4 WAYS TO PREVENT OFFICE BULLIES
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As all HR professionals know, bullying is ever present in the workplace, often insidious, frequently
unintended, but damaging to working relationships for all that. Not to mention potentially costly in
management time and tribunal costs if the victim launches a grievance or, in the last resort, a tribunal claim
against their employer.
Office bullying is typically verbal abuse, threatening behaviour, intimidation, or humiliation that lasts for
several months or more, although the complexity of British laws that can be invoked in serious cases makes
bullying probably the most complicated workplace legal concept.
There is also the cost to the business of the target suffering from depression and low morale, almost always
damaging their productivity and work quality.

Bullying thrives in weak cultures
Bullies who know what they are doing need the tacit support of senior management to maintain their
behaviour – so in heavily macho organizations, or fiercely competitive or rapidly changing ones, the culture
may be one where you don’t complain – the “if you don’t like the heat in the kitchen” attitude – so bullies
thrive. Weak leaders who don’t take a stance on bullying can also allow it to thrive.

Bullying costs every business it effects
One estimate states that bullying costs UK employers upwards of £2 billion a year. Identifying and dealing
with its causes and having effective procedures to deal with the impact of bullying remains an important –
yet elusive – part of managing conflict at work.
There is general consensus that the most effective way to tackle bullying and other conflict at work is
informally and quickly, saving time, money and damaging relationships by following a formal route to
disciplinary/grievance procedures or tribunal.

How to prevent bullying from starting
Here are four ways to prevent bullying before it starts:
1. Emphasize positive behaviours you want to see. To prevent bullying, outline the positive behaviours you
expect to see in the workplace. Anti-bullying policies are difficult to enforce, so it is easier and more
effective to focus and reward positive behaviours and attitudes – based on the simple idea of treating
others as you would wish to be treated.
For the unintentional bully, help them to change positively through coaching to increase self-awareness
and develop positive behaviours.
2. Foster conflict resolution skills. If you notice that an employee struggles to resolve conflicts effectively,
provide some extra support. If a conflict comes up, discuss it with them afterward. What approach did they
take to resolve it? Why? How did it work out? Did they consider any other approaches? Tell them what
they did well then suggest how their approach might improve in the future. You can ask potential recruits
the same questions, focusing on past conflicts they may have been involved with.
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3. Clarify roles and responsibilities. Constant change can destabilize employees, a particular challenge for
startups or rapidly growing organisations that are often in flux. Change makes everyone uncomfortable,
and uncertainty a risk factor for bullying.
To reduce the stress, make sure employees are fully informed about what the changes are and how they
will each be affected and given some control over how the changes are implemented. The better they feel
about the change, the greater their self-confidence and the less likely a bully will get away with anything..
4. Be available for feedback. Employees need an unofficial route to report their concerns or even a forum
to speak up in – for example an email address reviewed by the HR Director - which if they exist and are
taken seriously, are much more likely to encourage the reporting of problems before they escalate.

Further Reading
CIPD Harassment and bullying at work Revised December 2011
http://www.cipd.co.uk/hr-resources/factsheets/harassment-bullying-at-work.aspx
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