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Mediation should not be the default approach to resolve 

workplace bullying 

Hadyn Olsen. Bullying and Harassment Prevention Consultant. WAVE. 2018. 

 

This article is a revised version of an article I wrote in 2004, “Mediation is not the way to deal with Workplace Bullying.”  

Workplace bullying is not a new phenomenon. It has been around for a long time. What is new, is that 

people are now talking about it and realising that bullying is not an acceptable practice in workplaces. All 

workers have a right to work in a safe environment without being exposed to bullying. Bullying is an 

identifiable hazard that employers and employees need to understand and take all practical steps to 

prevent. It is vital that we do this in order to give people confidence they can be psychologically safe at 

work. 

Unfortunately, there has been significant historical tolerance of workplace bullying in New Zealand and 

overseas. It affects about 20% of employees generally but in some areas such as nursing and hospitality 

bullying rates can rise to 80% of people.  

This phenomenon occurs because it is supported by a culture of acceptance within an organisation. This 

culture involves the beliefs, norms, mindsets and practices within a workplace. The culture forms a 

social container that enables bullying to thrive. 

In the past people have called bullying a management style, or being assertive, some describe it as a 

“personality clash” or just “people not getting on very well.” It has been excused as an expression of 

frustration or stress and taken as a normal human function as if it is something we must endure because 

people can’t help it. Our language around bullying has enabled it. We have colluded because of the 

social pressure to “turn a blind eye” to it. This has created a zone of silence and untouchability around it 

and formed an environment where victims (or targets) are blamed for being bullied because “they failed 

to get on with the bully”, or “they haven’t been resilient enough” or they are “weak” or they deserve it 

because of perceived deficiencies. Targets have been ignored or seen as troublemakers because they 

have spoken up.  

What does it take to prevent bullying? 

Stopping behavioural issues such as bullying requires a change in the social environment. The culture 

and structure must transform from acceptance to non-acceptance. This involves not only a change in 

thinking and mindsets but the adoption of specific practices to increase responsibility and 

accountability. 

Stopping bullying is also about stopping it at source. This means that those who bully are required to 

change their behaviour. The environment requires it of them. We need to focus on the perpetrators not 

just the victims. Bullying is not the victim’s fault. It is the fault of the perpetrator.  

People who bully do so for three reasons; Firstly, they develop a sense of entitlement to bully others. 

They feel it is their right to use destructive and hostile behaviour. Secondly, they remove empathy from 
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the relationship with the target by objectifying and depersonalizing the target. Basically, they don’t care 

about how it feels on the receiving end of their behaviour. Lastly, they become “untouchable” by 

removing themselves from being accountable for their behaviour. They create a zone of untouchability 

around themselves and others accept this and stop calling them to account.  

Preventing workplace bullying involves bringing the attention onto the bully and requiring them to 

change their behaviour. For some reason this does not happen in many organisations. The victim is 

usually seen as the problem and attention is placed on the victim to resolve things. 

Comparisons between Domestic Violence and Workplace Bullying 

Bullying is essentially a form of violence. In workplaces it mostly occurs as a form of psychological 

violence rather than physical violence. However, this doesn’t mean it is less likely to harm people. 

Violence is destructive whether physical or psychological. Violence is something that violates people and 

harms them. It should not be condoned or accepted in any workplace. 

Domestic violence and workplace bullying share many of the same dynamics. They both involve the 

“power and control” tactics such as intimidation, emotional abuse, and isolation. They also involve mind 

games such as “gaslighting” where the victim’s sense of reality is undermined and the abuser gains 

psychological dominance. In this way violence erodes people’s self-esteem and their sense of agency or 

power. Domestic violence and workplace bullying both can create a “battered person” syndrome where 

the target becomes unable to stand up against the perpetrator.  

Historically, New Zealand has had a significant problem with domestic violence and over the years there 

have been some changes to the way we deal with it. A century ago it was lawful for a man to hit his wife 

with a stick as long as the stick was no thicker than his thumb. This is where the “rule of thumb” 

originated from. This seems shocking now and we can be thankful that things have changed and that we 

have grown less tolerant of domestic violence, however there is a lot more change needed if we are to 

reduce our current statistics. 

The period around the 1960’s and 1970’s in New Zealand saw a change from what has been called the 

non-interventionist approach to the interventionist approach to domestic violence. Before this time 

domestic violence was seen as a problem that occurred between two people. “It takes two to tango,” 

was a catch-phrase used in defense of perpetrators of domestic violence. The courts promoted 

counselling and mediation as a remedy to the problem. They assumed that domestic violence was the 

fault of both people and therefore took the position that the answer lay in both people undertaking 

responsibility for it. People who complained of domestic violence were expected to undertake 

counselling and also to engage in direct mediation with the perpetrator. 

The result of this was that victims of domestic violence often became further victimised by this court-

initiated process to prevent it. The battered woman whose dignity and self-esteem were usually in 

tatters, then had to face the perpetrator who often used the occasion to further inflict further pain. 

Many victims of domestic violence were re-victimised by this process. 

With the change to an interventionist approach, domestic violence is now seen as a perpetrator 

problem - not a victim problem. Victims can file for a “Protection Order” that intervenes in the 

relationship to safeguard the victim. The legal system focuses on stopping the violence in the first 

instance. The perpetrator is required to take responsibility for their behaviour and change it.  
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This intervention is intended to stop further damage. The perpetrator is required by law to attend a 

Stopping Violence programme. The victim is supported, and the law provides provisions to safeguard 

the victim from further harm. While the system is not perfect, is far more effective than the previous 

non-interventionist approach.  

Another aspect of New Zealand’s law is that the victim is not required to help the perpetrator change 

their behaviour. The victim is not required to share the load of responsibility for changing the 

perpetrator’s behaviour and the victim is not forced to accept counselling or undergo mediation with 

their abuser. This intervention happens without having to prove the violence took place in the first 

place. This is interesting because prior investigation to establish proof of violence is not required. The 

allegation, heard by a judge, may be enough to bring about the intervention. 

Employment arena 

In the employment arena this shift has not happened. What commonly occurs when a person raises 

concerns about bullying, is they are told to engage in mediation with the alleged perpetrator. An 

assumption is made that the bullying is a relationship problem and therefore the perpetrator and the 

victim should work it out. This is the same faulty reasoning that was used with domestic violence. 

Victims are not helped. Their safety is not addressed, and matters are not resolved. 

Or, the target is required to put their allegations in writing, thus making a formal complaint. This moves 

things into a formal investigation process. The focus is now on whether the alleged bullying has 

happened in the first place. This shifts things to an examination what has allegedly happened in the past 

and to find evidence to prove the allegations of bullying. The problem with this is, it usually very difficult 

to find enough evidence to prove bullying, and the investigation process takes the focus away from the 

safety needs of the target who may simply just wish the bullying to stop so they can work effectively. 

The investigation may leave the target in a precarious position, by having to prove that bullying has 

occurred, and by having to weather the stress from an investigation process. If insufficient evidence is 

found to prove bullying took place, then the finding will provide no outcome from which the 

organisation can take disciplinary behaviour. Targets end up worse off than before they raised the issue. 

Not only is an investigation process very stressful on people, it also can create a greater wedge between 

people and divide teams as people become involved and take sides. 

What should happen instead? 

The first consideration must be to the safety of people. An interventionist approach means that we 

intervene to prevent the possibility of bullying from continuing. The focus is on the present and the 

future rather than the looking back at the past to see what can be proved.  

The interventionist approach involves identifying the specific behaviours of concern and making people 

aware that these behaviours are not acceptable. It then monitors and manages the ongoing relationship 

and provides support to help people uphold their commitments.  

This should be the first approach because it provides a basis for safety. Whether the alleged perpetrator 

admits to using bullying behaviour in the past, or not, the focus is ensuring this behaviour does not 

happen in the future. The alleged perpetrator is put on specific notice not to engage in specific kinds of 

behaviour with the target. The target and the perpetrator both commit to relate to each other without 

the specific types of behaviour that are described. It becomes an agreement between them and the 
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organisation. This approach brings a focus on the behaviour of concern and puts the ongoing 

relationship under the spotlight. It can happen quickly, and it can provide an immediate sense of safety. 

The process is not disciplinary and does not disadvantage anyone. It calls on people to make assurances 

and commitments about ongoing behaviour. It also lets them know that if bullying does happen in the 

future then there will be possible disciplinary consequences. The power is in the ongoing monitoring 

process. It increases transparency and accountability and serves to stop the behaviours of concern. 

Once this has occurred, attention can then be focused on improving the working relationship between 

people. Facilitation is a useful tool in this area. A manager can move between people or arrange 

managed discussions to resolve areas of concern. Mediation can be an option if and when people feel 

they are ready and safe enough to engage, however direct mediation is unnecessary. 

The key focus is on stopping bullying behaviour and bringing a change to the three main areas that 

support bullying: Instead of a sense of entitlement, there is a clear set of expectations about behaviour 

that is appropriate and inappropriate. Instead of a lack of care and empathy, the impact of certain 

behaviours is made clear to the perpetrator, and instead of “untouchableness” all parties share 

accountability for ongoing behaviour that is monitored into the future. Bullying thrives in secret. This 

process puts a spotlight on the relationship. 

Like domestic violence, workplace bullying is a scourge to our societies. We need to become wiser and 

better equipped to respond effectively to cases that arise and to prevent it in the first place. It is far 

better to create barriers at the top of the cliff than to have to deal with the wreckage at the bottom.  

Employers and employees have a right to work in a safe environment. This doesn’t just happen by 

chance. A structure must be created that supports safety and brings transparency and accountability to 

everyone, especially those who bully. 
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