
 

 

Bullying behaviour at work can take 
many different forms and occur in a 
variety of situations.  UNISON 
defines workplace bullying as: 
“persistent, offensive, intimidating, 
humiliating behaviour, which 
attempts to undermine an individual 
or group of employees.”  Bullying at 
work is unacceptable and should 
not be tolerated.  Stress and ill-
health is the usual result for those 
being bullied and can become part 
of their daily life.   
 
UNISON has become increasingly 
concerned at reports of members 
being bullied within the public 
sector workplace.  To find out more 
about the scale and nature of the 
problem UNISON commissioned 
Portsmouth University to undertake 
a survey of UNISON members - 
the biggest UK survey on bullying 
since 1999/2000, and 12 years since 
our previous survey on bullying 
across UNISON‟s membership. 
 
FLOURISHING 
 
Over 7,000 replies were received.  
More than one-third said that they 
had been bullied in the previous 6 
months - double the number 
recorded in the 1997 survey.  In 
addition, over one-fifth of those 
who had been bullied, said that the 

bullying was ongoing.  Of the two-
thirds who hadn‟t been bullied 
within the previous six months, a 
third of these had been bullied at  
some point. 
 
The most common bullying 
behaviour included: excessive 
monitoring and criticism of work, 
e x c l u s i o n  a n d  i s o l a t i o n , 
intimidation, setting of unrealistic 
ta rgets ,  publ ic  humi l ia t ion, 
withholding information necessary 
for the job, giving meaningless 
tasks, and being treated in a rude 
and disrespectful manner. 
 
STRESSED OUT AT WORK 
 
The Health and Safety Executive 
(HSE) long ago acknowledged 
bullying at work as a cause of stress.  
It argues that stress at work can be 
triggered or made worse where “there 
is prolonged conflict between 
individuals, including... bullying or 
where staff are treated with 
contempt or indifference.”   
 
Eighty percent of victims in 
UNISON‟s survey said that the 
bullying had affected their physical 
and mental health, and a third took 
time off work or left their jobs as a 
result. 
 

Dave Prentis, UNISON‟s General 
Secretary, said: “The fact that 
bullying has doubled in the last 
decade is shocking.  Workers have a 
right to earn a decent living in a safe 
environment… to be treated with 
respect and not forced to take time 
off work because bullying has made 
them ill.  Only last week figures 
showed that 13.7 million working 
days are lost every year as a result of 
stress and depression in the 
workplace.  It makes sound moral 
and financial sense to look after 
your workforce.”  

Continued on page 2. 

Above - UNISON and Company 
Magazine launch the “Bully 
Busters Campaign.”  For more 
i n f o r m a t i o n ,  g o  t o : 
w w w . u n i s o n . o r g . u k / s a f e t y /
campaigns.asp and click on 
“bullying  and harassment.” 

December 2009                       Issue 64 

Health and Safety Organiser 1                  December 2009 

 

 

Bullying at Work  
In 1997 UNISON surveyed it’s members on bullying at work.  

Twelve years on, with more awareness, increased reporting, 

and the credit crunch, how have UNISON members fared? 

H&S Organiser, H&S Unit, 
UNISON,       1 Mabledon Place, 
London, WC1H 9AJ. Email: 
healthandsafety@unison.co.uk.   
Website: www.unison.org.uk/
safety.   Tel: 020 7551 1156.  

Inside this issue: 
Bullying Special -  
 New UNISON survey 
  Cyberbullying and 
  Risk Assessment 
Diary Dates 
Hazards Conference 2010 
Risk Assessment & H&S Policies 
Stress Case Studies 



 

 

Below - continued from page 1. 

ACCEPTED AS THE  
CULTURE 
 
Over 90% believed that bullies get 
away with their deplorable 
behaviour.  Ninety-one percent also 
said that they would be too scared 
to report on a bully.   
 
Over 50% believed that bullying is 
normal in their workplace.  Fifty-
seven percent believed that bullying 
has become an acceptable part of  
organisational culture - 54% said  
that their organisation does not take 
action against it, so it increases. 
 
IT’S ABOUT DIGNITY 
 
Bullying is caused by a number of 
factors.  If these are eliminated then 
workers within the public sector 
would quite rightly have the dignity 
and respect they deserve while at 
work.  A change in the law could 
prevent millions more workers 
becoming victims.   

IN CONCLUSION 
 
UNISON's survey shows that most 
public sector workplaces have at 
least one bully; with a damaging 
affect on the workplace, affecting 
morale, and ruining lives; yet the 
majority of employers seem unable 
or unwilling to stop it from 
happening.  Employers should be 
dealing with workplace bullying in 
the same way that any other hazard 
at work is dealt with. 
 
All workplaces should have an 
effective policy which clearly spells 
out that bullying is unacceptable and 
will be severely dealt with.  
Employers should also risk assess 
this hazard (see page 3 for more on 
this).  Within the public sector a 
number of statutory inspections 
take place such as OFSTED in 
schools.  These processes should 
include bullying and the treatment 
of staff within their inspection 
criteria.  However, ultimately a 
Dignity at Work law, outlawing 
bullying, is the solution to getting 
employers to act. 
 
 For more about UNISON‟s 

resources on bullying, see the 
October issue of Organiser, issue 63 
or go to: www.unison.org.uk/safety 
and click on “bullying” from the 
“Choose a Topic” drop down 
menu. 

CYBERBULLYINGCYBERBULLYING  
 
While school employees have a duty 
of care to protect children and 
young people, they may themselves 
the targets of cyberbullying.  Like 
o t h e r  f o r m s  o f  b u l l y i n g , 
cyberbullying can seriously affect 
the health, confidence, and home 
and work life of those targeted; and 
careers can be damaged. 
   
Dealing quickly and effectively with 
incidents is key to managing the 
problem.  The Department for 
Children Schools and Families 
( D C S F )  h a s  p r o d u c e d 
comprehensive advice which was 
issued to every UK school in 2008 
and can also be accessed online 
( w w w . t e a c h e r n e t . g o v . u k /
w h o l e s c h o o l / b e h a v i o u r /
tacklingbullying/cyberbullying).  It 
provides a robust framework for the 
effective prevention of and 
re sponse  to  cyberbu l l y ing .  
UNISON was part of the steering 
group which produced this advice.  

UNISON‟s health and safety 
webpages for the education sector 
inc lude guidance  on both 
cyberbullying and social networking 
sites.  Go to: www.unison.org.uk/
education/schools/hand.asp. 
 
Other sources of information 
include:  Digita l  Cit izenship 
(www.digizen.org - for how to use 
social network and media sites 
creatively, safely, and as part of the 
learning process), Teachers TV 
( w w w . t e a c h e r s . t v / b u l l y i n g ) , 
D i r e c t G o v  ( h t t p : / /
yp.direct.gov.uk/cyberbullying), and 
Childline (www.childline.org.uk/
exp lo re/on l ine sa fe ty/page s/
cyberbullying.aspx). 
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Go Green! 

BULLY BUSTINGBULLY BUSTING  
 
Support UNISON's campaign to 
ban bullying at work - wear or use 
the new UNISON sticker (above) 
and "Say No to Bullying at Work." 
 
Each sticker is 5cm square, and 
available on sheets of 16. Please 
order in your usual way (see page 4 
for more on this) quoting stock 
no. 2799, and stating how many 
sheets you require. 
 
UNISON members have already 
ordered 25,000 so we‟ve printed 
some more! 

Don‟t forget all UNISON safety 
activists will soon be able to get  
Organiser two weeks earlier and in 
colour.  All you need to do is 
make sure we have your up-to-
date email address.  When we 
have a new issue, we‟ll then send 
you an email with a web link. 
 

All you need to do  
 
If your branch is “live” on RMS 
then  contact them to update or 
check your email details.  If your 
branch is not live, then you can 
update your details via UNISON‟s 
w e b s i t e .   G o  t o : 
w w w . u n i s o n . o r g . u k / h e l p /
changeofemail.asp. 



 

 

At the Hazards Conference 2009, 
one workshop considered the 
traditional approach to tackling 
bullying at work.  It found that 
whilst there‟s lots of guidance on 
bullying, most of it focuses on 
dealing with the problem once it‟s 
occurred -  wi th pol ic ies , 
procedures, mentors, contact 
officers, and counselling, etc. 
 
However, as the facilitator, John 
Bamford of the Hazards Campaign  
pointed out, that‟s not the 
traditional  r isk assessment 
approach to dealing with a hazard.  
The traditional approach requires 
tackling the problem at source and 
before anyone is hurt.   
 
No one would expect an employer 
to wait for a dangerous piece of 
equipment to hurt someone before 
they took action, nor do we expect 
them to wait for a fire before they 
implement measures to avoid or 
reduce the chance of it happening. 
 
John suggested that most 
employers probably think that 
doing this with bullying is too hard 
to do, but he believes that a bunch 
of safety reps working together for 
a couple of hours could come up 
with some suggestions that will at 
least begin to look at how bullying 
risk assessments should be done 
and included within the normal 
process.  “When you have seen 
victims reduced to floods of tears 
when they finally find the courage 
to ask someone for help and 
advice, you know that the „normal‟ 
approach doesn‟t work,” said John. 
 
FIVE EASY STEPS  
 
Like any workplace hazard, the 
basis to an employers approach to 
tackling bullying should be risk 
assessment.  So lets apply the 
HSE‟s “Five steps to risk 
assessment” approach.   
 
Step 1 - identify the hazard.  A 
hazard is something that may cause 
harm, such as bullying.  Bullying 
may take on many forms including: 
offensive, intimidating, malicious, 

or  humi l ia t ing  behav iour .  
UNISON‟s guide on bullying 
(stock no. 1281) includes many 
more examples and a definition of 
bullying.  Workplace policies also 
usually give a definition and list 
examples. 

Step 2 - decide who might be 
harmed and how.  Staff who are 
the target of the bully are clearly at 
risk, but so are those who witness 
this terrible behaviour.  There may 
also be particularly vulnerable 
groups such as young workers, 
those on work experience, or those 
with mental health issues.  All m 
may suffer: fear, anger, stress, 
anxiety, and/or depression.  Again 
this is not a complete list.  Patients 
and clients may also witness the 
bullying, and other forms of harm 
may be suffered.  Some victims 
have committed suicide. 
 
Step 3 - estimate the chance of 
harm and identify ways to avoid 
or reduce that risk.  To work out 
the chance of harm employers 
need to think about how likely  it is 
that those at risk will suffer harm 
and how serious that harm may be 
- this helps to set priorities.  Clearly 
the longer bullying goes on, the 
greater the risk of harm.  
Vulnerable individuals may be less 
able to cope and may therefore 
suffer more serious harm. 

The second part of this step is to 
consider what can be put in place 
to avoid or reduce the risks.  As 
already mentioned, most guidance 
on bullying looks at controlling the 
problem once it has occurred, 
when the approach should be 
about putting measures in place to 
prevent it happening or reducing 
its consequence before it occurs.   
 
What measures could be taken?  
These might include: information 
and/or training for all staff on 
hazard and what is/isn‟t acceptable 
behaviour; training for managers 
and supervisors on appropriate 
ways to manage; promoting a 
workplace culture which does not 
unnecessarily punish individuals if 
something goes wrong, but instead 
uses the event as a learning 
experience for both them and the 
organisation; and systems and 
procedures to promote positive 
behaviour and tackle negative 
behaviour at its outset - possibly a 
list of key prohibitions.  Can you 
think of any others - if so let us 
know (see the contact details on 
page 1). 
 
Step 4 - record and apply the 
findings.  The employer should 
record that the assessment has 
been done, and include the 
important findings and details of 
any group at special risk.  Any 
steps identified for risk prevention 
or reduction must now be applied.   
 
Step 5 - review and update it as 
necessary.  Do the measures  
appear to be working?  Has there 
been a change, complaint, or 
incident which suggests that a  
review is necessary?  How do staff 
feel - have they been surveyed? 
 
Don‟t forget, whilst risk assessing, 
monitoring, and reviewing are the 
employers  duty; union safety reps 
have the right to be involved! 
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SAVING TIME, 
MONEY, AND LIVES! 

 
Employers are set to save time and 
money with the launch of new, 
simplified documents to help get 
their health and safety arrangements 
in place.   The HSE has developed a 
new electronic template specially for 
small to medium sized enterprises 
(SMEs) which combines, into one 
document, the requirements of a 
health and safety policy, risk 
assessment (RA), and record of 
health and safety arrangements.  
Example RAs for a range of 
industries have also been developed 
to show what a 'good enough' 
record may look like.   
 
Ninety percent of test users said 
they could get their RAs done more 
quickly, saving almost half the time 
on average.  Almost 75% found the 
example RAs very good or excellent. 
 
HSE Chair, Judith Hackitt, said: “… 
[RAs] needn't be time consuming, 
bureaucratic, or complicated.  But 
they are essential to managing 
danger...  We encourage a common 
sense approach... proportionate to 
the potentia l  r isks… Most 
employers are already well aware of 
the risks... making it easy for them 
to complete… [RAs].  The most 
important aspects… are that they 
need to be acted upon and updated 
regularly.” 
 
Go to: www.hse.gov.uk/risk/
index.htm. 

World AIDS Day - 1 Dec 
Work Your Hours Day - 22 Feb 
International RSI Day - 28 Feb 
National No Smoking Day -  
      10 March 
World TB Day - 24 March 
Workers Memorial Day -  
        28 April 
Acton Mesothelioma Day -  
            2 July 
Hazards Conference - 9-11 July 

ALLOWING  YOU 
TO PLAN AHEAD  

Most general health and safety   
materials are available at: 
www.unison.org.uk/safety.  Some 
job or sector specific materials are   
produced by and available from 
the relevant national department.  
Items with a stock no. can be     
ordered from the Communica-
tions Catalogue which is on the 
web at: www.unison.org.uk/
resources/index.asp.   
 
Alternatively, for items with a 
stock no. email:  
stockorders@unison.co.uk or call: 
020 7551 1455.  In either case, 
you‟ll need to state: the document 
title and stock no, the no. re-
quired, your name, your branch 
name and no, tel. no, and full 
postal address.  For all other gen-
eral materials contact the Health 
and Safety Unit, see our details on 
page 1. 

UNISON’s GUIDANCE 

July 2009 saw yet another very suc-
cessful National Hazards   Confer-
ence with 226 Delegates, amount-
ing to 47% of all those attending.  
Delegates attended a number of 
plenaries, campaign and informa-
tion meetings, and workshops.  
There were a couple of main and 
interlinked focuses: the need to 
ensure that employers don‟t use the 
recession as an excuse to relax 
standards on health, safety, and 
welfare; and the need for workers 
to have good jobs that are safe and 
without risks to health. 
 
Hazards Conference is the UK‟s 
best and largest safety reps confer-
ence, and in 2010, takes place in 
Keele, during 9 - 11 July.  The 
overarching focus is about improv-
ing workplace health and safety via 
the key set of demands, the Haz-
ards Charter.   
 
UNISON‟s National Health and 
Safety Committee recently agreed 
to sponsor the Conference and an 

informal meeting for UNISON 
delegates.  UNISON‟s Health and 
Safety Unit will also facilitate work-
shops, and resource and staff an 
exhibition stall. 
 
For more information on the Haz-
ards Campaign and Charter go to: 
www.hazardscampaign.org.uk .  
Further details about the 2010 
Conference will be sent out in due 
course.  
 
In the meantime, your branch 
sponsorship is urgently required to 
keep delegates fees to a reasonable 
level.  The Conference is organised 
on a not-for-profit basis and is very 
good value for money.  Your 
branch can support the Conference 
by completing the sponsorship 
form which UNISON branch 
safety officers will shortly receive.  
It is also available on the web at: 
www.hazardscampaign.org.uk/
hazardsconference. 
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STRESS CASE STUDIES  
 
Work related stress is a big problem.  
The HSE has identified social work, 
nursing, and the care assistant and 
home care sector as high stress     
priority areas.  It is therefore seeking 
to publicise examples of employers 
preventing their workers being made 
ill by work-stress.  Good practice will 
involve the employer working with 
employees and union reps to look at 
the risk and introduce sensible     
solutions.  If you can help,  contact: 
rhiannon.jones@hse.gsi.gov.uk (for 
s o c i a l  w o r k )  o r  
helen.mcgill@hse.gsi.gov.uk (for 
nursing, home care and care         
assistants) . 
 

cwp¤Ą£ p{{ U~{z£ 
This is the last issue of Organiser for 
2009, so in due course, have a great 
Xmas, and a happy, safe, and healthy 
new year.  We‟ll be back with       
Organiser in 2010. 


