
A worldwide problem
Unfortunately, aggression, bullying, conflict, harassment and violence in the

workplace are not new, and neither are they decreasing. Pressure is part and

parcel of all work and helps to keep us motivated. But excessive pressure

and other forms of aggression, bullying and conflict can lead to violence –

all of which undermines performance, is costly to employers and can make

people ill. 

Some governments and organizations worldwide have tried, particularly

over the past 10 years, to try and contain these problems – by legislation,

guidance and advice. 

The information and references in this book will help you to understand

the causes, and to identify and solve problems in your workplace. 

In this chapter you will find information on: 

■ how stress and aggression in the workplace is a worldwide problem

■ how the changing nature of the world of work is affecting levels of stress

and aggression 

■ some research into the nature and extent of the problem, and some

legislation developed to tackle it

■ various definitions of the problem

■ measures for beginning to tackle it.

Current concerns
worldwide1
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The changing world of work
In 2005, the International Labour Office in Geneva commissioned a report

entitled The Cost of Violence/Stress at Work and the Benefits of a
Violence/Stress-Free Working Environment (Hoel, Sparks and Cooper, 2005).

The results show that stress is an increasing workplace phenomenon

negatively affecting a growing number of people across the world. 

As the economy becomes global and competition increases in the battle

for market share and survival, pressure mounts on workers. With high levels

of crime and aggression in society, violence finds its way into the workplace

in the form of robbery and assaults, particularly on frontline staff and

service providers such as those in our libraries and information centres. As

pressures mount, aggression may also build up within the workplace,

making worker on worker aggression more likely. Recent research in

Europe, the USA and Australia indicates that it is the emotional and

psychological abuse referred to as ‘bullying’ and ‘mobbing’, rather than

physical violence, which represents the greatest threat to most workers.

However, due to the increasing diversity of workforces, a number of studies

also document the frequent presence of harassment on the basis of race or

gender. Additionally, many women, particularly in the developing world,

have found that the workplace represents no safe haven from abusers.

Listed below are some current factors and trends which may affect the

presence and scale of stress and violence:

■ Economically, we are moving towards a single, global marketplace.

■ There is increased commercial competition, which results in growing

pressures on everyone at work. 

■ Survival in this competitive environment is not assured; organizations

are restructuring and downsizing with the aim of cutting costs.

■ Tendering for contracts has become increasingly common in the public

sector, bringing with it more economic risk-taking in order to reduce cost.

■ Outsourcing of jobs creates anxiety for current jobholders.

■ Downsizing and restructuring has resulted in greater pressure on

remaining employees, with an increase in their workload and workpace. 

■ Such intensification of work has resulted in employees (e.g. in the USA

and the UK) working longer hours.
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■ More short-term contract work, temporary and part-time work increases

tensions in the workplace.

■ Perceptions of job insecurity generally are increasing in the industrialized

world (there is no such thing now as a cradle-to-grave job). 

The following global trends will also have an increasing effect:

■ In many countries it is the service sector, including libraries and

information services, that is increasing most rapidly, with growing

demands and pressure from clients and customers affecting the well-

being of the staff.

■ The revolution in computing and telecommunications is gradually

transforming work processes. A greater number of workers are being

employed in teleworking, with their private home being their

workplace. 

■ With this wider definition of ‘workplace’ has come a need for new

measures to ensure that basic health and safety regulations are applied

at home.

■ The organization of work is changing, with more people working in self-

directed or autonomous teams, etc.

■ In many countries the workforce is diversifying. This diversity may refer

to gender, race, physical ability and/or sexual orientation. Where such

development is not managed properly it may give rise to tension and

conflict among groups of employees.

Research and legislation
The British Crime Survey (BCS) is a large, nationally representative

household survey which measures the extent and nature of crimes

committed against people living in England and Wales. Each sweep of the

survey asks respondents about their experiences of criminal victimization in

the previous year. 

The BCS provides the most comprehensive and reliable findings to date

on the extent and nature of violence at work in England and Wales. The

large representative sample and the continuity of questions between sweeps
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mean that the BCS is uniquely placed to examine violence at work at the

national level. The BCS has a sufficiently large sample (by combining

several sweeps of the survey) to examine the nature of violence at work, and

how risks of violence at work vary among different occupational groups.

During the 1980s and 1990s, violence at work began to attract increasing

media attention. High profile incidents of violence at work have been

reported in the media and have raised awareness of the issue among the

public, employers, trade unions and the government. The Health and

Safety Executive, the UK government agency with responsibility for

advising on violence at work, has been producing guidelines on its

prevention since the mid-1980s. 

Legislation has also been introduced which recognizes violence at work

as a health and safety issue. Since 1995, the Reporting of Injuries, Diseases

and Dangerous Occurrences Regulations (RIDDOR) have required

employers to report to their enforcing authority (usually the HSE or their

local authority, depending on the type of premises) acts of physical violence

which cause a fatality, a major injury or someone’s absence from their

normal work for more than three days.

The Protection from Harassment Act 1997 states:

(1) A person must not pursue a course of conduct – a) which amounts to

harassment of another, and b) which he knows or ought to know amounts to

harassment of the other. (2) For the purposes of this section, the person whose

course of conduct is in question ought to know that it amounts to harassment

of another if a reasonable person in possession of the same information would

think the course of conduct amounted to harassment of the other.

There are also other pieces of legislation, which will be discussed later in

this book. 

There has also been an increasing amount of academic research into

violence at work. The main thrust of this research has been to identify the

extent and nature of the problem, and thus inform strategies for its

prevention.
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Definitions of violence, stress and harassment
at work
Definitions of violence form a continuum ranging from physical assault to

broader definitions which also include threat, intimidation, verbal abuse and

emotional or psychological abuse. Those who favour the inclusion of non-

physical acts in the definition of violence argue that the consequences of

non-physical and physical violence may be equally serious.

Apart from the problem of defining violence generally, there are

additional issues with defining violence at work. Some commentators restrict

violence at work to those incidents in which the offender is a member of the

public, while others also include incidents between work colleagues. There

is also debate about whether to restrict the definition to ‘workplace’ violence

(i.e. only incidents that occur at the workplace) or widen it to include all

incidents related to work regardless of where they occur (the term ‘work-

related violence’ is often used in this sense).

Although flexibility in defining the problem is useful, as the most

appropriate definition may vary across different contexts, a single

overarching definition that recognizes the continuum of behaviours that

constitute violence is important in defining the problem at a national level. 

CILIP
The definition of The Library Association (CILIP’s predecessor) as far back

as 1987 was: 

the term ‘violence in libraries’ can be seen as shorthand for describing all sorts

of anti-social behaviour, ranging from spitting, damaging furniture or playing

radios, to theft, verbal abuse and physical attack.

(Library Association, 1987)

European Commission
The following definition has been adopted by the European Commission:
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Incidents where persons are abused, threatened or assaulted in circumstances

related to their work, involving an explicit or implicit challenge to their safety,

well-being or health.

Health and Safety Executive (HSE)
The definition of violence at work adopted by the HSE is as follows:

Any incident in which an individual suffers verbal abuse, physical abuse or

threats in circumstances relating to their work.

Also, the HSE defines work-related stress as 

The adverse reaction people have to excessive pressure or other types of

demand placed on them.

The British Crime Survey (BCS)
The BCS measures both physical assaults and threats, and therefore

provides a relatively broad definition of violence at work. The definition of

violence at work used in BCS reports is as follows:

All assaults or threats which occurred while the victim was working and were

perpetrated by members of the public. Physical assaults include the offences of

common assault, wounding, robbery and snatch theft. Threats include both

verbal threats, made to or against the respondent, and non-verbal intimidation.

They are mainly threats to assault the victim, though some threats relate to

damaging property. The term violence is used in the BCS reports to refer to

both assaults and threats. Members of the public include clients or customers

previously known to the victim, people the victim did not know before the

incident (usually customers or clients), friends, neighbours and local children. 
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Swedish National Board of Occupational Safety and
Health
The Swedish National Board of Occupational Safety and Health defines the

problem as: 

recurrent reprehensible or distinctly negative actions which are directed against

individual employees in an offensive manner and can result in those employees

being placed outside the workplace community. 

The European Agency for Health and Safety at Work 
The Agency’s Fact Sheet 23 states:

Workplace bullying is repeated, unreasonable behaviour directed towards an

employee, or group of employees, that creates a risk to health and safety.

Within this definition, ‘unreasonable behaviour’ means behaviour that a

reasonable person, having regard to all the circumstances, would expect to

victimize, humiliate, undermine or threaten. ‘Behaviour’ includes the actions

of individuals or of a group. A system of work may be used as a means of

victimizing, humiliating, undermining or threatening. ‘Risk to health and

safety’ includes risk to the mental or physical health of the employee.

Bullying often involves a misuse or abuse of power, where the targets can

experience difficulties in defending themselves.

The Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service 
In general terms, ACAS defines harassment as:

unwanted conduct affecting the dignity of men and women in the workplace.

It may be related to age, sex, race, disability, religion, nationality or any

personal characteristic of the individual, and may be persistent or an isolated

incident. The key is that the actions or comments are viewed as demeaning

and unacceptable to the recipient.
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Harassment can also have a specific meaning under certain laws (for

instance if harassment is related to sex, race or disability, it may be unlawful

discrimination). From December 2003 the UK law also gives protection against

harassment relating to religion or belief and sexual orientation.

Costs of workplace stress and bullying
According to the Confederation of British Industry (CBI), stress now costs

the UK over £12 billion a year, and employers £495 a year in direct costs

for every worker employed. Indirect costs are probably considerably more

(CBI, 2007).

The HSE estimates that bullying costs employers 80 million working days

and up to £2 billion in lost revenue every year. Nearly half a million people

in Britain experience work-related stress at a level they believe is making

them ill, and the financial costs to society are estimated at £3.8 billion a year

(see the HSE website at www.hse.gov.uk/stress/research.htm).

The mental and emotional scars may, in some cases, last a very long time:

– see, for example, some of the cases quoted in Chapter 10 ‘You are not

Alone’.

Tackling the problem
According to a recent study entitled Bullying at Work: beyond policies to a
culture of respect, by the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development

(CIPD, 2006a), bullying in the workplace is frequently swept under the

carpet by employers, mainly because managers do not have the skills to

tackle the problem. This CIPD study aims to tackle bullying at work, placing

an emphasis on:

■ defining the positive behaviours we can all expect from each other

■ everyone accepting responsibility for their behaviour and actions

■ everyone accepting responsibility for finding solutions

■ ‘top team’ behaviour, which is vital in reinforcing positive behaviours

and creating a culture that goes beyond paying lip service to fairness.
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Being clear about people’s roles, communicating consistently and effectively,

understanding expectations and being given what you need to do your job

– all these are also destinations on a new route forward in tackling bullying

at work. 

HSE’s report Bullying at Work: a review of the literature (HSE, 2006b) states

that before discussing a definition of bullying at work, people should consider

behaviours that are often confused with and have been used to justify bullying

at work. These include terms such as ‘strong management’, ‘tough manage-

ment’, ‘assertiveness’, etc. It is suggested that the use of bullying as a man-

agement tool is a clear indication of poor management practice. It is clear

from the figures in this report that bullied employees are unlikely to be

operating at their maximum level of productivity. They are unfortunately

more likely to be suffering psychological stress, and possibly to be absent from

work.

There is also the negative impact upon those employees who witness bully-

ing within the workplace to take into consideration. Those who witness

bullying are unlikely to have a positive view of an organization that permits

such behaviour to continue.

Employers need to demonstrate what they are doing
Employers need to be able to show evidence that they are taking steps to

look after their employees – Section 2 of the Health and Safety at Work etc.

Act 1974 gives employers a duty of care to their staff and the public, and

the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1992 require

employers to undertake risk assessment, which includes risk of violence.

The revised Reporting of Injuries, Diseases and Dangerous Occurrences

Regulations (RIDDOR) 1995 specifically requires workplace violence to be

reported. You should be aware that aggression and violence could take

place between employees, or between employees and managers. 

Ignorance of the law is no excuse, so employers in all information

industry sectors – higher education, public and private sectors – need to be

up-to-date with their knowledge of the latest legal requirements. If these

employers think that libraries and information centres are nice quiet

backwaters they should take a ‘management by walking about’ approach,
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on a regular basis, and spend time talking to those working in the various

sections and departments to see what is actually happening.

Tackling the problem worldwide
Aggression, bullying, conflict, harassment, stress and violence at work are

not unique to the UK: a survey of the major occupational health and safety

databases in the OSH UPDATE service (www.oshupdate.com, which

includes HSELINE from the UK’s Health and Safety Executive Information

Services, CISDOC from the International Labour Office Health and Safety

Centre, the European Agency for Safety and Health at Work list of

publications, and NIOSHTIC and NIOSHTIC-2 from the USA’s National

Institute of Occupational Safety and Health) reveals growing concern over

workplace violence around the world. In particular, the literature shows that

authorities and organizations in Australia, Canada, the wider European

Union, New Zealand, South Africa and the USA have already recognized

the problems and are taking action.

Results of a UK anti-bullying project
The findings from the world’s largest anti-workplace bullying joint research

project by Amicus and the UK Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) –

the ‘Dignity at Work Partnership’ – were revealed on 2 October 2006.

In a poll conducted by Amicus, as part of the project, it was found that

only 2% of employers took a zero tolerance approach to bullying. A huge

97% of organizations had never quantified the impact of bullying. And 80%

of organizations had an anti-bullying policy in place but, despite this, more

than half of those polled still thought bullying was an issue in their

organizations. 

The key finding in the research project (conducted by Portsmouth

University) was that organizations who took a zero tolerance approach were

the organizations who dealt with the problem most effectively. 

The project addressed the serious issue of bullying in the workplace,

which is estimated to cost UK employers over £2 billion a year in sick pay,

staff turnover and loss of production. One in 10 employees say they have
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been bullied. The research project gives a contemporary view of good

practice in dealing with bullying and harassment, and how the problem is

dealt with in the workplace. The recommendations of the project include:

■ A zero tolerance approach should be adopted.

■ In partnership with unions, organizations must encourage consultation

with employees on early intervention strategies.

■ It should be recognized that bullying is an organizational issue rather

than simply a problem between individuals. 

■ All anti-bullying and harassment policies should be clearly set out and

communicated, along with the business case for doing so. 

■ Organizations should use the term ‘bullying’ to describe negative

behaviours.

■ All managers should be trained in mediation and conflict resolution

skills.

■ Managers at the very top should lead by good example and a senior

member of management should become the ‘anti-bullying champion’.

Amicus General Secretary, Derek Simpson, said: 

Bullying in the workplace can destroy people’s lives. Our project aims to tackle

this problem in partnership with employers by taking a zero tolerance

approach to bullying from the outset.

Trade and Industry Secretary, Alistair Darling, said: 

Bullying at work is a big problem and employers need to be aware of it. It

corrodes employees’ self-confidence and self-esteem and leads to a hostile

working environment. It’s bad for staff and it’s bad for business.

People who feel harassed or victimised cannot do their job properly. And

businesses that do not tackle bullying suffer from days lost through stress and

illness, decreased productivity and damage to their reputation.

The Dignity At Work report gives businesses and organizations the tools

they need to make zero-tolerance of bullying a reality for all workers.
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Key to the findings is that policies alone will not secure a harassment-free

working environment. Employees need to be involved in creating and

implementing initiatives, which leads to ownership both of the problem and

the solution.

So, employers need to agree with employees an acceptable level of

behaviour in their organizations, and make sure that everyone understands

the definitions clearly.

You will find more on preventative measures in later chapters.

POINTS TO REFLECT ON . . .

■ Do you think there is a problem with aggression, bullying, conflict and

violence in your workplace? 

■ Do you understand the effects of these problems on the individual?

■ If, after checking, there is not enough evidence, remember that you could

check again at a later stage.

■ Do you have enough evidence and information to discuss the problem with

colleagues and managers?
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