
what is bullying and harassment in the
workplace
what is bullying and harassment in the workplace is a critical question for maintaining a safe
and respectful professional environment. Workplace bullying and harassment refer to repeated,
unreasonable actions directed towards an employee or group of employees that create a risk to
health and safety. These behaviors can severely impact job performance, mental health, and overall
workplace morale. Understanding the definitions, types, legal implications, and prevention strategies
is essential for employers and employees alike. This article explores the nuances of these harmful
behaviors, distinguishing between bullying and harassment, identifying common examples, and
outlining effective responses. It also covers the roles of organizational policies and legal frameworks
in addressing workplace bullying and harassment. The following sections provide a detailed
examination of these important aspects.

Definition and Differences Between Bullying and Harassment

Common Types of Workplace Bullying and Harassment

Legal Framework and Employer Responsibilities

Impact of Bullying and Harassment on Employees and Organizations

Preventing and Addressing Bullying and Harassment in the Workplace

Definition and Differences Between Bullying and
Harassment
Understanding what is bullying and harassment in the workplace begins with clear definitions.
Bullying typically refers to repeated, unreasonable behavior directed at an individual or group that
intimidates, degrades, or humiliates. It often involves power imbalances and can be overt or covert.
Harassment, by contrast, is behavior that offends, humiliates, or intimidates based on protected
characteristics such as race, gender, age, religion, disability, or sexual orientation. Although both
bullying and harassment create hostile work environments, harassment is often defined legally by
discrimination laws, whereas bullying may not always fall under such regulations.

Key Characteristics of Bullying
Bullying in the workplace includes persistent, targeted actions that undermine an individual’s dignity
or work performance. It can be verbal, physical, or psychological and may involve behaviors such as
spreading rumors, exclusion, or undermining work efforts. The repeated nature and intention to cause
harm or distress are central to identifying bullying.



Key Characteristics of Harassment
Harassment is typically linked to discrimination and involves unwelcome behavior related to a
protected characteristic. This can include offensive jokes, slurs, physical assaults, or unwanted sexual
advances. Harassment is often legally actionable and requires organizations to take immediate
corrective measures once identified.

Common Types of Workplace Bullying and Harassment
What is bullying and harassment in the workplace manifests in various forms. Recognizing these
types is crucial for prevention and intervention.

Verbal Bullying and Harassment
Verbal forms include shouting, insults, threats, or persistent criticism. Such behavior can erode an
employee’s confidence and create a toxic workplace atmosphere.

Physical Bullying and Harassment
This involves physical intimidation or assault, including unwanted touching, pushing, or other forms of
physical aggression. While less common, it represents a severe breach of workplace safety.

Psychological and Emotional Bullying
Psychological bullying includes tactics such as isolation, spreading false information, or sabotaging
work. Emotional harassment can create anxiety, depression, and stress among targets.

Sexual Harassment
Sexual harassment includes unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal
or physical conduct of a sexual nature. This is a serious form of harassment with significant legal
consequences.

Cyberbullying and Digital Harassment
With increased digital communication, bullying and harassment can occur via emails, social media, or
other online platforms within the workplace context. These behaviors include sending threatening
messages or spreading harmful rumors electronically.



Legal Framework and Employer Responsibilities
Organizations must understand the legal landscape surrounding what is bullying and harassment in
the workplace to ensure compliance and protect employees.

Relevant Laws and Regulations
Federal and state laws, such as Title VII of the Civil Rights Act and the Occupational Safety and Health
Act (OSHA), provide protections against harassment and ensure safe workplaces. Many states have
additional statutes addressing workplace bullying and harassment specifically.

Employer Obligations
Employers are legally obligated to provide a safe work environment free from bullying and
harassment. This includes implementing clear policies, conducting training, promptly investigating
complaints, and taking corrective action when necessary.

Employee Rights and Reporting Procedures
Employees have the right to report bullying or harassment without fear of retaliation. Employers
should establish confidential reporting channels and ensure that complaints are handled fairly and
efficiently.

Impact of Bullying and Harassment on Employees and
Organizations
The consequences of workplace bullying and harassment extend beyond individual distress and affect
organizational health.

Effects on Employee Well-Being
Targets of bullying and harassment often experience anxiety, depression, decreased job satisfaction,
and physical health problems. These effects can lead to absenteeism, reduced productivity, and
higher turnover rates.

Organizational Consequences
Workplace bullying and harassment can damage a company’s reputation, increase legal liabilities,
and lower overall morale. The resulting toxic culture can hinder collaboration and innovation.



Financial Costs
Organizations may incur significant costs related to litigation, employee turnover, decreased
productivity, and workers’ compensation claims arising from bullying and harassment cases.

Preventing and Addressing Bullying and Harassment in
the Workplace
Effective prevention and response strategies are essential to mitigate the risks associated with
workplace bullying and harassment.

Developing Clear Policies
Employers should create comprehensive anti-bullying and anti-harassment policies that define
unacceptable behaviors, outline reporting procedures, and specify disciplinary actions.

Training and Awareness Programs
Regular training helps employees and managers recognize bullying and harassment, understand their
responsibilities, and promote respectful workplace interactions.

Encouraging Open Communication
Fostering a culture where employees feel safe to speak up can prevent escalation. Establishing
multiple reporting avenues and protecting whistleblowers is critical.

Prompt Investigation and Resolution
Timely and impartial investigations of complaints demonstrate organizational commitment to a safe
workplace and help resolve issues before they escalate.

Support for Affected Employees
Providing access to counseling, mediation, or employee assistance programs can aid recovery for
those impacted by bullying and harassment.

Implement clear anti-bullying and harassment policies

Conduct ongoing education and training

Encourage reporting through safe channels



Investigate complaints promptly and fairly

Support employees affected by bullying and harassment

Frequently Asked Questions

What is bullying in the workplace?
Bullying in the workplace refers to repeated, health-harming mistreatment of one or more employees
by one or more perpetrators. It can include verbal abuse, offensive conduct, and actions that
intimidate, humiliate, or degrade a person.

How is harassment defined in the workplace?
Harassment in the workplace involves unwelcome conduct based on race, color, religion, sex, national
origin, age, disability, or other protected characteristics. It creates a hostile, intimidating, or offensive
work environment.

What are common examples of workplace bullying?
Common examples include spreading rumors, undermining work performance, exclusion from
meetings or social events, shouting or insulting behavior, and persistent criticism or
micromanagement.

How does workplace harassment differ from bullying?
Workplace harassment is typically based on protected characteristics and is unlawful discrimination,
whereas bullying is repeated negative behavior that may not be related to protected traits but still
causes harm and distress.

What are the effects of bullying and harassment on
employees?
They can lead to stress, anxiety, depression, decreased job satisfaction, lower productivity, increased
absenteeism, and even physical health problems among affected employees.

What legal protections exist against workplace bullying and
harassment?
Many countries have laws prohibiting workplace harassment based on protected characteristics. While
bullying may not always be illegal, it can be addressed through workplace policies, and some
jurisdictions have specific anti-bullying legislation.



How can employers prevent bullying and harassment at work?
Employers can implement clear policies, provide training, encourage reporting, conduct investigations
promptly, and foster a respectful workplace culture to prevent bullying and harassment.

What should an employee do if they experience bullying or
harassment?
Employees should document incidents, report the behavior to their supervisor or HR department, seek
support from colleagues or employee assistance programs, and if necessary, consult legal advice or
external authorities.

Additional Resources
1. Bullying and Harassment in the Workplace: Developments in Theory, Research, and Practice
This comprehensive book explores the latest research on workplace bullying and harassment, offering
theoretical insights and practical solutions. It covers the psychological impacts on victims,
organizational dynamics, and effective intervention strategies. The book is a valuable resource for HR
professionals, managers, and researchers aiming to create healthier work environments.

2. The Bully-Free Workplace: Stop Jerks, Weasels, and Snakes from Killing Your Organization
Authored by Gary Namie, this book provides a detailed guide on identifying and addressing bullying
behavior at work. It includes real-life examples and actionable advice for employees and leaders to
foster a respectful workplace culture. The focus is on empowering individuals to stand up against
workplace bullies effectively.

3. Workplace Bullying and Harassment: New Developments in International Law
This book examines the legal frameworks surrounding workplace bullying and harassment across
different countries. It discusses recent legislative changes, case law, and employer responsibilities.
Legal professionals and organizational leaders will find it an essential reference for understanding
compliance and risk management.

4. Ending Workplace Harassment: A Guide for Employees and Employers
This practical guide offers step-by-step instructions for both employees and employers on preventing
and responding to harassment in the workplace. It emphasizes creating policies, training programs,
and complaint procedures that promote a safe and inclusive environment. The book also explores the
emotional and financial costs of workplace harassment.

5. Workplace Bullying: Causes, Consequences, and Intervention Strategies
Focusing on the root causes and effects of bullying in professional settings, this book presents
research findings and intervention models. It discusses the role of organizational culture, leadership
styles, and power dynamics in perpetuating bullying. The author provides tools for employees and
managers to recognize and combat workplace bullying effectively.

6. Harassment and Bullying in the Workplace: The Role of Leadership and Organizational Culture
This book investigates how leadership behaviors and organizational culture influence the prevalence
of harassment and bullying at work. It offers insights into building ethical leadership and supportive
environments that discourage negative behaviors. Practical case studies highlight successful
leadership approaches to mitigate workplace issues.



7. Bullying at Work: What You Can Do to Stop the Hurt and Reclaim Your Dignity on the Job
Patricia Barnes-Scheufler writes this empowering book aimed at victims of workplace bullying. It
provides coping strategies, legal advice, and steps to regain confidence and respect. The book also
includes guidance on documenting incidents and seeking support through HR or external agencies.

8. Dealing with Workplace Harassment: Strategies for Employees and Managers
This resource offers a balanced perspective for both victims and supervisors dealing with harassment
cases. It outlines communication techniques, conflict resolution methods, and policy development
tips. Readers will learn how to create a workplace atmosphere where harassment is promptly
addressed and discouraged.

9. Workplace Bullying and Harassment: A Practical Guide for Human Resource Professionals
Targeting HR practitioners, this book provides detailed guidance on policy formulation, investigation
procedures, and legal considerations related to bullying and harassment. It emphasizes proactive
measures to prevent incidents and protect employee well-being. The book serves as an essential
manual for managing workplace conduct issues effectively.
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