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SECTION 1: 
LEGISLATION AND CONTEXT
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Legislation 

Employer’s General Responsibilities

•	 Contractual	duties	–	mutual	trust	and	confidence

• Duty to provide reasonable support

• Duty to provide a safe place of work/study

• Duty to investigate and respond to complaints and grievances

Equality Act 2010

A	new	Equality	Act	came	into	force	on	1	October	2010.	It	brought	 
together over 116 separate pieces of legislation into one single Act.  
The Act provides a legal framework to protect the rights of individuals 
and advance equality of opportunity for all. Amongst other changes, 
there was a move from what used to be called equality strands to  
protected characteristics.  

Protected Characteristics

• Age (includes people of all ages)

• Disability

• Gender Reassignment

• Marriage and Civil Partnership 

• Pregnancy and Maternity

• Race (includes colour, nationality and ethnic origin)

• Religion and Belief (includes lack of belief)

• Sex

• Sexual Orientation

There are some common misconceptions about the Equality Act, such as 
the fact that everyone is protected from discrimination on the grounds of 
sex, not just women.  
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The issues the legislation is designed to address are not always obvious.  
For example, in relation to age, most people are familiar that older  
people experience discrimination in the workplace, but fewer people are 
aware that in surveys, it is frequently young people who identify  
challenges, such as being patronised, treated as less competent or  
overlooked for promotion. 

The protected characteristic of religion and belief covers people of no 
faith (eg, atheists and agnostics) as well as those beliefs gaining in  
popularity (eg, strong environmental views and veganism).

There	are	specific	provisions	relating	to	trans	people	–	they	are	 
guaranteed	confidentiality	and	it	is	a	criminal	offence	to	identify	someone	
as trans without their explicit consent.

The general equality duty requires public bodies to have due regard to 
the need to:

• Eliminate unlawful discrimination, harassment and victimisation

•	 Advance	equality	of	opportunity	between	different	[protected]	groups

•	 Foster	good	relations	between	different	[protected]	groups

	 Most	people	are	familiar	with	the	first	two,	but	the	third	-	fostering	 
	 good	relations	between	different	groups	-	is	frequently	overlooked.	 
	 The	law	is	designed	to	ensure	protected	groups	do	not	suffer	from	 
 discrimination, harassment, victimisation.   
 
But what do these terms actually mean?
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Quiz - Match the Definition to the Descriptions

For this quiz, we would like you to match the Descriptions to the  
Definitions	within	the	boxes	below	and	on	the	next	page.	

The Descriptions may appear more than once.

 

Treating someone less favourably than someone 
else on the grounds of one or more of the  
protected characteristics.

 

 Unwanted conduct which has the purpose or  
effect	of	violating	a	person’s	dignity.

 

Treating a person less favourably than another  
person because they have either submitted to, or did 
not submit to, sexual harassment or harassment  
related to sex or gender reassignment.

 

…occurs	where	someone	suffers	a	detriment	after	 
making an allegation of discrimination or  
harassment, or supporting someone who has made,  
or intends to make, such an allegation.

 

A physical or mental impairment, which has a  
substantial	and	long-term	adverse	effect	on	 
someone’s ability to carry out normal day to  
day activities.

 

Harassment Sexual  
Harassment

Direct 
Discrimination

Indirect 
Discrimination

Discrimination 
by Perception

Discrimination 
by Association

Victimisation Bullying Disability
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Creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading,  
humiliating	or	offensive	environment.

A practice or provision which applies to all, but  
which in practice, leads to people from a protected 
group being treated less favourably.

Unwanted conduct of a sexual nature where  
this	has	the	purpose	or	effect	of	violating	a	 
person’s dignity.

When someone is treated unfavourably because 
others believe they have a protected characteristic, 
even though in reality they don’t have it.

When someone is treated unfavourably on the  
basis of another person’s protected characteristic.

Offensive,	intimidating,	malicious	or	insulting	
behaviour, an abuse or misuse of power through 
means that undermine, humiliate, denigrate or 
injure the recipient.

The answers to the quiz can be found on the following page...
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Treating someone less favourably than someone 
else on the grounds of one or more of the  
protected characteristics.

Direct  
Discrimination

Unwanted conduct which has the purpose or  
effect	of	violating	a	person’s	dignity.

Harassment

Treating a person less favourably than another  
person because they have either submitted to, or 
did not submit to, sexual harassment or harassment 
related to sex or gender reassignment.

Sexual 
Harassment

…occurs	where	someone	suffers	a	detriment	after	
making an allegation of discrimination or  
harassment, or supporting someone who has made, 
or intends to make, such an allegation.

Victimisation

A physical or mental impairment, which has 
a	substantial	and	long-term	adverse	effect	on	
someone’s ability to carry out normal day to  
day activities.

Disability

Creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading,  
humiliating	or	offensive	environment.

Harassment

A practice or provision which applies to all, but  
which in practice, leads to people from a protected 
group being treated less favourably.

Indirect  
Discrimination

Unwanted conduct of a sexual nature where  
this	has	the	purpose	or	effect	of	violating	a	 
person’s dignity.

Sexual  
Harassment

When someone is treated unfavourably because 
others believe they have a protected characteristic, 
even though in reality they don’t have it.

Discrimination by 
Perception

When someone is treated unfavourably on the  
basis of another person’s protected characteristic.

Discrimination by 
Association

Offensive,	intimidating,	malicious	or	insulting	
behaviour, an abuse or misuse of power through 
means that undermine, humiliate, denigrate or 
injure the recipient.

Bullying
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Legal Definitions

Harassment

Harassment	is	defined	as:	Unwanted	conduct	which	has	the	purpose	or	
effect	of	violating	a	person’s	dignity	or	creating	an	intimidating,	hostile,	
degrading,	humiliating	or	offensive	environment.
 

Sexual Harassment

• Unwanted conduct of a sexual nature where this has the same  
	 purpose	or	effect	as	the	first	type	of	harassment.

• Treating a person less favourably than another person because they  
 have either submitted to, or did not submit to, sexual harassment  
 or harassment related to sex or gender reassignment.

•  It is important to note that although the majority of sexual  
 harassment claims are made by women, men are also protected by  
 the legislation and have successfully claimed under the Equality Act.
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Victimisation

•	 Victimisation	occurs	where	someone	suffers	a	detriment	(is	placed	 
 at some kind of disadvantage) after making an allegation of  
 discrimination or harassment, or supporting someone who has  
 made, or intends to make, such an allegation. 

Bullying

•	 Offensive,	intimidating,	malicious	or	insulting	behaviour,	an	abuse	 
 or misuse of power through means that undermine, humiliate,  
 denigrate or injure the recipient.

Even though we refer to bullying and harassment as though they are  
part	of	the	same	issue,	there	are	some	important	differences.	 
Harassment	is	part	of	the	Equality	Act	and	has	a	legal	definition.	Bullying,	
on	the	other	hand,	does	not	feature	in	any	specific	legislation,	so	there	
are	a	specific	legal	definition.

Each year in the UK, there are over half a million  cases of work related 
stress,	costing	employers	an	estimated	£3.7	billion.	On	average,	each	
case of work related stress involves 29 working days lost, an annual  
total of 13 million days. The contribution of bullying as a cause of stress 
to	these	figures	is	estimated	to	be	between	10-20%
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SECTION 2:  
TYPES OF BULLYING AND 
CONTRIBUTORY FACTORS
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Types of Bullying

Bullying takes a variety of forms, and can be both overt and covert.  
It	can	affect	anyone	at	any	level	of	the	institution,	and	can	involve	both	
individuals and groups.

•	 Verbal	(shouting,	threatening,	name	calling,	using	offensive	 
	 language,	telling	offensive	jokes,	making	personal	remarks,	etc)

•	 Non	–	verbal	(showing	offensive	materials,	aggressive	and	 
 intimidating gestures, ignoring or deliberately excluding someone)

• Physical (pushing, hitting, touching, invading someone’s ‘personal  
 space’, throwing things)

These	may	occur	in	a	face-to-face	setting,	by	telephone,	in	written	or	
electronic communications.

Covert Forms of Bullying

Bullying  and harassment may also take more subtle forms:

• Removing areas of responsibility

• Setting someone up to fail

• Constantly changing targets or deadlines

• Withholding information or deliberately supplying incorrect information

• Instigating complaints

• Sending emails or other communications at unsocial hours,  
 particularly with the expectation of an immediate response 
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Impact of Bullying and Harassment

Impact on Individuals

•  Stress

•  Depression

•		 Poor	Self-Esteem

•		 Self-Blame

•  Phobias

•  Sleep Disturbance

•  PTSD

•  Social Isolation

•  Family Problems

•  Financial Problems

Bullying is a potentially fatal disease that has the ability to destroy  
individuals and organisations. 
 
Any employer who claims to be committed to providing a healthy  
workplace	and	wants	a	resilient	workforce	must	first	ensure	that	dignity	 
at work is guaranteed.

 
 

I never wanted to go like this, but it’s  
 the only way out.  Those guys at work  
 hate me. Tell them it has been nice  
 playing with them and they have won. 
 Jermaine Lee committed suicide ”

“
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Organisational Response
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Impact on the Organisation

•		 Financial	Consequences	-	low	morale,	performance	and	productivity		

 of individuals, team and whole organisation

•  Increased absence 

•		 Staff	turnover	and	recruitment	costs

•  Cost of dealing with issues relating to complaints and grievances

•  Potential Employment Tribunal claims

•  Failure to keep top performers

•  Reputation loss

•  Sabotage, direct or indirect

•		 Staff	resistance	to	positive	organisational	initiatives

 
 

He	did	suffer	harassment	and	bullying 
 at work and there are strong indications 
 this weighed heavily on his mind,  
 although it cannot be certain to what  
 extent this contributed to his decision  
 to take his life. ”

“
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Causes and Contributory Factors

•  Management Style 

  • autocratic/democratic

	 	 •	 authoritarian/co-operative

• Competitive environment (resources, etc)

• Job insecurity

• Excessive workloads/stress

•  Change – frequently poorly managed



17

Language and why it matters

We need to get our language right….

•	 So	we	don’t	cause	offence	

• To give the right impression of ourselves and our organisation

• In order to ensure that we are understood and understand others

•  So we don’t end up in a tribunal!

Although	these	examples	reflect	current	use,	language	changes	all	the	time.	

It	is	also	true	that	different	people	will	have	varied	preferences,	so	if	in	any	

doubt, ask people what they prefer and how they wish to be addressed.

Language and Age

Negative attitudes towards older people are often evident in the language 

used about age. Older people are frequently omitted from images around us 

unless the subject being discussed refers particularly to age. It is important 

to include people from across the age range in examples, with, perhaps,  

older people shown using sporting facilities. The preferred term is usually 

‘older people’ rather than ‘the elderly’, ‘pensioners’ or ‘senior citizens’. 

It is important to remember ageism can also be used negatively against 

young people, for example assuming they lack maturity, and that they 

are unable to contribute fully because of their youth.

Language and Disability

Disabled people have in the past been characterised as belonging to a 

victimised or helpless group.  However, it is no longer acceptable to use 

outdated	terms	such	as	‘the	handicapped’,	‘sub-normal’	or	‘the	disabled’.			

The generally accepted term is ‘disabled people’.

Expressions	that	define	people	in	terms	of	their	disability	are	unhelpful,	

for example, the term ‘people with epilepsy’ should be used rather than 

‘epileptics’, and ‘blind people’ rather than ‘the blind’, although some peo-

ple	will	have	different	preferences.		‘Wheelchair	bound’	is	also	common,	

but it is better to use ‘wheelchair user’
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Language and Race/Cultural Diversity

The UK is a multicultural community in which it is important to respect 

different	cultural	identities.		Use	of	terms	such	as	‘coloured’,	‘non-white’	

or	‘non-European’	are	not	generally	used	nowadays.	The	most	common	

widely accepted general term for minority ethnic people at the moment is 

Black, Asian and mixed race (BAME).  

Accepted terms frequently change and many people prefer to decide for 

themselves how they wish to be addressed. For example, some members 

of the Italian or Polish communities prefer to be called Italian or Polish 

rather than ‘white’. It is important to be sensitive to identity issues to 

avoid	giving	offence	which	might	arise,	for	example,	if	someone	was	born	

in	this	country	and	wanted	to	be	identified	as	English	rather	than	British	

or vice versa. 

Language and Sex/Gender

The use of ‘he’ or ‘man’ as a term for everyone is no longer appropriate, 

and often inaccurate, so you should try to use inclusive language such 

as	police	officers	rather	than	policemen	when	referring	to	both	men	and	

women and terms such as ‘s/he’, ‘she/he’ or ‘she or he’. Some people 

now	use	‘they’	to	avoid	having	to	differentiate	and	to	include	everyone.	

Transgender people should be referred to by their chosen gender.

Language and Sexuality

Language can reinforce the exclusion of lesbians, gay men and bisexuals, 

often by the assumption that everyone is heterosexual. So try to avoid 

asking men if they have a girlfriend (or vice versa) and ask if they have a 

partner instead.  

There are a number of derogatory terms used for gay and lesbian people 

which are now considered unacceptable.  It is also inappropriate to use 

‘gay’ in a negative way in slang expressions such as ‘that’s so gay!’ 
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Dealing with Banter  
What is Banter?

Banter	is	defined	as	‘the	playful	and	friendly	exchange	of	teasing	remarks.			

This can involve a range of things, including jokes, nicknames, stories and 

anecdotes. However, the emphasis is on the playful and friendly part of the 

definition.	Some	degree	of	workplace	banter	is	normal	and	it	can	help	to	

build close relationships with colleagues in the workplace. However, when 

banter goes beyond friendly and becomes unkind or hostile, then it creates 

problems,	can	cause	offence,	and	may	actually	be	against	the	law.	

Why does Banter matter?

• Some forms of banter may constitute bullying, harassment or  

 discrimination and organisations have a legal obligation to ensure  

 that their employees are properly protected from such behaviour. 

•	 Offensive	remarks	or	behaviour	can	also	create	an	unhappy	and	 

	 unproductive	environment	for	everyone	-	not	just	those	on	the	 

	 receiving	end	-	meaning	that	nobody	is	able	to	give	their	best.	
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What’s acceptable and what’s not? 

There are no hard and fast rules about what is and isn’t banter rather  

than	bullying.	Just	as	people	have	a	different	sense	of	humour	and	find	 

different	things	funny,	so	one	person’s	banter	is	another	person’s	 

bullying.	What	people	find	acceptable	can	vary	depending	upon	things	like	

their personality, age, life experiences or ethnic background. It can also 

depend on the context and the spirit in which the exchange took place.   
 

However, it’s no excuse to say that you didn’t mean to cause 

offence	-	or	that	you	wouldn’t	have	been	offended	if	someone	had	said	

the same thing to you, because it is the impact on the person concerned 

that	matters	-	and	this	is	usually	what	will	count	in	law.	When	it	comes	to	

banter, it’s important to remember that you’re at work in an environment 

where you don’t know people’s background or personal stories. We are all 

equally responsible for treating each other with dignity and respect.

Key actions to tackle problem banter 

• Be sensitive to the fact that not everyone will have your sense  

 of humour.

• If someone tells you they don’t like your jokes, nicknames, etc  

	 -	just	stop.

•	 Watch	out	for	people’s	body	language	-	some	people	will	be	too	shy	 

 or intimidated  to tell you that they are uncomfortable, so once  

	 again,	be	sensitive	and	make	sure	you	are	not	causing	offence	 

 without meaning to.

• If you feel you are on the receiving end of behaviour that goes  

 beyond friendly banter, get support from your manager or HR if  

 you don’t feel you can talk directly to the person concerned.
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 Paul has been working at the University of Dundee for about  
 4 months and usually enjoys the work. However, he is a bit  
	 concerned	about	some	staff	who	continually	make	what	he	thinks	 
 are racist comments about one of their other colleagues, who is  
 black African.   
 
	 All	the		people	concerned	laugh	it	off	and	their	black	colleague	 
 joins in what they call banter, but he is not happy about the  
 references to monkeys and bananas.   
 
 Things come to a head when Paul hears his colleagues discussing  
 a black family who have visited the University using what he  
 thinks is racist language and snide comments.   
 
	 His	white	colleague	laughs	off	his	concerns,	pointing	out	that	 
	 their	black	colleague	isn’t	offended	and	suggesting	that	Paul	 
 is “too sensitive” and should lighten up about what is just  
 harmless banter.  

CASE STUDY - GROUP ACTIVITY

RACE
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Case Study - Notes
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SECTION 3:  
BEING AN ACTIVE BYSTANDER
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Active Bystanders

As we have seen, there are a number of laws designed to protect people 
from discrimination, harassment and victimisation at work. Furthermore, 
although	there	is	no	legal	definition	of	bullying,	employers	have	a	duty	
of	care	for	their	staff	as	well	as	obligations	in	respect	of	mutual	trust	and	
confidence.	They	are	required	to	safeguard	the	health	and	safety	of	staff,	
including their mental wellbeing, as well as comply with legislation  
relating to cyberbullying and other forms of malicious communications.

So with all this legal protection, why do there still seem to be so many  
issues	in	the	workplace?		For	example,	in	2019,	there	were	9,336	claims	of	
sex discrimination alone brought to the Employment Tribunal – an increase 
of	69%	from	the	5,522	cases	brought	in	2018.	So	things	appear	to	be	 
getting	worse	rather	than	better	–	is	there	anything	we	can	do	differently?

Up to now, many organisations have considered that bullying or  
harassment are personal issues involving individuals. They place the 
onus upon the target to make a complaint about inappropriate behaviour.  
However, increasingly companies are aware that the culture of the  
organisation	is	a	significant	factor	and	bystanders	and	their	intervention	
(or	otherwise)	make	a	real	difference.

There are many situations at work where it may be necessary for active 
bystanders to get involved, including the following:

• Witnessing rude, inappropriate, unacceptable or unprofessional  
 behaviour and/or language;

• When someone is behaving aggressively or even violently;

• Situations where bullying, harassment, cyberbullying or  
 discrimination are involved; 

• Where someone is spreading rumours or gossiping;

• Situations involving people being constantly ignored, talked over,  
 interrupted or patronised;

• When people are treating others with contempt, such making  
 rude gestures, rolling their eyes, sighing, etc.
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Who Is A Bystander? 

A bystander is someone who is present or witnesses something  
happening, but is not directly involved. In this context, it involves  
witnessing something that is discriminatory, constitutes bullying or  
harassment, or otherwise inappropriate or unacceptable.
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Types of Bystander 

Passive
 

A passive bystander is someone who does not intervene in a situation. 
They might try to pretend a situation is not happening. so that they do 
not have to deal with it directly and carry on without having to disturb 
their normal day to day activities.

However, if they do so, it is highly likely that the perpetrator will keep  
repeating their inappropriate behaviour, causing further issues. The  
target will also feel vulnerable if they are expected to address the  
situation without assistance.

Active

An	active	bystander	chooses	to	intervene	by	taking	action	to	stop,	diffuse	
or address a situation. Research has indicated that those who witness in-
appropriate behaviour but don’t take any action experience high levels of 
stress and negative impact – almost as much as the target.  It is also the 
case	that	encouraging	others	to	be	active	bystanders	is	an	effective	way	
of reducing incidents of bullying and harassment and creating cultures in 
which targets feel validated and supported. 
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High Profile Bystander Intervention

Andy	Murray,	the	British	tennis	star,	is	a	high	profile	supporter	of	
women’s rights. He understands the importance of addressing 
unconscious	bias	and	correcting	small	but	significant	oversights	made	by	
male interviewers.

For	example,	during	an	interview	in	2016	after	the	Rio	Olympics,	a	
BBC reporter congratulated Murray on his achievement, suggesting 
that	he	had	become	“the	first	person	ever	to	win	two	Olympic	tennis	
gold medals”. Murray however quickly pointed out the inaccuracy of 
this statement, noting that both the Williams sisters had achieved this 
before him. “I think Venus and Serena have won about four each,” 
he remarked.

This was not the only time that Murray called out sexism in tennis 
reporting.	The	following	year,	in	2017,	Murray	was	beaten	in	the	
Wimbledon	quarter-finals	by	the	American	Sam	Querrey.	A	reporter	
started	his	question	to	Murray	by	noting	“Sam	is	the	first	US	player	to	
reach	a	major	semi-final	since	2009.”	Murray	interrupted	to	remind	him	
that	he	was	the	first	male	player	in	this	situation	–	in	fact,	Venus	Williams	
reached	the	women’s	final	that	same	year	and	her	sister	Serena	won	the	
championship	4	times	between	2010	and	2016.
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How To Be An Active Bystander

Active Bystander Cycle

Witness 
the Event

Recognise  
the Problem

See Yourself 
as Part of 

the Solution

Develop  
Appropriate 
Skills and 
Confidence

Decide which 
“D” to adopt
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Responding as a Bystander

There are several ways to respond as an active bystander when  
witnessing inappropriate behaviour. If you decide to assist the target, of 
bullying, harassment, discrimination or abuse of any kind, you may  
consider acting in one (or more) of the following ways:

Direct Action 

Direct action involves doing something immediately in response to the 
situation, potentially by addressing what is happening or approaching  
the perpetrator. However, direct action requires careful consideration in 
order to avoid the situation escalating.

If you decide to get involved directly, you should assess the situation  
before doing anything. Consider how both you and the target are  
physically safe, whether or not the situation could escalate, and if the  
target appears to want someone to intervene.

Direct 
Action Distract

Wait  
until later  

to take  
action

Seek  
assistance 
from  
someone 
else

Do something 
to	diffuse	 

the  
situation

Do something 
immediately 
in response 
to the 
situation

DelayDelegate
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When responding directly, it is often best to begin by saying something 
short and concise that addresses the inappropriate behaviour. Try not 
to get involved in debates, arguments or longer discussions, as this can 
cause the situation to become prolonged and more serious. Always bear 
in mind the need to protect yourself and the target, and be prepared to 
withdraw when necessary.

Always be careful when using Direct Action, because of the risk of making 
the situation worse.

Distract
 

Distraction is a more subtle form of intervention, and one which  
involves interrupting  or diverting attention away from the situation.  
The rationale here is to engage with the target rather than the  
perpetrator, enabling them to get away from engaging in the situation. 
If you and the target are able to ignore the perpetrator instead of  
acknowledging or addressing them, this is often enough to stop the  
situation from escalating into something more serious.

Methods of distraction could include making a fuss or creating a diversion 
(perhaps by spilling a drink, dropping food, etc), physically impeding the 
perpetrator and/or the target, or changing the subject currently under 
discussion, thus diverting attention from the situation.

Always ensure that you assess the situation carefully before embarking 
on this course of action, as you need to act in the best interest of both 
the target and yourself.
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Delegate

Delegation involves seeking help to deal with a situation from someone 
else	-	this	can	be	a	manager,	colleague,	friend	or	someone	in	authority	
such as an HR representative.   It may be that on some occasions, par-
ticularly within the workplace, you decide that someone else is better 
placed to intervene. However, this may involve a formal complaint and a 
subsequent investigation, which may not necessarily be appropriate de-
pending on the seriousness of the situation.  It is also often the case the 
any other witnesses (and even the target) may not wish to go down this 
route.  As with the other methods, make sure to use your best judgement 
after assessing the situation.

Delay

Even if you don’t feel able to take action at the time, doing something  
later	may	still	make	a	bit	difference	to	the	target	and	how	they	feel.		
Many cases of inappropriate behaviour or language happen quickly, and 
it’s not always possible for you to act straight away. You may not have 
time to assess the impact of taking action, or you may feel that doing 
something	may	have	a	detrimental	effect	on	you,	other	witnesses	or	 
the target. 

If this is the case, you might prefer to approach the target after the 
event, to check that they are OK and to discuss any support they would 
like from you. For instance, they may ask you to help them to write a 
note about the incident, including the fact that you have witnessed it.   
Or they may ask you to refer them to other services or professional  
support that may be available to them.
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Timing Considerations
Interventions can happen before, during or after an incident.

Enablers 

What helps bystanders to intervene? 

• Moral desire to help

• Characteristics of the target

• Physical danger to target/others

•  Target singles individual out for help

• Support of others

•	 Environment	-	feels	safe	to	intervene

• Bystander intervention knowledge and skills (particularly training)

The	final	point	on	this	list	is	particularly	important.		Even	when	people	
wish to help, if they don’t feel that they have the knowledge and skills, 
they are often reluctant to intervene.
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Barriers

What might prevent us from intervening?

• Failure to notice, or take responsibility for, the situation

•	 Culture	norms	-	that’s	just	the	way	things	are	done	around	 
 here (that’s how we behave, language we use, how we treat  
 each other, etc)

• Beliefs or opinions – don’t believe in making a fuss, don’t want to  
 embarrass anyone

• Fear of standing out or being labelled a trouble maker

• Fear of the consequences or for one’s own personal safety

• Knowing the target or those involved

•	 The	Bystander	Effect	(diffusion	of	responsibility).	Research	shows	 
 that when people are in a group, they take their social cues from  
 others. If someone appears to need help or support but they are  
 being ignored by other people, everyone else assumes it’s someone 
 else’s responsibility rather than their own.
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Potential Consequences

Bystanders should always consider the possible consequences of inter-
vention – these can be positive or negative.

Positive

Bystander Consequences

• Reduced negative emotional impact of incidents on both targets  
 and bystanders

Organisational Consequences

•	 Increased	reporting	of	incidents	-	this	can	lead	to	internal	processes	 
 to reach appropriate outcomes.

• Reduced incidents of bullying, harassment and discrimination

• Creation of a positive culture where targets feel supported,  
 incidents are not minimised or ignored, and perceptions that  
 bullying and harassment are not accepted behaviours

Negative

Bystander Consequences

• Negative feelings such as guilt, anxiety, or depression.

• Social consequences – seen as a snitch or trouble maker

Organisational Consequences

•	 High	levels	of	intervention	and/or	reporting	may	affect	others’	 
 perception of the organisation.

• Low morale and/or diminished productivity. 
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You go for drinks after work with your colleagues.   
 
Everyone is getting on well, laughing and joking, until your manager,  
Steve,	tells	a	homophobic	joke.	Some	of	your	colleagues	seem	to	find	it	
funny, whereas others look uncomfortable.  
 
You also know that one of your colleagues, Mary, is a lesbian although 
she has not come out at work. You look at her and see she looks very 
shocked, although she doesn’t say anything.
 
 Think about how you might address this as an  
 active bystander.

 Consider what options are available to you to address  
 this issue. 
 
 Does it alter your thinking if you discover that Steve  
 himself is gay?

SCENARIOS

SCENARIO 1
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Case Study - Notes
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You are at a meeting where Juanita, a relatively junior colleague, is  
presenting a paper to a group of senior managers.  
 
The subject matter leads to lively discussion and while Juanita is still  
trying to speak, two colleagues get into an argument about the subject.   
 
Ahmed, the Head of Department, starts banging on the table to  
emphasise his points, whilst the other, Liz, becomes loud, sarcastic and 
dismissive about what her colleague is saying. Liz is a professor, with a 
high	profile	within	the	Department.	 
 
Juanita eventually gives up and sits down without having completed the 
presentation while the others continue with their disagreement.

 Think about how you might address this as an  
 active bystander.

 Consider what options are available to you to address  
 this issue. 
 
 Does it make a difference that the Head of Department  
 and a high profile professor are involved?

 If not, why not?  If so, in what way?

SCENARIOS

SCENARIO 2
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Case Study - Notes
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Challenging Inappropriate Behaviour Model

“SPEAK UP, SPEAK OUT”

• Stay safe. Whatever intervention you choose, avoid putting  
 yourself at risk.

• Prompt Action. Taking prompt, polite action is frequently the 
	 most	effective	course,	where	possible.	Make	sure	you	consider	 
 your tone, choice of words and body language.

• Evaluate your intervention. Weigh up the possible consequences  
 (both positive and negative) and act accordingly. Remember that 
 intervention can happen after as well as during the event.

• Avoid confrontation. Remain calm and use “I” statements to explain  
 why you are intervening.  Don’t use an aggressive tone – that is  
	 likely	to	inflame	the	situation	and	undermine	your	position	as	a	 
 neutral bystander.

• Know	who	to	speak	to.	If	you	need	to	delegate,	find	out	the	most	 
 appropriate person or people to contact.
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Summary

Whenever	you	find	yourself	witnessing	inappropriate	or	unacceptable	
behaviour, you are a bystander. It is always your choice whether you 
are passive or active. As we have seen, being passive involves ignoring 
and/or refusing to act on the incident you’ve witnessed. You may even 
convince yourself that it wasn’t anything particularly bad and it would  
be a waste of time trying to do something about it. However, this  
frequently results in a very bad outcome for the target and does not  
require the perpetrator to consider the impact of their actions. All in  
all, being a passive bystander is being part of the problem rather than 
part of the solution to bullying, harassment and other forms of  
unacceptable behaviour.

Active bystanders, on the other hand, recognise their responsibilities  
and will usually use one or more of the Ds discussed previously.  

Each method has its own merits for you, the target, other witnesses  
and the perpetrator, so it is important to carefully weigh up all the  
potential consequences before deciding how to proceed. Although it can 
be	challenging	at	first,	in	time,	being	an	active	bystander	will	become	
second nature to you.
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Notes
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