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Bullying and harassment in the workplace is a growing problem facing many workers in Ireland and further afield.  Recently, there have been a number of high profile court cases of workplace bullying in the UK in which bullies have been brought to task and found guilty of such unacceptable behaviour.  It is now becoming evident that such behaviour is no longer acceptable in the modern workplace.  The problem of workplace bullying knows no boundaries, either geographically or psychologically.


When we talk of workplace bullying, we define bullying as behaviours such as harassment, badgering, niggling, freezing out or offending someone.  To label something bullying it should occur repeatedly over a period of time, with the person confronted having difficulties defending himself/herself.  It is not bullying if two parties of approximately equal ‘strength’ are in conflict or the incident is a one-off event.  The bullying behaviours should occur on a frequent basis (at least once a week) and over a long period of time (at least 6 months).


Adult bullying in the workplace is not a new problem but it is undoubtedly a newly recognised one by media and researchers alike.  However, much of the existing literature on this type of abuse is anecdotal in nature, useful in itself in terms of raising awareness, but requiring follow-up by systematic research if anything is to be done to eradicate our workplaces of such misery.


Our current research looks at the experiences of lesbians and gay men at work.  We are also interested in homophobic bullying in schools and in talking to anyone who has had a negative experience with regards to bullying behaviours in either the workplace or at school.


We hope to be able to use the information from the study to feed into the provision of legislation to prevent homophobic bullying in both our schools and our workplaces.  We shall attempt to inform and persuade those in positions of power that such behaviour is totally unacceptable.  We have recently submitted some work to The Taskforce On Workplace Bullying which is being managed by The Health And Safety Authority.  The Taskforce will report to the Minister for Labour, Trade and Consumer Affairs, Minister Tom Kitt TD by the end of March this year.  We would hope that the Minister would be sympathetic to any information from the Taskforce and strive to implement appropriate legislation in Ireland to combat workplace bullying.


The effects of bullying in the workplace can be devastating for both the bully and the victim.  For example, many victims report reduced levels of health and well-being, with partners and family members also suffering from the ‘spillover effect’ of workplace bullying.  More worryingly, some research has pointed out that between ten and twenty per cent of victims either contract serious illness or contemplate suicide. The same research reports that approximately one in every seven adult suicides in Sweden each year (about 1,800 per year) may be directly linked to this kind of workplace problem.


Whilst we know that male suicide figures are at an alarming rate for the general population, recent research by Ross White from The Queen’s University of Belfast looked at the relationship between self-identification as gay and attempted suicide.  White’s research found that 32% of those males who took part in the study had attempted suicide – often more than once.  Similar research has yet to be conducted within the lesbian community but it would be expected that the figure for this group would be similar to that of the males surveyed in White’s research.  We would seek to determine whether bullying contributes to the link between being lesbian or gay and detrimental health effects or suicidal thoughts.


Research indicates that bullying clearly has a serious impact on the health of the victim.  Additionally, such an abusive relationship has obvious economic and legal, not to discount public relations consequences for the employing organization.  Work relationships conducted in such a manner destroy or seriously damage the trust and confidence that ought to exist in any working environment between co-workers and management.  We believe that all workers have the basic right to be treated in a manner that affords them the respect and dignity every person deserves.  Indeed, respecting the dignity of an employee and treating employees accordingly is seen as an employer obligation.


With regards legislation on workplace bullying, the Scandinavian research interest in adult bullying is matched by strong public awareness and is reflected in the establishment of laws specifically against bullying. Through such legislation, these countries support the right of all workers to remain physically and mentally healthy at work.  Being far behind the Scandinavian legislation, other countries have an even stronger need for research on the damaging social and health effects of bullying so that appropriate legislation may be instigated.  For example, compared to Scandinavian countries, in Britain the legal position over bullying is much less clear.  However, proposed legislation in the form of the ‘Dignity At Work Bill’ is currently progressing through the British House of Lords.  The general purpose of the Bill will be to counteract the problem of bullying at work in that it would provide for every employee to have a right to dignity at work, and if the terms of the contract under which a person is employed do not include that right, they shall be deemed to include it.

To take part in this research you can complete the questionnaire at the bottom of this article, or alternatively, complete a more detailed questionnaire at http://www.shsj.ulst.ac.uk/bully/gcn/gcn.html.  To retain your anonymity do not write anything on the questionnaire that could identify you. Alternatively, if you feel that you cannot help us with our research at the present but may be able to offer help in the future, please contact the Conor Mc Guckin and his team at the School of Psychology and Communication,  University of Ulster at Magee College, Northland Road, L’Derry, BT48 7JL  (telephone: 00 44 1504 375427  or e-mail cg.mcguckin@ulst.ac.uk
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