Don’t be a target
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Workplace bullying case studies

These case studies have been developed to show examples of how different groups of workers have dealt with workplace bullying. They are not designed as templates for action, but to provide examples of creative solutions. 

Workplace bullying is a health hazard

Workplace bullying is behaviour, often repeated, by one or more employees, that humiliates, victimises, undermines or threatens another employee or employees, and thereby creates a work related risk to personal health or safety.  

The following types of behaviour (not an exhaustive list), usually but not always occurring as part of a pattern, may be considered bullying –


· verbal abuse, offensive language and inappropriate or insulting comments

· excluding or isolating employees

· underwork, and assigning meaningless tasks unrelated to the job

· overwork, giving employees impossible assignments

· undermining work performance, deliberately withholding information that is necessary for effective work performance, supplying incorrect information or inadequate training

· deliberately changing work rosters to inconvenience particular employees

· constant intensive surveillance or monitoring

· constant and unjustified criticism of a worker’s performance or abilities

· imposing restrictive and petty work rules

· ‘bad-mouthing’

· unreasonable administrative sanctions, such as undue delay in processing applications for training, leave or payment of wages

· giving workers no say about how the job is done

· open or implied threats of sack or disciplinary action

Case 1: Divide and rule

Jan was a Community Services Caseworker who had been newly employed in a suburban Community Services office.  Prior to obtaining tertiary qualifications for this work, she had had a number of jobs in a variety of industries.  She was also happily married with two children.

Her supervisor Wendy was very helpful to her for the first 6 months of her employment, and commended her on several occasions for her work.  She also had very good relations with other staff members, although Wendy had told her just after she started work to have as little as possible to do with two Caseworkers, Margaret and Colin, because they were ‘troublemakers’.  

Some 8 months after she started work, Wendy gave Jan a file concerning a Department client.  Wendy explained that she had been dealing with the client for several months, but wanted Jan to get some additional experience by dealing with the client.

Jan went through the file, and the file notes prepared by Wendy.  When she read the file, and the notes, it became clear to her that Wendy had not followed proper Department procedures in dealing with this client.  This was confirmed when she met with the client a week later.

After giving the issue some thought, she believed that the best way of dealing with the issue was to express her concerns to Wendy with the view of clearing any possible misunderstandings she may have made about the file contents and notes.  Wendy’s reaction to Jan’s concerns was extremely cool, and Wendy demanded the return of the file.

In the following weeks Jan’s appearance, dress, and work performance became the subject for criticism by Wendy.  Her workmates, with the exception of Margaret and Colin, also became nervous when Wendy saw them talking to her.    

In the end, Jan approached Margaret and Colin who revealed that they had been though a similar experience with Wendy, but were not sure how to handle Wendy, as she could become extremely abusive if she did not get her own way.

Jan spoke to her union organiser about the issue, who suggested that at the next union workplace meeting that she would raise the issue with members.  The organiser advised that Wendy was not a member so members should be able to speak freely about the issue.  To facilitate this, the meeting notice and agenda included the item ‘workplace bullying’.

The union meeting’s time was dominated by discussion on this issue, with 20 members in attendance and 6 other staff who turned up to the meeting and signed membership forms.

Without naming Wendy, Jan, Margaret and Colin and four other Caseworker members recounted similar experiences.  This prompted four clerical support staff to recount their experiences.  Three of these members informed the meeting that they had been receiving medical treatment as a result of their treatment at work. 

The meeting passed several resolutions in relation to workplace bullying, which were to be passed on to workplace and regional management.

The resolutions identified workplace bullying as a occupational health and safety issue, and unacceptable behaviour that would no longer be tolerated by the union members; that all future incidents of workplace bullying by any person would be recorded and provided to the union; that all members would sign a petition which would be given to both local and regional management advising that in future no member would attend a face to face meeting with management unless they were accompanied by a the workplace delegate; that the union take action on behalf of any member whose health had been affected by workplace bullying.

The union also provided a number of posters on workplace bullying, which were displayed in the workplace.

In the two weeks following the union meeting, some of the posters would disappear overnight, but the union delegate replaced these the following day.   After this time the posters were not touched.  Wendy also made it a point not to meet or talk with union members.    

Within six weeks Wendy was transferred to a policy position at Regional Office.  The position did not involve supervising staff.  There is no more bullying experienced at this workplace.

Case 2: Dangerous work

Isobel was employed in a Regional Child Protection Unit.  Her job involved removing children from family units in situations were there was evidence of physical or sexual abuse.  Since Isobel was an indigenous person, she was often used for this work where indigenous families were involved.

The Department’s procedures involving this type of work required two Child Protection staff, and at least one Police Officer to be involved in removing a child. 

A new manager, Ian had recently been appointed in charge of the Unit.  Ian had been recently transferred on a promotion from a City position to his position.

Early on a Friday afternoon, Ian told Isobel that the Unit were going to remove a child from an indigenous family as a result of alleged physical abuse and neglect.  Ian advised that he planned to carry out the task later in the afternoon.  The family in question lived in a caravan in a local caravan park.

Isobel told Ian that she had had previous experience with the family, as there was a history of alcohol abuse and domestic violence.  She told Ian that on the last occasion she had contact with the family, the father of the child had physically threatened her.  Ian’s response was “… Well, it goes with the job. …”

When they arrived at the caravan sit later that afternoon, Isobel asked Ian when the Police were likely to arrive.  Ian informed Isobel that he had not requested Police assistance.  Isobel said to Ian that she was not prepared to take a child into custody without Police assistance, as it was contrary to Department procedures, and she had fears for her safety from previous experience with the family.

Ian got very angry and told Isobel if she refused to assist him he would have her disciplined.  Isobel then agreed to assist Ian.

When both officers informed the parents of the child the purpose of their visit, both parents became violent and physically assaulted Isobel and Ian.  The parents ejected them from the caravan and locked the door.  Ian called for Police assistance, with 3 officers arriving in 10 minutes.  The Police arrested the parents after they attempted to assault the Police, and Isobel and Ian took the child into custody.

On the way back to the office, Ian told Isobel that if she were to report him for failing to use Department procedures he would ‘get her’.

Isobel was off work for several weeks as a result of the physical injuries she received and emotional trauma resulting from the violent confrontation with the child’s parents.

When she arrived back at work, she found that her fellow work mates were very cool towards her.  Ian called her into his office, locked the door and said 

“….Have you had any thoughts about what I said to you when we were coming back to the office after the job we did together….” Isobel replied, that she had not made up her mind about it.  Ian angrily replied, “…You have a day to make up your mind, otherwise you are going to be in trouble. …”  Isobel said, “…I’m not the one who will be in trouble, you will.  You’re the one who didn’t follow procedures. …”

Ian said “…. I’ve already covered that in my report on the incident, so if you say something different, you are going to be in trouble, not me. …”

Isobel then got up and left Ian’s office.  She decided to get some advice from her union.  When she told her story to the local union organiser, he said that the best idea would be to lodge a formal grievance, in writing, over the incident with the Regional Director.

Isobel forwarded the grievance the same day.  

The Department’s grievance policy required that the Regional Director contact Isobel within 7 days.

After a month, she had not heard anything and was going to call the Regional Director when she received a letter from the Regional Director directing her to transfer to a position some 100km away at another office within 6 weeks.    

Isobel was stunned. This would have an impact on her own family and financial circumstances, as she had purchased a home in the town only in the past year.   She immediately called the union organiser, telling him what had occurred.  He informed her that he would see her personally within the week. 

The organiser met with Isobel and her workplace delegate the following week.  The delegate told the organiser and Isobel that she had heard on the office grapevine that Ian had told people that he had been put at risk by Isobel on the day of the incident with the indigenous family, as she refused to help him take the child into custody when the Police were not available.  

Isobel told the delegate her version of events, which was verified by the local Police with a phone call.  

Following this, the organiser and delegate organised a meeting of members at the office the following day where the issue of harassment and workplace bullying was canvassed.  Ian attended the meeting, as he was a member of the union.  While he was not mentioned by name, he left the meeting when a resolution was proposed that members would not engage in duties involving taking children into protective custody, unless management could satisfy members that the Police would be in attendance on site.  

The union were also asked to investigate taking action against the Department, or persons employed by the Department for any breaches of health and safety legislation arising from recent Child Protection activities.

These resolutions were forwarded to the Regional Director.  

The result of these resolutions, and further discussions with the Regional Director, was that the decision to transfer Isobel was reversed.  Ian’s conduct and subsequent activities was then the subject of a Preliminary Inquiry involving misconduct.   The Department were advised of several breaches of occupational health and safety that arose out of the incident involving Isobel, and behaviour by Ian, which may be pursued following the Preliminary Inquiry recommendations.

Ian is being represented by the union.

Case 3: Collective action is the way

Bill had worked as a Caseworker with the Department for 35 years.  He had no formal qualifications, but was highly experienced and skilled in dealing with the full spectrum of child and family issues.

For 20 years he had worked at this country office.  He enjoyed living and working in the bush and had no ambitions outside his present job.   

He was also highly respected by his co-workers, and was often sought out by less experienced Caseworkers for advice and assistance which he gave freely.

The Manager for Bill’s office for some 15 years had retired, and was replaced by a new Manager, David, who had worked with the Department for 10 years, but in the metropolitan area.

The Department grapevine suggested that David was very ambitious, and liked to get his own way with staff.

When David arrived, he had a general staff meeting to inform staff on the Department’s future expectations for the office.  No staff comment was invited.  He then arranged face-to-face meetings with individual staff members.

Bill was not happy about the meeting he had with David.  David appeared to be scornful about the fact that he had not furthered his career with the Department, and also appeared surprised that Bill had no tertiary qualifications, which had been a prerequisite for new Caseworkers for 15 years.  David asked Bill when he intended to retire from work.  Bill told David that he had not made up his mind.

A week after this meeting, David told Bill that he wanted to review his current cases, and to provide David with all his current files.

When the files were returned, Bill noticed that 15 files were missing.  Bill asked David where the missing files were to be told that the cases had been re-allocated to other Caseworkers, and that he would be given 15 cases currently being handled by other Caseworkers.

Bill did get this work over the next 10 days, but he noticed that all the files were very simple straightforward cases.

Over the next weeks, the Caseworkers who had been re-allocated Bill’s former cases by David would regularly ask Bill for advice in regard to the cases they were given.

David saw this happening one-day, and spoke to the Caseworker after he left Bill’s workstation.  Over the next week Bill could not help noticing that these Caseworkers no longer approached him for assistance, and over the following month, other Caseworkers ceased asking Bill for advice.

He also noticed that several Caseworkers who he had previously been on friendly terms with would go out of their way not to be seen near him when David was around.

After work one day, Bill had a drink at the club with Jim, the union delegate for the office.  He said to Jim that he thought that David was attempting to ostracise him with other staff, but had no direct proof of this.  Bill also said he wasn’t sure that it was a union matter, but it was causing him some anxiety.

Jim expressed concern but said to Bill that he would look into it by talking to a few other members.

Gillian, one of the members Jim spoke to a couple of days after this event was very upset when the matter was raised with her.  She told Jim that David had a face-to-face meeting with her in his office concerning Bill.  She told Jim that David had described Bill as ‘yesterday’s man’, with no academic knowledge of what his job was about.  He said to Gillian that the Department needed people who had a modern view of what community services delivery was all about, and Bill did not fit that description.

She told Jim in very clear terms by David that being associated with Bill in any way, or asking Bill for his advice, would have an impact on any career prospects she may have had.

Jim received similar, if more guarded information, from three other members.  

Jim called the union’s organiser for advice.  He asked the organiser if he could provide him with any information to assist him deal with the issue, after he had described the situation.  He suggested that at this stage he did not have enough evidence to involve the organiser.

After reading the Department and union’s policy on workplace harassment and bullying, plus other occupational health and safety information on these subjects, Jim convened a lunchtime meeting of members for the specific purpose of discussing this subject.  David did not attend the meeting, as he was not a union member.

The initial response from members to the information that Jim provided in his opening talk was initially very tentative.  Then Gillian and another member, Margaret then opened up and told of their experience with David over Bill.   This action then prompted five other members to inform the meeting that they had a similar experience with David.

The meeting then worked on a resolution to be presented to David.  The resolution was in several parts but in summary stated that:

· Union members would not have face-to-face meetings with David unless Jim or the union organiser was present.

· Those members who had been previously allocated Bill’s cases by David would no longer manage the case and request David to reallocate the case to Bill.  This would also apply to any future allocation of Bill’s work.

· Members who had been individually approached by David concerning Bill would, with Jim’s assistance, prepare a group grievance against David, citing David over bullying behaviour and derogatory comments regarding Bill.  This grievance was to be forwarded to the Regional manager, and David informed of the action taken. 

· Members moved a motion of support and acknowledgement of Bill’s professionalism and skills as a Department Caseworker.

David was officially reprimanded over his behaviour, and his position as Manager is to be reviewed in 6 months.  Bill’s 15 cases were re-allocated to him  without comment by David.   The resolutions in relation to meetings with David are still in force.

Case 4: An unconventional approach

Bob was the manager of a small Department Call Centre employing 20 female staff, half of who were either temporary or casual employees. The Call Centre operated in normal office hours. 

Bob was very pleased with the call rate the Call Centre was able to record, and believed that his personally monitoring calls on a regular basis kept all staff on their toes.  

He also appeared to take great pleasure in publicly abusing staff members who he did not believe met the Call Centre’s standards in relation to call rates and customer satisfaction.

He also tended to target the temporary and casual staff, more than the permanent staff.  Most of the staff believed that this tactic was to increase the general work rate of all staff.

This behaviour had been going on for some time, sufficient to cause several staff members to seek medical treatment for depression and anxiety.  

All this information was revealed at an after hours meeting of union members, where non-union members were invited, arranged by the union organiser, after receiving a call from a concerned member.

The union organiser suggested that he would confront Bob with the complaints concerning his behaviour, or raise the issue with senior management.   All staff were initially reluctant to take this course of action, as they were fearful of the consequences for casual staff in particular.                        

However, they agreed in the first instance that the union members elect a delegate for the workplace.  Jennifer was elected to this position, as other staff members perceived her as a person who Bob left alone.  He had attempted to abuse her publicly on one occasion, but had stood up for herself.  She had also warned Bob that she would report him to senior management if he attempted such behaviour again. 

Jennifer suggested to the organiser that before the union take any action that the she and the staff would develop a strategy to deal with Bob.  The organiser agreed to this proposal, emphasising that whatever was done would need to involve everybody.

Within two weeks, the staff were ready to deal with Bob.

Early after lunch on a Thursday, Bob came out of his office and in his usual loud voice started to abuse Liz for alleged poor information given to clients.  Liz ignored his behaviour, and started to tap a pencil very loudly on the edge of her desk.  This was the signal for all staff to commence tapping pencils on the edge of their desks.

Bob was immediately taken aback, and confused, and stopped abusing Liz.  He said to Liz ‘What’s going on?’  She ignored him.  He then turned on his heel and went back to his office.  The staff then stopped tapping.

The next day, Bob again started to abuse another staff member. The response was the same.  However, this time he asked no questions and went back to his office.

On the Monday Jennifer, with two other union members, met with Bob and told him that Call Centre staff would no longer tolerate his abusive behaviour, and what had happened on Thursday and Friday the previous week was only the beginning of the action they planned to take, unless he was prepared to cease this behaviour.   Jennifer also told him that any further discussions on the performance of the call Centre would involve all staff, not individuals.

Jennifer also told him that he had 24 hours to agree to this request, otherwise the union would be taking further action against him and the Department under occupational health and safety laws.

The next day Bob agreed to the request.  

In the following week, everyone at the Call Centre joined the union.  Later on, Jennifer was also elected the OH&S Representative for the workgroup.

There is no more bullying at this workplace.  The Call Centre has significantly improved its client service.
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