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WORKPLACE BULLYING AND HARASSMENT IN 2009: REPORT TO UNISON

1 Introduction

This document reports on a survey into workplace bullying and harassment commissioned by UNISON, and completed by the Centre for Organisation Research and Development (CORD) at Portsmouth Business School during the first half of 2009.  The lead researcher, Charlotte Rayner, had previously undertaken surveys for UNISON on bullying in 1997 (all members) and 1998 (Police section members only).  However the intervening years have seen advancements in awareness, increased reporting of workplace bullying in organisations and commensurate attention from employers.  In addition in this ‘credit crunch’ period with its implications for employment, it is appropriate to ask members their experiences once more and recalibrate our knowledge 12 years on.

2. The survey

The Questionnaire

The questionnaire was developed from those run in 1997 and 1998.  We used as many of the previous questions as we could so that we could compare the results.  Some questions needed to be refreshed and rewritten and others added to reflect developments in the last decade.

We decided to run the questionnaire online which is very cost-effective, allowing UNISON to afford the project.  It also meant we could ask more questions overall, with individuals skipping sections, so that everyone could only answer appropriate sections.  Although there is little systematic evidence, some researchers report that when individuals reply to e-questionnaires they may give more extreme views than if they are replying on paper questionnaires.
Given recent legislation on age, religion and sexuality, this the first time harassment involving these issues could be explored.  Although most of the survey was about bullying, we also used the opportunity to ask some basic questions on harassment, which might form the start of in-depth work in these fields.  We did not have the space in the questionnaire to explore harassment fully.
We used UNISON membership criteria to set the demographic questions so that we would know how our replies reflected the actual membership of the Union.  This section prompted most feedback from users.  Several respondents did not want the demographics to be compulsory, and several wanted ‘other’ in race and other demographic questions.  
Everyone was asked about their experiences at work, whether they had been bullied or harassed, and some general attitude questions.  Where people had been bullied or harassed we asked about that experience and the actions they took.

Appendix A has all the questions with their percentage replies.  Respondents only answered some questions, and we have shown by each set of questions the number of replies received. 
The Sample

Links to the survey were communicated through UNISON E Focus, Regional Heads of Health and Local Government, Regional Women’s Officers, Young Members contacts and Voluntary Sector contacts.  In addition reps of the following groups were asked to draw the survey to the attention of members; Education, Local Government, Probation, Health, Bargaining Support, Young Members, LGBT, Labour Link, Equalities, Migrant Workers, International and Green reps. We also had the questionnaire available on screens at the national UNISON conference.  We have no way of knowing how many people received the invitation to take part, hence cannot calculate a traditional ‘response rate’.  The questionnaire was quite long and we used software which allowed people to complete it in more than one session – a feature many respondents used.  In all 7,151 replies were received.

The main disadvantage of electronic questionnaires is the issue of accessibility by those who cannot access computers at work or home.  We were worried that we would exclude some UNISON members.  We balanced this concern by including many demographic questions, so we would know the profile of respondents quite thoroughly and be able to know when the data was biased or did not include a particular group. The sample profile can be found in section 12.

3. The scale of bullying amongst UNISON members

We asked about bullying in several situations of someone’s working life.  Everyone was asked if they thought they had been bullied in the last six months.  For those who replied ‘yes’ we asked if this was ongoing (now). This allows UNISON to get a feeling for how many members are currently bullied.  Those who said they had not been bullied were asked if they had ever been bullied or witnessed it.

Bullied in the last six months

A total of 2,466 people (34.5% of the whole sample) said they had been bullied in the last six months, which is about double the number reporting themselves as bullied in the paper survey of 1997 (which was 18%).  For 1,554 (21.7% of the whole sample) the experience was ongoing.  

	
	Bullied in the last 6 months

(all asked)
	Bullied now

(only bullied asked)
	Previously witnessed

(only non-bullied asked)
	Previously bullied

(only non-bullied asked)
	Never witnessed or bullied

(applies to whole sample)

	NUMBER


	2466
	1554
	2745
	2298
	1383

	% of whole sample in 2009
	34.5%
	21.7%
	38%
	32%
	19%

	% of whole sample in 1997
	18%
	-
	35%
	31%
	34%


The previous experience of those not labelling themselves as bullied in the last six months was explored and their previous experiences were around the same as those in this category in 1997.  In this 2009 survey 2,298 reported they had been bullied before at work, and 640 (28% of those previously bullied) had left their jobs as a means of resolving the situation. This is slightly higher than the 1997 survey, reflecting a very high cost to people and their employers.  It also suggests that those replying may not have made more extreme choices in this questionnaire than they did in the 1997 paper survey.
The doubling of people labelling themselves as bullied warrants concern, and might have several explanations.  Our work environments might be worse, or we are better at labelling what has happened to us in 2009 than we were in 1997, or a combination of both better awareness and declining work situations.  To unpick this we need to examine the nature of negative experiences at work.  

Everyone was asked about their working experiences in the last six months.  Traditionally one asks how often people experience behaviours according to frequency (daily/weekly/monthly etc).  The results are shown the table ordered by ‘Never’.  Most of these questions were asked in 1997.  As in 1997, those who had experienced behaviours were significantly more likely to label themselves as bullied, which gives validity to the label.  There was an overall rise in the reporting of frequent behaviours (daily/weekly), but this was not very high.  Far greater was the increase in the number of people experiencing daily/weekly behaviours who labelled themselves as bullied (around 50% in 1997, and now 78% in 2009).  Hence two dynamics appear to be working – people apparently experience slightly more negative behaviours, but they are more likely to label themselves as bullied if they do experience frequent behaviours.  

	
	Every Day

%
	Every Week

%
	Every Month

%
	Less than once a month

%
	Never

%

	Attacking you through the web
	0.0
	0.3
	0.2
	  1.6
	97.8

	Physical threats
	0.2
	0.3
	0.5
	  1.8
	97.3

	Abusive emails/texts
	0.2
	1.1
	1.7
	  8.7
	88.3

	Verbal abuse or threats
	0.9
	2.1
	3.0
	  9.4
	84.6

	Malicious rumours
	1.7
	2.7
	3.1
	  9.1
	83.5

	Insulting jokes or pranks
	1.1
	2.6
	3.1
	10.0
	83.1

	Public humiliation
	1.4
	3.3
	4.6
	15.8
	74.9

	Withholding information to get the job done
	3.8
	5.9
	7.0
	15.5
	67.9

	Isolation/Exclusion
	6.0
	6.9
	6.3
	15.1
	65.7

	Given  meaningless tasks
	3.6
	6.0
	7.7
	17.0
	65.6

	Set unrealistic targets
	3.7
	5.7
	9.2
	18.0
	63.3

	Intimidation
	4.4
	7.4
	7.4
	17.6
	63.2

	Excessive work monitoring and criticism
	5.3
	8.5
	8.3
	15.3
	62.5

	Rude and disrespectful behaviour
	4.7
	8.5
	8.6
	21.3
	56.9


4. Emotional reactions to negative behaviours

Understanding the emotional reaction of people to their experience of negative behaviour is helpful for UNISON in the training of workplace representatives on what to expect when dealing with situations of bullying. It is also a useful ‘impact’ measure.  The questions used in 1997 were broadened in this survey.  Only those experiencing negative behaviours in the last six months were asked to reply to these questions.  The table shows reactions ordered by ‘Not at all’.  The results show anger is the highest response.  Adding ‘Quite a lot’ to ‘A great deal’, stress and lowered motivation are the main reactions.  This highlights damage to individuals and organisations alike.

	
	A great deal

%
	Quite a lot

%
	To some extent

%
	Very slightly

%
	Not at all

%

	Anger
	15.2
	22.0
	30.5
	18.6
	13.6

	Anxiety or mental stress
	25.0
	22.3
	20.5
	15.8
	16.3

	Depression
	14.6
	12.7
	19.7
	18.3
	34.7

	Fear
	  8.8
	9.0
	16.1
	16.6
	49.5

	Feeling isolated and alone
	14.5
	15.2
	17.7
	18.3
	34.3

	Insomnia
	12.7
	14.0
	19.4
	19.1
	34.7

	Loss of self confidence
	18.3
	15.7
	19.9
	20.3
	25.7

	Lowered motivation
	26.5
	19.7
	19.6
	16.6
	17.6

	Powerlessness
	21.1
	17.7
	20.0
	16.7
	24.3

	Relationship problems
	  5.6
	 6.3
	15.9
	17.9
	54.2

	Reluctance to go to work
	17.4
	14.7
	19.1
	20.3
	28.6

	Reluctance to socialise outside of work
	12.0
	10.0
	13.9
	14.4
	49.7

	Shame
	  5.1
	 5.8
	10.2
	13.3
	65.6

	Undermined
	20.6
	17.5
	18.8
	17.8
	25.3


Characteristics of Bullying Events

The 2466 people who labelled themselves as bullied in the last six months were asked about their recent experience.  

Who Bullies Who?

There was striking similarity between men and women on reporting being bullied (34.2% and 34.6% respectively).  Women were more likely to be identified as 
bullies, but women dominated our samples, and our workforce is generally gender segregated, so this finding should not be given great significance.  Table 4
shows the various reported characteristics of those bullying.  

	
	Yes

	Male?
	45.5%

	Female?
	70.1%

	Older than you?
	53.9%

	Younger than you?
	39.0%

	At a higher professional level than you?
	78.5%

	At the same professional level as you?
	 19.0%

	At a lower professional level than you?
	  10.1%


Bullied alone?
We tend to think that people are singled out and picked on when they are bullied.  This survey, like that of 1997, told a different story.  Just under 20% of those bullied are singled out and bullied on their own.  Instead most are bullied in groups, often 2-5 people, and for 30% of respondents, everyone their department was bullied (these patterns were found in 1997).  In such situations everyone is treated the same but badly, thus probably escaping any discrimination charge, but emphasising the need for effective anti-bullying policies.  The finding highlights that in many cases evidence from others about an alleged bullies’ actions may be available.
We asked what the onset of bullying had coincided with.  No clear pattern emerged.
	
	Yes



	Change in your line manager?
	37.6%

	A recent change in job for you?
	 28.5%

	Change in your senior line manager?
	 26.0%

	New employees coming into the section?
	  21.4%

	Staff cutbacks?
	 13.1%

	None of these
	29.8%



5. Effects of bullying

In section 4 we reported on the emotional reactions of those who had negative experiences.  In this section, we report on those who labelled themselves as bullied.   Of these individuals 80% said it had affected their physical or emotional health – although only one third of them took time off work as a result.  Days of absence for these people are shown in graph 1.
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Those who had taken time off as a result of being bullied (869 people) were asked if the employer knew the cause of their sickness was bullying.  Results showed just under half (48%) had told their employer.  If employers do not know individuals are off sick because of bullying, they are limited in being able to deal with it.
A new set of questions asked people their reactions to being bullied, as we thought this would help UNISON representatives understand the bullied.  Again, there were no gender differences in these reactions.  The results are shown in Table 6 where it can be seen that many feared the effect on their reputation (such as being labelled a troublemaker) or the situation getting worse.  Many thought they lack skills (30%) and 45% lacked confidence to do something.  This provides a picture of people feeling out of control in their situation, vulnerable to the judgement of others, which would be likely to increase their stress levels.


	
	Yes



	Worried the situation would get worse
	68.2%

	Worried you would be labelled a trouble maker
	66.5%

	Worried taking action would harm your reputation
	57.9%

	Unsure if you were being over sensitive
	53.0%

	Worried work colleagues would react negatively towards you
	48.7%

	Lacking in confidence to do anything
	45.2%

	Scared you’d lose your job
	41.3%

	Unsure you had the skills to do anything
	30.6%

	Thinking you had to accept it as part of the job
	  25.1%  


6. Taking action against bullying

We questioned everyone on their reactions to bullying.  For the bullied we asked what they did, and for those not bullied, we asked them what they would do if they were to be bullied.  As in 1997, those not being bullied anticipated taking more action than those who had been bullied.

	ACTION
	BULLIED ACTUALLY DID
	NOT BULLIED THINK THEY WILL

	Talk to colleagues
	84%
	92%

	Confront the bully
	42%
	68%

	Raise it informally with the bully’s boss
	15%
	75%

	Consult the personnel officer (or equiv)
	43%
	65%

	Go to Occupational Health
	16%
	29%

	See the UNISON rep
	37%
	82%

	Make a formal complaint
	17%
	71%

	Enlist the support of others to make a group complaint
	13%
	59%

	Look for another job with this employer
	43%
	30%

	Leave your job with this employer
	6% (36% plan to)
	25%

	Do nothing
	(25% plan to)
	5%

	
	
	


Outcomes of actions

What actually happened when those who labelled themselves as bullied in the last six months took action?  We hear from targets of bullying that they are worried about taking action because of the consequences – but are they right in anticipating negative consequences?  A full set of data is shown in Appendix question 44 where a table shows the type of action against the effect.  There does appear to be a likelihood of negative consequences from the experiences reported in this survey.  It may be a focus for action groups in organisations to investigate their own sites to see what has occurred in various situations and mend the restitution system.
Making the bullying stop.
We asked those who were not being bullied now, but had been bullied in the past to tell us how they had made the bullying stop.  We also asked this in 1997, when success was fast action on the first or second incident.  This time we had far more replies on this question, and an encouragingly different picture has emerged.  Far more people used formal and informal complaints effectively.  This means that 
workplaces are probably making significant progress in restitution by having policies.  So many success stories of informal complaints bodes well for the future and establishing employee confidence to engage in processes rather than leaving the organisation or putting up with bullying in silence.
7.  Witnessing bullying

People who had not been bullied were asked if they had ever witnessed it.  A total of 4,684 (59% of those not bullied) had witnessed it and their reactions are shown in question 28 in the appendix ordered by ‘Yes’.   The vast majority felt sorry for the target and did not think the bullying was justified.  Around a third of people felt they lacked skills or confidence to intervene, an area UNISON may be able to help.

	
	Yes

%
	No

%

	You felt sorry for the target of the bullying
	92.6
	7.4

	You did something direct to help the bullying stop
	47.2
	52.8

	You got worried about becoming a target yourself
	44.7
	55.3

	You did nothing due to lack of confidence
	38.6
	61.4

	You did nothing due to lack of skills
	34.5
	65.5

	It made you stick to your job and not do extra things
	30.8
	69.2

	You decided to change your job
	21.9
	78.1

	It did not affect you in any way
	20.9
	79.1

	It made you work harder
	14.7
	85.3

	You thought the bullying was justified
	1.2
	98.8


8. General attitudes towards bullying.
We asked everyone a series of attitude questions, and the answers to these are shown in question 17 in the Appendix. ‘The need for UNISON to provide support’ was endorsed by 93% of all respondents, and ‘The need for legislation’ was endorsed positively by 82% of respondents.  Most other questions found a spread of opinion, with 37% not having confidence in their organisation to take the issue seriously and only 14% not having confidence in their local union rep to take the situation seriously.  
Some people thought bullying was on the increase (3,108 people or 45% of respondents) and we wanted to know why they thought this.  These individuals were asked a series of other questions which are shown in question 18 in the Appendix.  Noteworthy is the increase in workload (only 4.5% disagreed), the acceptability in our workplaces of the behaviour (18.5 disagreeing) as well as how many people thought ‘employees expected to be treated well these days’ and ‘are more sensitive to the behaviour’ (18.8% disagreeing).
As in 1997, we asked everyone what they thought caused bullying in their workplaces.   These questions were substantially rewritten for a 2009 audience, and most received more than 50% agreement as ‘very important’.  The top scorers were those connected to the embededness of bullying in some workplaces. This included 
‘bullies being able to get away with it’ (91.3%), ‘workers too scared to report it’ (91.2%).  Worryingly less than half rejected the notion “bullying is normal here” which 
again suggests many sites where bullying is embedded.  Interestingly the role of media in making bullying seem normal was endorsed as ‘very important’ by 65%, which reflects a wider discussion over interpersonal aggression present in TV ‘reality shows’ and ‘personality’ TV programmes.  As in 1997 ‘personality clash’ scored highly.   
9.  Harassment

We are seeing the extension of discrimination law to age, religion, and sexuality to sit alongside updated legislation on race, gender and disability.  These ‘six strands’ were investigated in this survey.  Very rarely do surveys get sufficient people in minority categories responding to them, and in general there is a lack of data available to policy makers and organizations alike.

Although this study was about bullying as a primary topic, we also wanted to ask about the experience of harassment. A total of 765 (10.7%) of people said they were harassed in the last six months at work, and for 536 (7.5%) this was happening at the moment.  The table below shows the breakdowns:

	Grounds of harassment
	Number of people

harassed
	Percentage

	Age
	302

Mostly older and younger – see below
	4.2% of Sample

	Disability
	114
	 1.6% of Sample,
15.0% of Disabled

	Gender
	 42 Men

    126 Women

   168 Overall
	 2.1% Men,

     2.5% Women
    2.3% Overall

	Race
	84 People
	See breakdown below


	Religion
	34 People
	1.2%

	Sexuality
Gay

Lesbian

Bisexual

Heterosexual
	       31 of    143

       17 of    103

         8 of    101

       19 of  6207
	22.0%

16.0%

  8.0%

  0.3%


The histogram shows that those who claimed harassment on the base of age were generally younger or older, as one would expect.
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In the Table below ethnicity is examined with labelling oneself bullied or harassed.  The numbers in brackets are the total number of people in the sample who indicated specific ethnicities.  Alongside are the numbers within those ethnic categories who reported being bullied or harassed.  The Table illustrates how the sample was dominated by white respondents.  Looking at the non-white respondents around half report being bullied which is a greater percentage than in the white groups.  As in most studies, we have found far more reports of bullying than harassment. 

Table 10: Ethnicity and Bullied/ Harassed
	
	Harassed
	Bullied

	Bangladeshi 
	 (13)
	2
	8

	Chinese 
	(10)
	1
	5

	Indian 
	 (58)
	13
	31

	Pakistani 
	(32)
	9
	17

	Asian UK 
	 (32)
	10
	21

	Asian Other 
	 (30)
	7
	16

	Black African 
	 (34)
	8
	19

	Black Caribbean 
	 (81)
	12
	42

	Black UK 
	 (71)
	20
	36

	Black Other 
	 (21)
	7
	14

	White UK 
	 (6133)
	592
	2004

	Irish 
	 (154)
	21
	65

	White Other 
	 (481)
	63
	188

	Total
	765
	2466


12.  Management Action
If organisations have policies and complaint systems, then the staff also need confidence that they will be used.  Throughout the questionnaire we asked a variety of questions concerning the organisation and the action is takes.  The first group presented are extracts from statements to which respondents were asked to agree or disagree.

Table 11 Selected statements concerning organisational action
	
	Definitely agree

%
	Mostly agree

%
	Neither agree or disagree

%
	Mostly disagree

%
	Definitely disagree

%

	In my organisation we have a clear and appropriate understanding of what bullying is
	16.9
	34.9
	22.1
	18.1
	8.0

	I have confidence my organisation will take cases of bullying seriously
	10.5
	29.6
	23.4
	21.5
	15.1

	In my organisation there is backlash on your career if you complain about things like bullying
	19.3
	24.4
	36.1
	12.9
	7.3

	I think bullying has ‘gone off the agenda’ in our organisation
	11.3
	19.5
	43.5
	17.0
	8.7

	Bullying between people as become an acceptable part of our organisational culture
	20.7
	36.2
	24.7
	13.9
	4.6

	My organisation does not take action against it, so it just increases
	22.7
	31.0
	27.2
	12.9
	6.2


	(Causes of bullying)
	Very Important

%
	Fairly Important

%
	Not important at all

%

	Bullies can get away with it
	61.3
	30.0
	  8.7

	A management approach too geared towards ‘performance’
	46.4
	36.5
	17.1

	Bullying is normal here
	18.7
	33.2
	48.1


Collecting this data together demonstrates how tackling bullying is as much about getting employees to believe the organisation will do something as well as having all the systems in place and actually doing something.  One needs both belief and action to be effective.  A high percentage of respondents to the questions endorse quite negative statements.
In health and safety law, employers are treated more seriously if they know about a situation and failed to do anything.  At several points we asked respondents whether 
management knew of situations of bullying or harassment.  In all cases management were aware of some situations.  But it can be seen that in some cases management 
appear to be unaware as far as the respondent is concerned.  This highlights the role of the union to be helpful in enabling management knowledge so that they can do something.  We have also found evidence where it appears that management do not do anything when they apparently knew of a situation.  We have gathered these questions together below.


Table 12 Selected statements on management’s knowledge of negative situations

	Were Management aware that:
	Bullied
	Harassed

	Absence from work was due to B/H?
	414 out of 869 (47.6%)
	130 out of 292 (44.5%)

	The previous incidents of B/H
	952 out of 1498 (63.5%)
	281 out of 432 (65.0%)

	
	
	

	Were UNISON aware:
	
	

	The previous incidents of B/H
	673 out of 1498 (44.9%)
	203 out of 432 (46.9%)


Developing policies takes time and effort for everyone involved.  Very few respondents had no policy (72) and over 80% of those replying to the questionnaire knew about their policy, with 1138 people ticking ‘don’t know’ to policy (16%).

Table 13:  Awareness of policy
	Yes
	5941 (83.1%)

	No
	72 (1.0%

	Don’t Know
	1138 (15.9%


Final Comments

Respondents to this survey have given information which shows some shifts in our workplaces since 1997.  There is a slight increase in the volume of negative treatment which respondents are reporting in 2009 as compared to 1997, but this is overtaken by a far larger proportion (in 2009) of people who label themselves as bullied when they do have negative experiences at work.  It is still the case that by no means everyone who has negative experiences does label themselves as bullied, but the gap is closing and this probably reflects increased awareness of bullying and employees wanting to be treated decently at work.  

The lack of gender differences in responses throughout the survey is striking and this is an experience where beliefs and attitudes appear to be shared equally between men and women.  We have gathered data from employees who believe their employers know of situations of bullying and harassment or are tolerant in other ways.  It is the case that confidentiality means employees often do not hear of cases and their outcomes, but if they think that the employer does nothing then they will not use the systems and processes available.

The new data on harassment will hopefully pave the way for further and more detailed work in this important area.   It appears that white employees may have a very different experience at work compared to non-white employees and this warrants further investigation.
Overall, bullying and harassment presents a high cost to individuals as well as organisations and thence the economy.   Sickness absence and people leaving their job have not decreased since 1997, presenting high costs to employers. For the first time we have similar data on harassment.  One must be concerned about those very many individuals, some of whom have replied to this questionnaire, whose working lives are disrupted from the strain of bullying and harassment, and the effect on their health and working lives.   

The Union has received clear feedback from members responding to the survey that legislation is needed for bullying, and that UNISON should act against bullying and harassment.  It appears to be in everyone’s interest to tackle these issues.
This was an online survey, and although a great benefit has been a large number of responses (7151), the demographic data shows we have a sample which is biased in some respects.  Like any survey, we collect data from people but we do not know what they tell us is accurate, and so the results of this survey should be seen as indications of attitudes and beliefs. That said, this data is valuable for ‘taking the temperature’ in 2009, and our warm thanks are extended to all participants.

Charlotte Rayner

July 2009
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Graph 2: Histogram showing ages of those claiming age harassment
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Table 9: Harassment Data
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Table 8: Reactions to witnessing bullying
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Table 6: Reactions to being bullied
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Table 5: Circumstances prior to being bullied
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Table 1: Bullied in the last 6 months
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Graph 1: Number of days off work from bullying
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