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Minimising the risk of bullying

And other harmful workplace behaviours

To minimise the risk of bullying (and other harmful workplace behaviours), focus on:

designing work to minimise the risks of poor role clarity, role conflict and excessive work demands

rigorous selection of leaders and managers

setting and reinforcing consistent and firm expectations about workplace behaviour (including

performance expectations)

This guidance should be read in conjunction with SafeWork SA's guide for effective handling of
workplace complaints.

Prevention through addressing
sources of conflict between workers

Reducing the likelihood of bullying requires action to
address problems with role clarity, lack of clear goals, role
conflict between workers, and excessive work demands.
These are the most common work design factors
associated with the prevalence of bullying because they
often create conflict and tension between workers.!

Prevention through effective
leadership and management

Due diligence when selecting people for leadership and
management roles is critical to reduce the prevalence of
harmful workplace behaviours. Democratic and coaching?
leadership styles vastly decrease the risk of bullying,
particularly for those leaders who invest time and effort
to develop and use their conflict management skills and
have the skills to proactively manage workloads and role
clarity, performance and conduct issues.

In contrast, laissez-faire leadership (where leaders fail to
fulfill their leadership and management responsibilities)
has consistently been found to be associated with

higher levels of bullying across countries and different
cultural settings. Leaders with this style often permit

or condone negative and abusive acts, and the misuse

of humour to test new workers as part of socialisation
processes.” Laissez-faire leadership is also associated

with higher levels of role conflict, role ambiguity and
interpersonal conflicts. Leaders with autocratic, coercive,
and authoritarian leadership styles who foster climates of
fear, non-acceptance of complaint or dissent, and the use
of unjustified punishment, are more likely to engage in
bullying behaviours.



https://professional.dce.harvard.edu/blog/how-to-determine-what-my-leadership-style-is/#What-Is-Your-Leadership-Style
https://professional.dce.harvard.edu/blog/how-to-determine-what-my-leadership-style-is/#What-Is-Your-Leadership-Style

Augmenting preventative efforts
through setting and reinforcing
expectations

Behavioural standards should be reinforced in a

consistent manner throughout the employment lifecycle.

That is, managers at all levels of an organisation should:

e deliver recurrent communication about expected and
prohibited workplace behaviours;

* apply proportionate and consistent rewards for pro-
social and productive behaviour; and

e apply proportionate and consistent sanctions or other
consequences for harmful and potentially harmful
behaviour. This also protects workers from harm
associated with the combined effect of harmful
behaviours and poor organisational justice. Consistent
and proportionate sanctions have been identified as a
very strong predictor of satisfaction with organisational
responses to harmful behaviours."

What about policies and procedures?

Administrative measures to manage the risk of harmful
behaviours (such as bullying policies, codes of conduct
and procedures for managing complaints) generally have
a positive impact on awareness and confidence in self-
management and reporting avenues.

Effective procedures for the handling of workplace
complaints about bullying and other forms of misconduct
are critical for mitigating the risk of harm associated

with both bullying and poor organisational justice (unfair
processes, inadequate information and not treating
people with dignity and respect).

Despite their benefits, policies and procedures have
not been found to be effective at preventing harmful
behaviour."! Their benefits as measures to mitigate the
risk of harm are largely dependent on the extent to which
they are maintained for currency and relevance and are
communicated and followed. Regardless of whether

or not there are indications of bullying in a workplace,
policies and procedures relating to bullying should be
regularly reviewed to identify scope for improvement

in their clarity, and their relevance to workers and their
workplaces.

Policies and procedures have their place as part of a
bullying risk management plan. However, effective people
management practices to manage underperformance
and conduct problems, clarify and define job roles

and work hours, and manage interpersonal and team
relationships are of greater benefit.i

The graphic displayed on the following page sets out
a range of options for managing the risk of harmful
workplace behaviours that is based upon the above
guidance.




HIERARCHY OF CONTROLS FOR MANAGING
THE RISK OF HARMFUL WORKPLACE BEHAVIOURS
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*Exchision of workers of other persons from a worksite or work activity who behave in ways
that pose a risk to others (aggression, wiolence or other harmful behaviowrs).

PRIMARY
MEASURES *Design of work to minimise the risk of role conflict, role ambiguity & high work demands.
Preventing or *Re-deployment of warkers to other roles where poor job-person fit is identified.
reducing the *Rigorous selection of prospective workers to screen out those of poor character & those
likelifhood of with overly “hands-off’, autecratic & authoritarian management or leadership styles.
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*Physical spaces or barriers between workers or others wha pose as threats to physical safety.
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* Reinforcement of expected values & behaviours throughout key points in the employment \
litecycla throwgh the consistent & proportionate application of rewards for desired

behaviours & sanctions or consequences for harmiul behaviours,

+Worker awarenass of their legal protections against harmiul workplace behaviours (where
redevant, under the WHS Act (34) 2012, the Equal Opportunity Act (SA) 1984, or the Fair
Wark Act 2009),

» Clauses in collective agreements, employment contracts & performance agreements

infermal dispute resolution & the full range of sanction opthons.

* Complaint handling procedures that require complainants & complaint respondents to be
given reasanable infarmation about the process & outcome of complaints {informational &
procedural [ustice).

+Transparent information en rights & obligations for complainants & complaint respondents
& review of action procedures.

* Educating & training managers in conflict resolution & managing performance & conduct.

»Specific protocols for supporting workers exposed to sexual & physical assault (where a
moderate to high risk exists).

*Systems to track complaints & monitor trends. ‘/

P prohibiting harmiul behaviour.

= * Recurrent communication of policies relevant to workplace behaviours.
SECONDARY E ﬂhydbqsmialriskawthn include a foous om known risk factors for harmdul

MEASURES E behaviours (role conflict, role ambiguity & high work demands).
* Transparent written procedures for internal & external avenues for reporting, intemnal &

Rem"ﬂ;';:f:?":* a axternal options for support, procedures for investigating complaints, options for formal &
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TERTIARY
MEASURES
Ingdividual level

measures that treat

*Farmal & informal emotional & other support for complainants, complaint respondents
and others adversely affected by harmiul behaviours (interpersonal justion).
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