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Harassment and bullying in the workplace 
 
Bullying is something you probably associate with 
your school days. But adult bullying is all too 
common, especially in the workplace. According to 
the TUC, almost a third of people in the UK say 
they’ve been bullied at work, with 34 per cent of 
women having experienced bullying at work 
compared to 23 per cent of men.  
 
The TUC survey also found that almost half of 
people say workplace harassment and bullying has 
an adverse impact on their work performance. The 
same number of people claim it’s had a negative 
effect on their mental health too, causing stress, 
anxiety and low morale. More than a quarter say it 
also affects them physically, with around one in 
five taking time off work because of being bullied. 
 
Bullying and harassment mean the same thing to 
most of us, and in general the two terms are used 
interchangeably. However, the Equality Act 2010 
defines harassment as: 
 
Unwanted conduct related to a relevant protected 
characteristic, which has the purpose or effect of 
violating an individual’s dignity or creating an 

intimidating, hostile, degrading, 
humiliating or offensive environment for 
that individual.  
 

The ‘protected’ characteristics mentioned in this 
definition include: 
 
• Disability 
 
• Age 
 
• Sex or sexual orientation 
 
• Race 
 
• Pregnancy or maternity leave 
 
• Marriage or civil partnership 
 
• Gender reassignment 
 
• Religion or belief 
 
This means if you’re harassed because of any of these 
characteristics, it is legally classed as harassment and 
discrimination in the workplace.  
 
Meanwhile Acas – the UK government’s Advisory, 
Conciliation and Arbitration Service – characterises 
bullying as: 
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Offensive, intimidating, malicious or insulting 
behaviour, an abuse or misuse of power through 
means that undermine, humiliate, denigrate or 
injure the recipient. 
 
However, according to Citizen’s Advice, if you’re 
being bullied, your situation may also be 
harassment under the Equality Act.  
 
This helpsheet aims to explain the different types 
of harassment and bullying, as well as some of the 
things you can do if you’re affected. 
 
Did you know? More than one in three people who 
report being affected by workplace harassment and 
bullying end up leaving their job because of it (Source: 
YouGov poll for the TUC) 
 
Types of harassment and bullying 
 
There are lots of different types of harassment and 
bullying, some of which can be hard to define or so 
subtle that they’re not always obvious. They can be 
carried out by an individual or a group or groups of 
people. Harassment and bullying can happen in 
different ways too, not just face to face but also 
over the phone, by text or email and on social 
media websites (cyber bullying).  
 
Some examples of workplace harassment and 
bullying include: 
 
• Unfair treatment, exclusion or victimisation 
 
• Ridiculing or humiliating someone, such as 
picking on them or setting them up to fail in front 
of colleagues or customers 
 

• Physically or verbally abusing someone, including 
teasing them, playing practical jokes on them and 
engaging in unnecessary banter 
 
• Spreading malicious rumours or insulting 
someone 
 
• Blaming someone for work-related mistakes or 
problems that were not their fault 
 
• Supervising someone in an overbearing manner 
or committing other misuses of power or position 
 
• Making unwelcome sexual advances towards 
someone such as touching, standing too close, 
showing them offensive materials or making 
decisions on the basis of sexual advances being 
accepted or rejected 
 
• Deliberately undermining a competent worker by 
routinely overloading them with unrealistic work 
expectations and criticising them constantly 
 
• Removing someone’s work responsibilities 
 
• Undermining someone’s job security and 
threatening them with the sack for no good reason  
 
• Preventing a worker from progressing by 
intentionally blocking promotion or training 
opportunities 
 
• Denying someone from taking holidays or 
preventing them taking time off for important 
occasions 
 
• Regularly excluding someone from team 
activities or meetings 
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What should you do? 
 
If you’re being bullied or harassed at work, here 
are some of the things you can do: 
 
Talk about it  Speak to someone who may be able 
to help, such as someone in your human resources 
department, your union representative or a health 
and safety officer. Find out what your rights are in 
respect to workplace bullying and if your employer 
has an anti-bullying or anti-harassment policy – 
once you know more about where you stand, you 
can decide what to do next.  
 
Also talk to your friends and work colleagues about 
what's been happening to you. You may find that 
you're not the only person who's being bullied. At 
the very least, talking to others about what's 
happening will help to make you feel less alone.  
 
Speak to your manager or employer  As well as 
talking to your friends and work colleagues, try 
talking to your manager or employer too if you feel 
you can. They should investigate your complaint, 
and that could result in one of several outcomes 
– for instance, your harasser may be asked to 
apologise and stop their behaviour, or they may be 
moved to another department. Your manager or 
employer may suggest that you move to another 
department or role, but you should avoid agreeing 
to this if you’re not happy to do so.  
 
Meanwhile if your manager is the person who is 
bullying you, approach your human resources 
department or speak to a more senior manager. 
You can also seek advice from your nearest 
Citizens Advice, you could call the Acas helpline on 

0300 123 1100 or visit the Equality and Human 
Rights Commission website for more information. 
 
Ask them to stop  Depending on the situation you 
may want to avoid being alone with the person 
who's bullying you. But if you feel you can cope, try 
talking to them direct – or ask someone you trust 
to talk to them for you – and make it clear how 
their behaviour has affected you. Decide exactly 
what you're going to say before you speak to them, 
as it could help you stay calm, and keep detailed 
notes of the discussion. You may be surprised to 
discover they had no idea how much their actions 
had been distressing you.  
 
Meanwhile if you feel unable to speak to them 
direct, consider writing to your harasser instead. If 
you choose to do this, always keep copies of any 
correspondence, both from yourself and the 
person harassing you.  
 
Keep a record   Write down all the bullying and 
harassing incidents that happen to you, including 
when they happened and who was involved. If you 
decide to take things further by starting a formal 
complaints procedure, this information will be very 
important.  
 
See your GP  People who are being bullied can 
suffer from a range of health issues, including 
headaches, anxiety and poor sleep. If you think 
your health is suffering because you're being 
bullied or harassed at work, don't ignore it. Talk to 
your GP about it.  
 
 
Making a formal complaint 
 

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/contact-us/contact-us/contact-us/
https://www.acas.org.uk/
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en
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If the situation doesn’t resolve itself, you may feel 
making a formal complaint is the only way forward. 
First, find out if your employer has a complaints or 
grievance procedure in place, which should tell you 
who exactly you should make the complaint to and 
how it will be dealt with. If your company doesn’t 
have a complaints or grievance procedure – which 
is the case in many smaller organisations – these 
are the steps you should take: 
 
1. Raise an informal grievance. This means talking 
to your employer or manager to see if the problem 
can be resolved quickly and informally. 
 
2. Make your grievance formal if the problem 
wasn’t resolved informally. There’s a code of 
practice you can follow set out by Acas, which is 
designed to help both employees and employers 
deal with grievance situations in the workplace. 
This includes steps such as letting your employer 
know the nature of your grievance and what your 
employer should do in terms of discussing it with 
you and how and when they must notify you about 
their decision. It’s a good idea to outline your 
grievance in a formal letter to your employer 
– Citizens Advice has a template letter that may be 
helpful. 
 
3. Launch an appeal if you don’t agree with your 
employer’s decision. This involves writing another 
letter to your employer, saying you’re appealing 
against their decision and why. Your employer 
should invite you to discuss your appeal, after 
which they’ll give you their final decision in writing.  
 
 
Should you take legal action? 
 

If the problem persists and you’re still experiencing 
harassment or bullying at work – or if you’re not 
happy with your employer’s final decision – you may 
want to consider further action. This can include going 
to an employment tribunal to make a claim of 
harassment as unlawful conduct under the Equality 
Act – though you must be able to establish that your 
complaint is one of harassment and not bullying (you 
can’t bring a complaint of bullying to an employment 
tribunal). This means you must have been treated 
unfairly in relation to one or more of the ‘protected’ 
characteristics (age, disability, race, sexual orientation 
etc).  
 
You can also only take legal action about harassment 
if you’re a worker protected by the Act – this means 
you must be: 
 
• An employee 
 
• An apprentice 
 
• Working under an agreement that you’ll personally 
do work and your employer will pay you for it 
 
• A former employee 
 
Casual and zero hours workers and some self-
employed people and freelancers are protected by 
the Act, and there are extra rules to protect people 
who are employed by one business but who work for 
another (agency workers, for example). Volunteers, 
people working illegally and most self-employed 
people aren’t covered.  
 
Before you start an employment tribunal claim you 
must complete a form to tell Acas of your intentions, 
and Acas will offer you access to early conciliation 

https://www.acas.org.uk/media/1047/Acas-Code-of-Practice-on-Discipline-and-Grievance/pdf/Acas_Code_of_Practice_on_Discipline_and_Grievance.PDF
https://www.acas.org.uk/media/1047/Acas-Code-of-Practice-on-Discipline-and-Grievance/pdf/Acas_Code_of_Practice_on_Discipline_and_Grievance.PDF
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/work/problems-at-work/Letter-to-raise-a-grievance-at-work/
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service (you can access this form online). This aims to 
help you reach an agreement with your employer 
before making a tribunal claim.  
 
It’s also a good idea to get as much legal help and 
advice at this point as you can, as there are lots of 
things you need to consider before you start your 
claim. This is also a complicated area of law, so it’s 
worth getting some specialist advice before you take 
any more steps. If you’re a member of a trade union it 
should be able to advise you and may even help you 
with your legal costs. You can also get advice from 
your local Citizens Advice, or you may decide it’s 
worth consulting a solicitor. 
 
To start the claims procedure you have to fill in a form 
called an ET1, which you can do online at gov.uk. 
However you will be expected to have already tried to 
resolve the problem with your employer directly, plus 
you’ll need written records including a witness 
statement and detailed notes about what happened 
and any meetings you attended to try to resolve the 
problem.  
 
If you decide to go down this road there’s lots more to 
find out about employment tribunals – visit 
citizensadvice.org.uk and gov.uk for more 
comprehensive details.  
 
Meanwhile if you’re not protected by the Equality Act, 
you may be able to take another form of action using 
different harassment laws, such as the Protection 
from Harassment Act 1997 (find out more at 
citizensadvice.org.uk). 
 
How to protect your mental health 
 

Harassment and bullying of any kind, in any situation, 
can have a significant effect on your mental health.  
 
Bullying UK – which is part of the Family Lives charity 
– has suggestions to help people protect their 
emotional wellbeing when faced with bullying and 
harassment, including the following: 
 
Write it down   Try keeping a diary as a way of 
expressing how you’re feeling (it can also serve as a 
written account of what’s been happening). 
 
Take some time off   If you’re owed any holiday, think 
about whether some time away from the workplace 
could help reduce your stress levels and help you feel 
calmer.  
 
Join a forum   The Family Lives website includes a 
forum, which includes a discussion about workplace 
bullying. Talking to others who are having similar 
experiences and reading how some are coping with 
the sort of problems you’re going through may help 
you feel less isolated. 
 
Get some support   Sometimes just having someone 
listen to you can be really helpful, so try contacting a 
support service where you can talk about your 
situation with a trained support worker. Try calling the 
Family Lives helpline on 0808 800 2222, or consider 
calling the Samaritans on 116 123 (or email 
jo@samaritans.org).  
 
Look after yourself   Try to find ways of relaxing 
outside work to help manage your stress levels. Any 
type of exercise can be a good way of calming your 
brain and putting you in a better mood, or you could 
try meditation if you want to learn how to switch your 
mind off and relax.  

https://tell.acas.org.uk/find-a-solution-to-your-employment-dispute
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/contact-us/contact-us/contact-us/
https://www.gov.uk/employment-tribunals/make-a-claim
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/work/problems-at-work/employment-tribunals/employment-tribunal-hearings/
https://www.gov.uk/employment-tribunals
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/law-and-courts/discrimination/taking-action-about-discrimination/taking-action-about-harassment/
https://www.bullying.co.uk/
http://forum.familylives.org.uk/forums/issues/workplace-bullying?_ga=2.202341080.893065746.1567088230-1296698069.1566983488
http://forum.familylives.org.uk/forums/issues/workplace-bullying?_ga=2.202341080.893065746.1567088230-1296698069.1566983488
mailto:jo@samaritans.org
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Useful links 
 
If you are experiencing any of the issues covered in 
this guide, in the first instance call our free helpline on 
0808 801 0550. Our Advisors will listen without 
judging and will work with you as best they can to 
achieve a positive outcome. If you prefer you can 
email: support@ltcharity.org.uk. Visit our website: 
www.licensedtradecharity.org.uk. It’s full of useful 
information about the kind of issues we know people 
who work in the licensed trade face.  
 
Other sources of information: 
 
Acas 
0300 123 1100 
https://www.acas.org.uk 
The Acas helpline offers free and impartial 
advice to employees as well as employers. 
Try its Helpline Online, which is a 
collection of frequently asked questions 
and answers, or visit the website’s Advice 
A-Z page to find what you’re looking for. 
Meanwhile you can download a booklet 
called Bullying and harassment at work 
for more information.  
 
Gov.uk 
gov.uk/workplace-bullying-and-harassment 
Essential information about workplace 
bullying and harassment from the UK 
government.  
 
Citizens Advice 
citizensadvice.org.uk/work/problems-at-work/ 

Citizens Advice service helps millions of people every 
year, including those needing help with problems at 
work such as bullying and harassment. 
 
Equality and Human Rights Commission 
equalityhumanrights.com/en 
The Equality and Human Rights Commission website 
has details about harassment, including the types of 
harassment that are unlawful under the Equality Act. 
 
 
NOTE: This guide is not exhaustive. It has been 
produced by the Licensed Trade Charity to provide 
you with an overview of the issue in question. If 
you’re experiencing problems with this issue, our 
Advisors are available to you. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:support@ltcharity.org.uk
http://www.licensedtradecharity.org.uk/
https://www.acas.org.uk/
https://www.acas.org.uk/index.aspx?articleid=2042
https://www.acas.org.uk/index.aspx?articleid=1390
https://www.acas.org.uk/index.aspx?articleid=1390
https://www.acas.org.uk/media/306/Advice-leaflet---Bullying-and-harassment-at-work-a-guide-for-employees/pdf/Bullying-and-harassment-at-work-a-guide-for-employees.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/workplace-bullying-and-harassment
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/work/problems-at-work/
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en

