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Bullying and the Australian Workplace Barometer 

Workplace bullying and harassment causes serious harm to psychological health and organisational processes 

(Bond, Tuckey, & Dollard, 2010). In order to strategically reduce costly incidences of these work-related 

psychosocial risks it is imperative to consider representative and rigorous empirical evidence acquired through a 

national surveillance system. The Australian Workplace Barometer (AWB) is the nation’s leading method of 

psychosocial surveillance, designed to obtain population-based data regarding work-related issues across states 

and territories, industries and time-frames.  As a result AWB findings are empirically sound and regarded as best 

practice evidence for any national, state, organisational or industry initiative targeted at protecting worker 

health.  A central objective of the AWB is to ascertain national prevalence data and provide insight into 

psychosocial risks, and further identify high-risk industries through the process of bench-marking. The purpose 

of this report is to provide key findings relevant to workplace bullying based on data obtained from all Australian 

states and territories in the year 2014/2015  (from Potter, Dollard, & Tuckey, 2014). 

Prevalence 

Based on population-based data (n = 4242) from all Australian states and territories in 2014/2015, the national 

prevalence rate for workplace bullying is 9.7% (definition 1 see below). In comparison with 34 European 

countries, Australia ranks as the country with the highest prevalence of workplace bullying.  In addition, the data 

revealed that of the bullied workers: 12.2% were bullied daily, 37.6% at least once a week, 27.9% experienced 

bullying at least once per month. Findings also showed that 38.6% of workers were bullied between 1-6 months, 

46.9% were bullied for more than six months and 16.3% of workers were bullied for more than two years.  

SA Health and Community Services Sector 

 There were 163 responses from the SA Health and Community Services Sector. Most were female 

(81%; male, 19%). 

 On average 11.2% of participants from SA Health and Community Services Sector reported bullying 

(12.3% reported bullying using definition 1 and 10% reported bullying using definition 2) (see Table 1).  

 On average SA Health and Community Services Sector report bullying and harassment at rates nearly 

2.5 times higher than the SA average across all industries (at 4.6%) and higher than the national 

average across sectors (of 9.6%). 

 The percentage bullied in the Health and Community Services Sector is lower in SA compared to the 

sector national average of 13.4%. 

 In the SA Health and Community Services Sector, supervisors (50%) and co-workers (45%) are fairly 

equally likely to be the bully. Coworkers are identified as the bully more frequently in the SA Health 

and Community Services Sector compared to the national Health and Community Services Sector 

[supervisors (58%); co-workers (37%)] and the national sample across industries [supervisors (62%); 

co-workers (29%)].  

 None of the respondents who reported bullying had lodged a claim for a stress or psychological injury 

in the past 12 months. Of the 20 participants who reported bullying 30% had put in a previous 

workers compensation claim, and only 1 of those was for stress, but none of the claims were 

submitted in the past 12 months.   
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Frequency of bullying results follow. 
 

Table 1. Comparisons: Percentage Bullied by Industry 

 Definition 1 
% 

Definition 2 
% 

Average 
% 

Number of 
Participants 

SA Health & Community Services 12.3  10.0 11.2 163 
National Health & Community Services 14.7 12.1 13.4 973 
All SA Industries 4.4 4.7 4.6 723 
All National Industries 9.7 9.4 9.6 4242 

 

 

Table 2. SA Health & Community Services: How Often Exposed to Bullying 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Daily 1 .6 5.0 5.0 

At least once per week 5 3.1 25.0 30.0 

At least once per month 6 3.7 30.0 60.0 

Rarely 8 4.9 40.0 100.0 

Total 20 12.3 100.0  

 
 

Table 3. SA Health & Community Services: How Long Exposed to Bullying  

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Less than one month 2 1.2 10.0 10.0 

1-6 months 5 3.1 25.0 35.0 

7-12 months 2 1.2 10.0 45.0 

1-2 years 3 1.8 15.0 60.0 

More than 2 years 8 4.9 40.0 100.0 

Total 20 12.3 100.0  

 
 

Table 4. SA Health & Community Services: Work Role of Bullying  

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

A supervisor 10 6.1 50.0 50.0 

A co-worker 9 5.5 45.0 95.0 

Neither (other) 1 .6 5.0 100.0 

Total 20 12.3 100.0  
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Table 5. SA Health & Community Services: Is There a Procedure in Place to Deal with 

Bullying or Harassment 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Yes 142 87.1 87.1 87.1 

No 9 5.5 5.5 92.6 

These problems are not an 

issue in our establishment 

5 3.1 3.1 95.7 

Don t know 7 4.3 4.3 100.0 

Total 163 100.0 100.0  

 
Definitions  

Bullying 

(1) A clear definition of bullying was provided for the study based on a common definition in the international 

literature: 

“Bullying is a problem at some work-places and for some workers. To label something as bullying, the offensive 

behaviour has to occur repeatedly over a period of time, and the person confronted has to experience difficulties 

defending him or herself. The behaviour is not bullying if two parties of approximate equal ‘strength’ are in 

conflict or the incident is an isolated event”. ” (Lindström, Hottinen, & Bredenberg, 2000). 

The following three questions were asked: 

 ‘Have you been subjected to bullying at the workplace during the last 6 months?’  1 (yes) or 0 (no); then 

if ‘yes’ 

 ‘How often were you exposed to these bullying behaviours overall on a 5-point scale from 0 (never) to 

4 (daily), and 

 ‘How long were you exposed to these bullying behaviours overall?’ on a 5-point scale from 1 (less than 

one month) to 4 (more than 2 years). 

(2) A second definition is consistent with the national definition and adopted by Safe Work Australia and the 

Fair Work Commission, in the Guide for Preventing and Responding to Workplace Bullying (Safe Work 

Australia, 2013):  

Workplace bullying has recently been defined as repeated and unreasonable behaviour directed towards a 

worker or a group of workers that creates a risk to health and safety. Unreasonable behaviour does not include 

reasonable management action, such as discussions about work performance, as long as they are taken in a 

reasonable way.  

 Following this definition, participants were asked “thinking about this definition, have you been subjected to 

bullying at the workplace during the last 6 months?’  1 (yes) or 0 (no).  
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