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What is Workplace Bullying and what can we do about it? 

Hadyn Olsen: WAVE (Workplace Against Violence in Employment). 2017. 

 

Identifying workplace bullying? 

Workplace bullying is a behavioural hazard according to the New Zealand WORKSAFE Guideline; 

“Preventing and Responding to Workplace Bullying” 2014. 

But what is bullying? What does it look like? How can we identify it? 

To one person bullying means a display of aggression and to another bullying means pressuring them to 

do something they might not want to do. People’s perceptions of behaviour can be quite different and 

while their perception may be their ‘reality’, organisations need to have more objective standards to 

identify and measure bullying by.  

The word “bullying” is crude and it needs to be broken down into more specific forms of conduct if we 

are going to be able to manage it and prevent it. Research into workplace bullying in the last forty years 

has found that bullying involves specific kinds of behaviour and some researchers have described more 

than sixty different forms of behaviour that could constitute bullying. 

These forms of behaviour or conduct can be described under certain areas such as; 

1. Behaviours that intimidate people and create fear or insecurity (displays of aggression and 

hostility, threats, menacing behaviour, invasion of space, standing over, etc.). 

2. Behaviours that are demean or humiliate people and attack their self-esteem (denigrating 

language, insults, ridicule, put-downs, public humiliation, constant criticism, fault finding, etc.). 

3. Behaviours that involve unfair isolation (exclusion, confining, ignoring, dismissing, preventing 

access to resources, relationships or information a person needs to do their work, etc.). 

4. Behaviours that undermine a person’s standing in the workplace and their ability to do their 

work (destructive gossip, rumours, bad-mouthing, subversion, making false allegations or 

complaints, interfering in someone’s work or setting them up to fail, etc.). 

5. Abuses of power that unfairly disadvantage people in their workplace (unfair allocation of work, 

setting impossible deadlines, changing agreed processes/targets without consultation, unfair 

sanctioning, unfair processes of investigation, unfair disciplinary action, etc.). 

What is common about these behaviours is that most people seem to find them unacceptable in a 

workplace because they are unfair and potentially destructive. 

In 2005 WAVE developed a definition of workplace bullying as;  

“… unwanted and unwarranted behaviour that a person finds offensive, intimidating or humiliating and 

is repeated so it has a detrimental effect upon a person’s dignity, safety and wellbeing.”  

(Page 8. “Workplace Bullying and Harassment: A Toolbox for Managers and Supervisors.” CCH NZ Ltd.) 
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This definition sought to establish some specific elements that could be used to help decide whether a 

behaviour fitted the definition. This definition has four elements; 

• Unwanted (the person doesn’t want the behaviour and usually they experience it as offensive, 

intimidating or humiliating) 

• Unwarranted (the behaviour itself is unreasonable, unwarranted and unnecessary) 

• Repeated (the behaviour is not just a single incident but something more persistent involving a 

range of other possible bullying behaviours as well) 

• Detrimental (the behaviour negatively impacts a person’s sense of dignity, safety and 

wellbeing.) 

The WAVE definition has been widely used in New Zealand by many organisations. 

In 2014 WORKSAFE published a Guideline; “Preventing and Responding to Workplace Bullying.” 

The definition used by WORKSAFE was the same as used in Australian Health and Safety standards: 

“Workplace Bullying is repeated and unreasonable behaviour directed toward a worker or a group of 

workers that creates a risk to their health and safety.” (page 6) 

This is a simpler definition however the main elements of the definition are similar. To constitute 

bullying the behaviour or conduct needs to be; 

• Repeated 

• Unreasonable 

• Risk to Health and Safety 

It is important to note that WORKSAFE’s definition doesn’t require the element of “intention” to qualify 

as bullying. This is similar to the definitions of harassment under New Zealand Human Rights legislation. 

Intention is difficult to prove and whilst it is recognised that sometimes people can be unaware that 

their behaviour has caused harm, they shouldn’t be able to escape accountability by claiming they didn’t 

intend to harm. Whether the perpetrator intended harm or not, harm may have occurred and the 

perpetrator should be responsible for their own behaviour and the effect of it. 

So the task of defining workplace bullying has been done and workplaces can now address it as a hazard.  

Workplaces should clarify behavioural expectations and set a “line in the sand” regarding appropriate or 

inappropriate behaviour. By clarifying behavioural expectations, employers are effectively saying to their 

employees, “If you are going to work here then please ensure you don’t behave in these ways, (even if 

you act like this outside of work) because these forms of behaviour are destructive and we will not 

accept them or tolerate them in our organisation.” 

This doesn’t mean that any behaviour that someone dislikes is outlawed. That would create chaos. 

Everyone needs to accept that they will face conflict at times and they will find some people difficult to 

work with. This doesn’t mean it qualifies as bullying or harassment. However, when the behaviour 

reaches the ‘threshold of definition’ the workplace must treat it as a hazard and take practicable steps 

to prevent it, eliminate it, isolate and protect people from it. This is what a fair and reasonable employer 

would and should do. 
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How can employers prevent and respond to bullying effectively? 

Unlike some other hazards, workplace bullying is not as easy to manage. An employer cannot just take a 

standard disciplinary approach to stop bullying. The nature of this hazard is complex because it involves 

relationships and perceptions, and it is often difficult to prove bullying has happened. Therefore, telling 

employees to complain or “put it in writing” doesn’t generally work. Receiving complaints that cannot 

be established through an investigation process doesn’t serve anyone. It creates disruption and is costly 

in terms of people’s stress and in terms of organisations resources. The complainant can often be worse 

off after making a complaint especially if they need to continue working with the alleged perpetrator in 

the future.  

Formal complaints processes are necessary however their effectiveness is limited. They should generally 

be a last option not a first option. Workplaces need other options to resolve issues of bullying and 

harassment and these other options are different in nature and process from formal complaints. They 

are not primarily fixated with ‘proving’ whether bullying has occurred, but how to improve the way 

people move forward. They are referred to as informal interventions. 

Informal interventions are not punitive or disciplinary but are focused on changing the behaviour of 

concern and improving working relationships. They can involve various processes and while mediation is 

often referred to, this is only one option and sometimes not the best one. Mediation can be useful but 

sometimes it can be unsafe and ineffective. It should not be a standard line of response. Other options 

involve managerial interventions, shuttle mediation, facilitated discussions, group facilitation and other 

forms of engaging people in resolving matters of concern. 

Informal interventions often work effectively because they focus on improving behaviour and 

relationships rather than taking the old adversarial route of investigation and finding someone to blame. 

They can also involve ongoing monitoring and managing so that the potential “hazardous behaviour or 

situation” is reduced and prevented. If the bullying continues it may then be formally addressed. 

Workplaces involved with WAVE continue to develop their capacity to resolve issues and “nip problems 

in the bud.” WAVE provides ongoing external support and assistance to organisations in all areas of 

bullying and harassment prevention.  

Preventing workplace bullying and harassment is better than responding to it once it has occurred. 

Prevention is always better than cure. Creating a preventative environment involves a number of 

components that work together to create a certain kind of workplace culture. 

These components are; 

• Education. Ensuring all employees understand what bullying and harassment involve and that all 

employees receive regular training on how to respond effectively. Education and awareness 

brings clarity and creates new norms and expectations. 

• Support. Creating trained support people within an organisation who can respond to enquirers 

with sensitivity will greatly assist in resolving issues at an early stage. These people are often 

called “Contact Persons” and they generally are work colleagues and not necessarily managers. 

Enquirers often want this support to be confidential so their safety and privacy is maintained. 

Contact Persons act as a “sounding board” helping people talk about their concerns and 

exploring options and strategies to resolve them. 
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• Managers. Ensuring managers have tools and support so they can model and lead the way in 

terms of behavioural standards. Managers also have a specific role in being able to intervene 

effectively if concerns about bullying and harassment are raised with them. Equipping managers 

to respond to bullying effectively will have a significant positive impact on workplace culture. 

• Culture. Developing the workplaces culture so that there is healthy cohesion and a sense of co-

responsibility for everyone’s safety and wellness. Workplace cultures that measure highly 

regarding safety, trust and respect, often eliminate the likelihood of bullying or harassment 

happening in the first place. 

Bullying is a human phenomenon. Anyone can bully. It happens in families, in public areas, and in every 

part of our society. However, in workplaces employers can do something about it. They can identify it, 

manage it and prevent it. They need to do this if they want to reduce the damage done to people and to 

the organisation itself through stress related illness, disruption, high staff turnover, productivity decline 

and toxic workplace cultures. 

What good employee wants to be bullied or harassed in their workplace?  

What good employer wants to “turn a blind eye” to something so potentially destructive to their 

business and their people?  

Join with WAVE in building a swell of support for the prevention of workplace bullying and harassment 

in organisations.   
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