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Dealing with Workplace Bullying
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There’s an old adage — prevention is better than cure — and a recent literature review on
bullying in the public sector reminds Human Resource Management of ways in which it can
manage bullying at its source.

For the NZ public sector, the cost of workplace bullying, both personally and financially, is a
critical issue. The 2013 Integrity and Conduct Survey found that 25% of state sector staff had
experienced bullying (NZ State Services Commission, 2014) compared to only 18% within the
private sector’.

Not only do employers who ignore bullying risk breaching legislation, but the personal costs
include anxiety, stress, deterioration in physical health and possible serious mental health
issues. At the Organizational level bullying impacts team relationships, organizational culture
and business outcomes as well as financial, through recruitment and retention costs (Bartlett
& Bartlett, 2011)

What is bullying

Although definitions vary, NZ Guidelines developed by WorkSafe NZ and MBIE define
workplace bullying as repeated and unreasonable behaviour directed towards a worker or a
group of workers that creates a risk to health and safety. (WorkSafe NZ, 2014). This can be
carried out via email, text messaging, internet chat rooms or other social media channels in
addition to direct verbal or physical interaction. In some cases workplace bullying may occur
outside normal working hours (WorkSafe Nz, 2014).

Bullying may be particularly prevalent in the public sector due to higher rates of restructuring
and change compared to the private sector (Beale & Hoel, 2010); and high levels of emotional
labour and personal involvement required in many public sector jobs (Zapf et al., 2011). It may
also be because management skills are low. Research conducted at CLEW has also found high
levels of bullying in the public sector, associated with lower organisational capability (Plimmer
et al., 2013).

What conditions lead to bullying?

Although many factors contribute to workplace bullying, poor psychosocial work climates
have higher rates of bullying, increasing the vulnerability of targets or the bullying behaviours
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of perpetrators (Salin & Hoel, 2011).

A poor psychosocial environment has three broad categories: enabling, motivating and
precipitating. The literature shows human resource management can offer a number of
practical solutions to tackle these antecedents to bullying.

1. Enabling contributors and recommendations

Enablers include structures and processes that make it possible for bullying to occur in the
first place and can be work specific or organizational.

Work-related enablers include role ambiguity and conflict, excessive and unreasonable job
demands, and limited job autonomy (Tuckey, Dollard, Hosking, & Winefield, 2009; Bowling &
Beehr, 2006). A thorough job analysis, with well-defined, well-communicated job roles and a
strong performance review process are essential in tackling enabling work factors (Tubre &
Collins, 2000).

Organizational enablers include a normalized bullying culture with little support for
prevention and management initiatives (Skogstad et al., 2011; Zapf, Knorz, & Kulla, 1996); and
leadership styles which are typically more authoritarian, or conversely, laissez faire (Johan
Hauge, Skogstad, & Einarsen, 2007; Mathisen, Einarsen, & Mykletun, 2011; Skogstad,
Einarsen, Torsheim, Aasland, & Hetland, 2007).

A thorough job analysis, with well-defined, well-communicated job roles and a strong
performance review process are essential in tackling enabling work factors (Tubre & Collins,
2000).

The support of management from the outset is critical for any prevention initiative.
Boundaries and expectations that are established and led from the top, coupled with
strengthening the induction and socialisation processes helps destabilise the normalisation of
bullying (Salin & Hoel 2011). Training in performance management, delivery of feedback, and
bullying identification and awareness, on bullying, in addition to management-led anti-
bullying policy require helps develop leaders to recognise and enact change (Ferris et al 2007,
Salin 2008, Rayner & Lewis 2011).

Arthur (2011) also recommends greater use of internal hiring practices, which he found to be
empirically related to lower levels of workplace bullying.

2, Motivating contributors and recommendations

Motivating factors - particular circumstances/factors/systems within an organisation which
might indirectly encourage/incentivize bullying behaviours -may exist in a workplace. These
may include performance-based remuneration where workers or teams could undermine and
bully each other in competition for finite organizational resources (Salin, 2003).

A well-designed individual and collective reward system linking performance to positive
behaviours and ensuring transparency is key to tackling this kind of bullying (Frey, Homberg,
& Osterloh, 2013; Armstrong & Murlis, 2007).

3. Precipitating contributors and recommendations

Precipitating contributors are triggers to workplace bullying (Salin, 2003). These include
extensive use of part-time or temporary workers, pay cuts or freezes, changes in



organizational management or restructures (Hoel & Cooper, 2000; Salin, 2003).
A shift to policies that emphasize permanent employment or strengthen the socialization and
induction program for part-time workers ensures staff understand workplace culture and
ways to identify and deal with bullying (Hoel & Cooper 2000).

In times of high change and pressure, HR must support staff by ensuring they manage any
conflict that may arise. There is typically a spike in bullying at such times. (Hoel & Cooper,
2000; Salin, 2003)

Moving forward

CLEW researchers are working with both the SSC and the PSA on the development of
effective programmes to reduce the incidence of public sector bullying.
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