How do you respond to workplace bullying?

1. “We don’t allow bullying here”

I must have been very blessed during my time in industry, for I can scarcely recall any bullying going on. Looking back, I feel that I was right to say (20 years earlier) that “I would never go anywhere else for another engineering job.” The people made it what it was for me, and I guess that is true in loads of workplace environments.
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Nevertheless, it occurs to me that there probably was bullying going on in some form. It is not always easy to recognise forms of bullying when they are actually happening. Schools often say, “we don’t allow bullying here,” when, in reality, they are powerless to guarantee that it doesn’t happen. 
Bullying is often thought of in terms of physical violence and intimidation. I well remember learning at primary school, the old proverb “sticks and stones may break my bones, but names will never hurt me.” That was a typically stiff-upper lip response, denying the concept of emotional wellbeing, and well before the counselling industry even began to take the shape we know it today.

Workplace bullying is hardly ever in the physical violence league. This made it all the more surprising to read in the July edition of IMAgenda of physical violence in a Church vestry. Beat that for one place where you would have least have thought it!

2. Physical Violence.

Janet Lees, of the URC Vision4life programme, writes: “A gay male minister told me that he had been physically assaulted by an Elder of the Church with whom he worked. The assault took place in the vestry before morning worship one Sunday. The Elder had slapped him across the face and said ‘we don’t want your sort here.’
The minister in question reacted by carrying on as normal, by pretending that it had never happened. Does this strike a chord? Janet continues: “Most people who survive bullying incidents do, at least initially, blame themselves that it has happened.” [image: image2.jpg]



Janet tries to look at any way in which Church bullying is different from bullying in general. She observes that ‘Church based bullying is denied’ and that ‘Bullying is not in Church vocabulary.’ That, to my mind, doesn’t make it any different from school-based bullying, and other forms as well.

Her two Biblical examples are about James and John and about Judas. James and John try to throw their weight around within the Disciples; Judas complains of the woman who poured oil over Jesus (feet or head.) The Disciples are disgruntled with these things, but don’t know how to react. Jesus addresses both of them directly.
3. Cost of speaking out.

Stephen Hazlett, the IMA Moderator and IMAgenda editor (did you see him on Songs of Praise on Sunday 26th July?), in his ‘The first word’ cites Samuel Goldwyn (of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer.) The great man (Goldwyn, I mean!) apparently did not want ‘yes-men’ but “wanted everyone to tell him the truth.” Sounds good – until he concludes with the addition of “even if it costs them their jobs.”
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Rev Hazlett observes that some employers would “spine-shiveringly call this robust management.” That leads our discussion straight into the issues of how far any of us will go to put truth ahead of expediency when it comes to our career and promotion prospects, or even our basic employment.

Have you ever had a situation when you believe you know what the right thing to do is, but some earthly constraint in your own character or relationships with workplace colleagues and bosses, prevents you doing it?
4. Haunting Recollections.

Here again, I’m going to confess that I’m struggling to think of any in my own working life. But, here again, I would have to say that I am sure it would happened at various times, only that I can’t remember them. I am therefore fortunate that I was never placed in a position where taking the ‘wrong’ action, in some sense, would haunt me for the rest of my days. Spare a thought for those who do have such haunting recollections.
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dormitory being picked on by lads from another room, and did nothing – no move to defend him or to bring this to the leaders’ attentions. That is a minor haunting recollection for me. I suspect we all have them. Please let us hear your experiences.

Who actually decided which route the Titanic should take? Or when and how to fight the battles of Ypres and Somme? These must be up there among the pinnacle of decisions that can haunt people for as long as they live. Which ones would you put in that league?
5. Bullying and Power.

In the workplaces of this land, bullying and power go hand-in-hand. No workplace is ever a democracy – it is usually a place of strict hierarchy and autocracy. To a fair extent, that is absolutely right and justifiable, simply because money is involved. When you take on something for which somebody else will pay you, you expect to have to do what you’re told to do!
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At this point I reached for the Bible (yes, the IMD office does have one!) St Paul, in writing in 1 Timothy 6v1,2, instructs that slaves and masters are to treat each other with respect and dignity. We might have liked Paul to campaign for slavery to end – it could have made a difference in the supposedly Christian European empires’ attitudes to slaves and slavery.

What he did campaign for, dignity and respect, the right to be treated as human beings, was so grossly ignored by European slave traders that it’s scarcely possible to believe they knew the Bible existed!

The point here is that power and bullying are often not too away from each other. If your boss has power over you or a colleague, then he or she is likely to try to push and see how far it can be taken. If anyone ever doubted, that would be the reason why there needs to be, and indeed are, some workplace protections enforceable by law.
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Bosses and colleagues can only go so far when they know that they are also accountable for their actions to somebody and, in many cases, have bosses of their own, and that also there is a legal and moral code that others can measure them by (the plumb-line of Amos 7,v7,8.)

6. What does a Chaplain do about Bullying?

Where does the workplace chaplain come in? Here I confess to being a little disappointed with IMAgenda. The main article’s reference to chaplains and bullying observes that chaplains may be involved in situations of bullying, although unlikely to be as either the target or the perpetrator.
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The writer then goes on to say that it is helpful to see how one organisation tackled it. The write-up that followed, about the Children’s Society’s practice, made no reference to chaplains, but was rather, in the main, a collection of mission statement material of the sort that all organisations love to demonstrate they’ve got. (Ok, I admit that I’m a sceptic of the effectiveness of mission statements!) 
The situation is later (in the magazine) redeemed by a piece from a workplace chaplain. He refers to having “witnessed bullying at first hand, and heard people’s stories of such enormous stress and sadness about how they were bullied.” The most ‘outstanding’ case he knew concerned supermarket staff being “physically and verbally sexually abused by a customer,” but that if the manager were to ban the customer then his own position would be at risk. The chaplain himself had to leave at some time after this.
This chaplains’ contribution goes on to list examples from education, NHS, a Working Men’s Club, the construction industry, the Fire Service, and the Church of England. Has there ever been a chaplain to so many places as this guy?!

As to what chaplains should do: he is keen to see if “we cannot work together to see if there is a beam in the eye of the church – before we stand up and speak out……” about problems elsewhere. A laudable Biblical injunction (Matthew 7v3-5), but where does it leave us when we see bullying ‘out there?’ [image: image8.jpg]



There is also a letter to the editor in the magazine. The writer notes that when chaplains tackle senior management, they often discover that the manager knows all about it but won’t be taking action. As above, he goes on to major on bullying in the Anglican Church.

7. Are there any Answers?
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Hence my vague disappointment with IMAgenda on the simple question: “Well, what should chaplains and colleagues do when bullying arises or is discovered?” If you are a chaplain you will surely have plenty of stories to tell on this subject. We would really be interested to hear from you, about how you approach such things, so that we can all share in the means to try to help the victims and to try to eradicate the problems for good. 
The IMAgenda that inspired this article, has many other items in it on the subject of workplace bullying. There are definitions of bullying, behaviours and consequences, types of bullying, the divide between firm management and bullying, definitions of unacceptable behaviour, and other things. If you want to explore the subject more fully, how about joining IMA (go to their website on LINKS page) and then you can read it directly!
