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Section 1: Understanding Aggression, Bullying and 
Harassment in the Workplace

 • Admit when you are wrong, as this can help to defuse the situation and may 
encourage the other person to do the same.

 • Look for a compromise rather than trying to ‘win’ the argument.

 • Take time out if things get heated, and return to the discussion when everyone has 
calmed down; this allows people to reflect on the situation.

 • Always treat the other person with respect, even if they are behaving badly towards 
you.

 • Ask for help if needed; sometimes a third party might be able to help.

Bullying and harassment and how to identify it in the
workplace

Please read the following as it will help you to answer questions 4, 5, and 6.

Bullying is defined as using superior strength or influence to intimidate someone, 
typically forcing them to do something. It is also defined as repeated behaviour which 
is intended to hurt someone physically or emotionally. UNISON has defined workplace 
bullying as ‘persistent offensive, intimidating, humiliating behaviour, which attempts to 
undermine an individual or group of employees’.  
 
Bullying normally relates to negative behaviour that is repeated, persistent and targeted 
at a particular individual. It is often an abuse of power, position or knowledge and can 
be carried out by a victim’s manager/supervisor, peers or even by subordinates. 
 
Bullying at work is any behaviour that is:

 • humiliating, degrading or demeaning

 • threatening, aggressive or intimidating

 • abusive, insulting or offensive

 • cruel or vindictive

 

Harassment is defined as behaviour that annoys, upsets or troubles someone, 
but harassment in the workplace is referred to as discrimination against protected 
characteristics. It does not have to be the person with the protected characteristics 
to make a claim of harassment; employees can complain of harassment even if the 
behaviour is not directed at them. An employee can complain of unlawful harassment 
if they have experienced harassment because they are related to or associated with 
someone with a protected characteristic, or if they have been mistaken as having a 
protected characteristic.
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Section 1: Understanding Aggression, Bullying and 
Harassment in the Workplace

Under discrimination law, behaviour amounts to harassment if it is unwanted conduct 
that violates a person’s dignity or creates an intimidating, hostile, degrading or 
humiliating environment for an individual.

The term ‘unwanted’ is used, as it is up to the victim of the alleged harassment to 
decide whether particular behaviour or treatment is offensive to them personally. This 
is because what one person finds very funny could be offensive to another. 

The right not to be harassed at work extends to all workers, and therefore agency 
temps, casual workers and contractors are protected.

Harassment will amount to discrimination if it relates to a relevant protected 
characteristic, and is unlawful if it relates to:

 • sex 

 • gender reassignment

 • race (including colour, nationality, ethnicity and 
national origin)

 • religion or belief

 • sexual orientation

 • disability

 • age

Identifying bullying and harassment

Examples of bullying and harassment include:

 • humiliating or embarrassing employees in front of others

 • ignoring an individual’s views and opinions

 • giving an employee an unmanageable workload or unreasonable, even impossible, 
deadlines

 • spreading rumours about someone

 • withholding information that affects someone’s performance in their job

 • undermining an employee and subjecting them to constant criticism

 • subjecting someone to overbearing supervision

 • misusing power or position

 • setting someone up to fail

 • ridiculing or demeaning someone

 • deliberately blocking promotion or training opportunities
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Section 1: Understanding Aggression, Bullying and 
Harassment in the Workplace

There are different types of bullying. Some are more subtle, whilst others are easier to 
spot:

Verbal bullying Physical bullying Social bullying Cyberbullying
 • Insults

 • Teasing

 • Name-calling

 • Homophobic 
comments

 • Racist remarks

 • Sarcastic 
comments

 • Unkind criticism

 • Hitting

 • Kicking

 • Pinching

 • Pushing

 • Tripping up

 • Damaging 
someone’s 
property or 
belongings

 • Lying about 
someone

 • Spreading 
rumours

 • Mimicking

 • Embarrassing or 
humiliating

 • Playing nasty 
tricks/jokes

 • Socially excluding 
someone and 
encouraging 
others to do so

 • Damaging 
someone’s social 
reputation

 • Negative facial 
gestures such as 
‘dirty looks’

 • Abusive texts, 
emails or posts

 • Deliberately 
excluding 
someone online

 • Spreading gossip 
or rumours online

 • Imitating others, 
such as using 
someone else’s 
login

Signs of bullying include:

 • physical signs such as cuts, bruises, scratches, missing or damaged clothes/
belongings

 • mood swings, including frequent tears or anger

 • changing sleep patterns 

 • changing eating patterns, such as not wanting to eat their lunch

 • becoming aggressive and unreasonable

 • refusing to talk about what is wrong

 • becoming withdrawn and isolating themselves from others

 • stammering or other signs of nervousness

 • not wanting to go to work

 • unable to speak up, appearing frightened or insecure

 • being a frequent target for teasing and ridicule
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Section 1: Understanding Aggression, Bullying and 
Harassment in the Workplace

It is important to remember that bullying does not just take place in person. In addition 
to face-to-face bullying, it can take place by letter, email, phone or via social media.

Bullying and harassment in the workplace can be in relation to:

 • Interests – people may be bullied due to their interests, hobbies or pastimes, 
especially if they are not in line with the majority culture in the workplace, and they 
may become the focus of unwanted attention. They may be unfairly regarded as 
‘snobbish’ if a hobby or interest is regarded as expensive or ‘high class’ by others.

 • Beliefs – legislation on religious discrimination has been in place since 2003 and is 
now covered by the Equality Act 2010. Bullying and harassment could take the form 
of making fun of people for their beliefs or religion, such as differences in diet or the 
way they worship.

 • Age – it has been illegal to discriminate against age since 2006, and this law is now 
incorporated in the Equality Act 2010. People of all ages can be affected, including 
younger and older workers. In the UK, there is an increased number of older people 
in employment, which makes this group a key focus. Bullying and harassment could 
take the form of making fun of people or excluding them because of their age.

 • Lifestyles – individuals who have lifestyles that are different to the majority of other 
employees could face bullying; for example, being ridiculed or criticised for the things 
they do or their standard of living or belongings.

 • Personal characteristics – these include gender, sexual orientation and disability. 
Sexism is one of the largest areas of workplace discrimination, and a YouGov poll 
showed that women are 11% more likely to be a victim of workplace bullying than 
men. A survey carried out by Cardiff and Plymouth universities showed that 10% of 
disabled people had experienced physical abuse in the workplace, and an Opportunity 
Now survey showed that 71% of disabled women had experienced some type of 
abuse. A YouGov survey showed that nearly one in five people who were gay, lesbian 
or bi-sexual had experienced verbal abuse at work, including from customers.

 • Cultural identities – a survey carried out by CIPD in association with MORI and 
Kingston Business school reported that culture and ethnicity plays a major part in 
workplace bullying, with black and Asian employees being the most likely targets. 
29% of Asian employees had been victims of harassment and 18% of white 
employees claimed to have experienced abuse. Only 55% of ethnic minorities said 
that they felt a valued team member in their workplace.
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Harassment in the Workplace

Think about the following situations:

Irene, a retired teacher, wants to supplement her pension and gets a part-time job at 
a restaurant. The other employees are much younger and they don’t ask her on their 
nights out and never talk to her in the canteen, as they view her as boring. 

Mike works in an office and is gay. A few colleagues start to leave inappropriate 
images on his desk and email jokes about gay men. When it comes to organising the 
Christmas party, they tell him there is no point in coming as it’s not a gay bar.

Aleena has booked four days off for Eid, but when her manager realises she will be off 
at a busy time, he criticises her saying she is letting the team down. Aleena returns 
to work after Eid and attends the staff briefing. Her manager, when discussing some 
workflow issues, mentions Aleena’s time off as being one of the causes of this in front 
of the whole team.

Georgio is a keen golfer and plays every weekend. He works with mainly male 
employees who are avid football fans, and much of the conversation is around 
football. They make fun of Georgio, who isn’t interested in football, and every Monday 
they make a point of asking if he has had fun with his posh friends at the golf club. 
They superimpose his head onto cartoon images of golfers and stick them around the 
canteen.

Christina is a single parent with three young children and is struggling for money. 
She has little money for clothes or make-up, and also little time to spend on herself. 
She works with a team of mainly female employees who spend a lot of money on 
designer clothes and accessories. During breaks, the others discuss clothes, beauty 
treatments and what they are buying next; Christina can’t join in as she doesn’t share 
this lifestyle. When they do include her in the conversation, they suggest she could 
brighten herself up with a bit of make-up and try visiting charity shops for some better 
outfits. When the MP and some local councillors are due to make a visit, they suggest 
she stays in the store room so she doesn’t feel embarrassed about being ‘scruffy’.

Did you know?

Under the Protection from Harassment Act 1977, it is an offence to make 
repeated threats of violence, and cases can be brought to the police. 
Conviction can include a fine of up to £5000 or a prison sentence.
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Disclaimer

Every effort has been made to ensure that the information 
contained within this learning material is accurate and reflects 
current best practice. All information provided should be used 
as guidance only, and adapted to reflect local practices and 
individual working environment protocols.

All legislation is correct at the time of printing, but is liable to 
change (please ensure when referencing legislation that you  
are working from the most recent edition/amendment).

Neither Learning Curve Group (LCG); nor their authors, 
publishers or distributors accept any responsibility for any 
loss, damage or injury (whether direct, indirect, incidental or 
consequential) howsoever arising in connection with the use of 
the information in this learning material.

Whilst NCFE has exercised reasonable care and skill in 
endorsing this resource, we make no representation, expressed 
or implied, with regard to the continued accuracy of the 
information contained in this resource. NCFE does not accept 
any legal responsibility or liability for any errors or omissions 
from the resource or the consequences thereof. 

Copyright 2019

All rights reserved. All material contained within this manual, 
including (without limitation): text; logos; icons; and all other 
artwork is copyright material of Learning Curve Group (LCG), 
unless otherwise stated. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any 
form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, 
recording or otherwise), without the prior permission of the 
copyright owners.

If you have any queries, feedback or need further 
information, please contact:

Learning Curve Group 
1-10 Dunelm Rise 
Durham Gate 
Spennymoor, DL16 6FS  
info@learningcurvegroup.co.uk 
www.learningcurvegroup.co.uk

This resource has been endorsed by national Awarding 
Organisation, NCFE. This means that NCFE has reviewed it 
and agreed that it meets the necessary endorsement criteria.
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