clear to everyone involved in 
an investigation, including any witnesses, that
breaching confidentiality will be treated as a
disciplinary offence.

! In the event that it is necessary to relocate the
member of staff involved, is it made clear that the
first option will be to move the bully and not the
person who has been bullied (unless the person
being bullied specifically r equests a relocation)?

! Does the procedure make provision to protect the
person making the complaint while the procedur e
is invoked and after any action, including
disciplinary action, is taken? 

! Has agreement been reached that Usdaw/Sata
representatives are given paid release to attend
an Usdaw course on the procedur es and how
they will work?

! Has the existing disciplinary procedur e been
checked to ensure that it now includes r eference
to bullying under gross misconduct?
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Supporting a Member who
is being Bullied
People who are being bullied will often find it very
difficult to ask for help. If a member appr oaches you
saying they have been bullied, it is impor tant that
union representatives should:

! Treat cases of bullying seriously and support the
person being bullied during the investigation and
afterwards.

! Make it clear to the member that you donÕt think
they are being over sensitive, that they do not
have to put up with bullying at work and that the
union will help.

! Try to establish whether other workers have been
bullied and if so ask them for details.

! Encourage the member to write down what has
happened to them including what was said and
done and the date and time. This will help if the
member is going to raise a formal complaint.

! If the member isnÕt sure that what they have
experienced is in fact bullying, suggest they keep
a diary of events. This will help if they later decide
to make a complaint.

! Discuss with the member what they want to do
about the bullying and how to use the procedur e. 

! Encourage the member to repor t the bullying to
management. Help the member do this if they
wish. 

! Offer to represent and support the member at all
stages of the investigation.

! With the membersÕ agreement, seek the support
of other workers in order to r educe the risks of
victimisation or further bullying. 

! Advise the member that if the matter is not
resolved through the procedur es, they may be
able to take the matter to an Employment
Tribunal.
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What Y ou can do if Y ou ar e
being Bullied at W ork
You have the right to work in an environment which is
free from bullying and intimidation. Ther e is never any
excuse for bullying at work and the union will repr esent
and suppor t you in getting the bullying stopped.

A recent survey by the trade union Unison has shown
that cases of bullying at work are far more likely to be
sorted out quickly and successfully where union
representatives are involved.

There are a number of things you can do which will
help the union to take up your case.

! Talk to your union representative at the earliest
possible oppor tunity. They will be able to give you
advice on how to pr oceed.

! Keep a record of all incidents of bullying including
what happened, what was said to you and the
time and date DonÕt worry if you canÕt remember
everything that has happened.

! Write down how you felt when the bullying was
taking place.

! Keep copies of all letters/memos relating to your
ability to do your job.

! Try to find out if you are the only person being
bullied or whether other people are being
affected. Consider making a collective complaint.

! You might want to consider talking to a counsellor
for support. Try to find out whether ther e are
harassment and bullying counsellors in the
company who you could talk to in confidence.

! DonÕt worry if you feel unsure about whether you
are being bullied at work. If you are unhappy in
any way with how you are treated at work, you
have the right to contact your union
representative for support and advice.
What matters is the fact that you have a 
problem at work, not what you call it. 

15



! If you are always expected to work on after your
shift or you arenÕt given the training you need to
do your job, the union will help. You donÕt have to
tie yourself in knots tr ying to work out whether
you have been bullied, or trying to make your
problem fit into this or that procedur e.
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Appendix One
At the time this leaflet was produced, the following
employers had a policy for dealing with bullying which
had been negotiated with the union.

! Tesco

! Safeway

! McVities

! Morrisons

! SainsburyÕs

! CadburyÕs

! Stratford Foods

! Mcgregor Cory

! Walter Willsons

! McFish, Aberdeen

! Littlewoods
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Appendix T wo

The law on bullying at work

Constructive dismissal
Bullying can amount to a breach of contract by the
employer. If serious enough this can entitle the
employee to leave, treating themselves as dismissed,
and claim unfair dismissal. This is Ôconstructive
dismissalÕ. It is important to note that the employee
must Ôwalk off the jobÕ, at least within a reasonably
short period of time after the act complained of. If the
claim is successful the employee will be awarded
compensation for unfair dismissal.

The conduct complained of must be a serious breach
of contract by the employer and this may be difficult to
prove. Tribunal proceedings are a harrowing
experience and preferably avoided. Members are
advised not to leave their job unless absolutely
necessary and not until after talking to their Area
Organiser.

Health and safety
There is a general legal duty placed upon employers to
provide a safe working environment. This applies
equally to protecting employees from damage to
mental health as it does to physical injur y from
accidents or harmful substances. Bullying and stress
are serious health hazards and the employer must
prevent them occur ring in the workplace. If an
employer is held to be in breach of that duty
compensation can be paid to the victim. The Health
and Safety Executive (HSE) recognises bullying as a
major contributor to stress r elated illness (HSE guide
Stress at Work).

Incidents that involve physical violence, or thr eats of
violence and intimidation may amount to assault and
breaches of public order which are criminal offences.
In addition to that, the employer would be liable for
breach of the duty of care. An employer who fails to
respond to justified complaints of bullying may also be
in breach of their duty to maintain mutual tr ust and
confidence towards employees.
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Sexual and racial harassment
If the bullying is by reason of sex or race, then it
coincides with harassment specifically dealt with
under separate legislation, and it may be possible to
pursue a case under the Sex Discrimination Act 1975
or Race Relations Act 1976. If it is connected with a
personÕs disability a case could be brought under the
Disability Discrimination Act 1996.

If harassment is connected with either a personÕs
sexual orientation, their religious belief or their age, it
may be possible to pursue a case under either the
Employment Equality (Sexual Orientation) Regulations
2003, the Employment Equality (Religion or Belief)
Regulations 2003 or the Employment Equality (Age)
Regulations 2006.

Protection fr om Harassment 
Act 1997
This piece of legislation was introduced to deal
primarily with ÔstalkingÕ but there is no reason yet why
it should not cover instances of bullying at work.

The test for harassment under the Act will be if the
person Ôknows that their conductÉamounts to
harassmentÕ, or if a Ôreasonable person in possession
of the same information would think the course of
conduct amounted to harassmentÕ.

At present there is some uncertainty about what sort of
behaviour will be covered by the Act and how effective
it will be to protect people fr om bullying. It remains to
be seen how the cour ts interpret the Act. However, the
Act makes the conduct a criminal offence.
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Appendix Thr ee

Usdaw Sur vey on Bullying
at W ork

Bullying means the misuse of power or position to
intimidate or humiliate someone on a regular and
persistent basis. Workplace bullying is usually though
not always carried out by people in positions of power .
Bullying and abuse can also come from members of
the public.

Have you ever been bullied at this
place of work? YES/NO

Are you currently being bullied? YES/NO

If yes, when did the bullying star t?

Who is bullying you? (please tick boxes)

" Supervisor

" Other Manager

" Member(s) of the public

" A colleague

" A group of colleagues

" Other (please give details)

What form does the bullying take?

" Threats

" Verbal abuse

" Physical abuse/ violence

" Humiliation

" Constant criticism

" Constantly changing instructions

" Excessive workloads

20



" Refusing reasonable requests (i.e. for leave
or training)

" Other (please specify)

How has bullying affected you?

" Loss of confidence

" Loss of self esteem

" Being sick

" Headaches

" Loss of appetite

" Loss of sleep

" Anxiety

" Depression

" Irritability

" Increased alcohol consumption

" Increased use of tobacco

" More days off sick

" Feelings of not wanting to go into work

" Other (please specify)

Have you raised the problem? YES/NO

If yes, who with?

" Supervisor

" Other Manager

" Personnel

" Union representative

" Colleagues

" Other(please specify)
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What action was taken, if any?

Did the situation improve?

In what ways would you like the union to help you deal
with the problem?

Any other comments?
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