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Bullying in the workplace

Joan Kingsley and Dr Sue Paterson investigate bullying and fear in healthcare.

The world of work is all too often riddled with
people experiencing high levels of fear, This
holds true in healthcare organisations as it
doesin all work environments. Stress, anxiety
and fear create a perfect environment for
bullying.

NHS England's NHS staff survey
2014, published last year, showed that
almost a quarter (24%) of staff said that they
experienced harassment, bullying or abuse
from their manager or other colleagues in
2014, a slight increase from 23% in 2013,

NHS employees at all levels say it
is not safe to speak ocut which has ledto a
‘caver-up culture’?

In July 1948, the same year the NHS
was created, Professor Harold Ellis qualified
as a doctor, Professor Ellis is 89 and still
waorking as a clinical anatomist at King’s
College, London. In February 2015, Ellis
talked about how disturbing he found Sir
Robert Francis' report on whistleblowing; the
levels of bullying exposed in the NHS shocked

® Intimidation

® Ostracising behaviour

® \erbal and physical aggression
® Psychological harassment

® Unfair treatment

® Hostility

® Sabotage

® Using someone as a scapegoat,

Fear is one of the most powerful
farces in our working culture today. Far too
many organisations, including healthcare,
run on fear in the mistaken bellef that fear
motivates, The reality is that fear tactics
weaken individuals and weaken the structure
of organisations. People running on fear are
drained of energy, and suffering from stress-
related psychological and physical problems.
Fear is the easiest of the emotions to trigger,
and thus is readily used by bosses who have
little understanding of what makes a person
tick. Unfortunately, fear leaves people
focused an surviving rather than thriving,

Human brains, like the brains of all mammals,
are hard-wired with eight basic emations that
are the basis of the way people think, act and
feel. Of these, five are related to keeping us
safe and letting us know about danger (fear,
anger, shame, disgust and sadness), and two
get us closely involved positively with people,
objects and action (joy/excitement, love/
trust), with the remaining one being left to
take us in either direction (surprise).

Sense of self

Fear in organisations does not necessarily
lead to bullying, but persistent bullying only
occurs in organisations that are run on fear. In
a fear-driven wark environment there is little
or no value placed on honesty, openness

or trust. A person working in a fearful work
culture will not feel safe, will constantly have
their guard up, will not know who to trust,
will be watching his or her back; he or she will
tell managers what they want to hear rather

him. Ellis believes the increase in bullying
is to a large extent down to the failures of
modern NHS systems to assign clear lines
of responsibility for managing staff and for
delivering patient care. As increasingly more
services are outsourced there is increasingly
less clarity about who is in charge.?

Bullying is on the increase in all areas
of work, including organisations dedicated to
healthcare. According to a report published
in August 2015, ‘almost six in 10 people
have witnessed or suffered bullying in the
workplace.... but less than half (48%) did
anything about it*

Bullying is generally carried out
face-to-face but can also occur in writing
by telephone, text messaging, email and on
social media and may include:
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than the truth,

A person whao is bullied very quickly
loses their sense of self, their confidence,
and their self-belief; he or she feals excluded,
frightened, unsafe, ignored and nat trusted.
Whilst the effects of bullying are long-term
and difficult to overcome, the impact is
immediate and devastating. Healthcare
organisations would do well to create
policies and programmes that encourage the
establishment of fear-free organisations,
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