Queries and answers

Workplace bullying

What is workplace bullying?

UNISON defines bullying as offensive, intimidating, humiliating and normally persistent behaviour which undermines or seeks to undermine an individual or group of employees. It can be face to face, in writing, by telephone, text messaging, email or social media.

Bullying or harassment – is there a difference?

Although there are similarities there are differences between the two, particularly as there are greater legal remedies available to someone subjected to harassment, as defined by the Equality Act 2010. The definition for harassment is “unwanted conduct related to a relevant protected characteristic, which has the purpose or effect of violating an individual’s dignity or creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive environment for that individual.”

Relevant protected characteristics are age, disability, gender reassignment, race, religion and belief, sex, sexual orientation and pregnancy and maternity. Harassment may be persistent or an isolated incident and can also be unintentional. 
Further information on harassment is available at UNISON’s website at unison.org.uk.
What does the law say on bullying?

Bullying is covered by the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974. All employers must provide a safe and healthy working environment, including protection from bullying. In addition, the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1999 require employers to assess the nature and scale of workplace risks to health and safety, and ensure that there are proper control measures in place.

If a member is bullied what should they do?

They should keep a written record of all the incidents. They may consider speaking to their UNISON rep and colleagues to see if it is a one off incident or a much wider problem. If they feel able, they could ask the bully to stop. However, they may want to speak to their UNISON rep first or ask them to assist by being with them at the time, or in writing a letter setting out their

grievances.

What can UNISON do?

Locally, UNISON safety reps’ training and experience means they are able to advise and assist in finding a solution. In dealing with an individual case the UNISON rep may want to check whether this is a one off incident or a much wider problem. They may want to consider negotiating with the employer a new policy or a revision of current policies.

What should your employer do?

Employers must comply with their legal obligations (see above) and manage and prevent bullying as they would any other health and safety issue. As well as making it clear that bullying will not be tolerated, employers should look for any underlying causes within the workplace that could have contributed to the behaviour. As part of this they should develop policies covering workplace bullying in consultation with trade union safety reps.

For further information on negotiating bullying policies go to unison’s website at unison.org.uk.
