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The need for accredited training in managing the risk of workplace bullying. 
 

By Anthony Beasley, 7 Nov 2014 
 
ABSTRACT 
Recent changes in work health & safety and federal workplace relations legislation has 
brought increased attention to workplace bullying as a safety risk. Although a holistic 
approach is required to effectively manage the risk of bullying in the workplace, training 
plays an integral part in an organisations strategy for risk management to be successful 
and sustainable.  
 
There have been a number of recommendations on a national level to parliament to 
develop and make available, accredited training in relation to the management of 
workplace bullying as a safety risk. Accredited training is a integral component to a wider 
preventative strategy, which amongst its benefits include having a consistent approach that 
is recognised nationally whilst being measurable, robust, credible, observable, 
transportable and repeatable. 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
Workplace Bullying in Australia has been a topic of monitoring in terms of prevalence and 
impact for many years. 
 
Prior to the introduction of the ‘Safe Work Australia Guide for preventing and responding to 
workplace bullying’ in November 2013, the definition of workplace bullying was inconsistent 
across the jurisdictions making accurately identifying, reporting and recording instances 
difficult. The now harmonised definition and key terms within the definition are as follows: 

“Workplace bullying is defined as repeated and unreasonable behaviour 
directed towards a worker or a group of workers that creates a risk to 
health and safety.” 
 (Safe Work Australia, 2013) 

 
This paper seeks to redefine the approach taken to the prevention and management of 
workplace bullying with a focus on the treatment of bullying as a workplace safety hazard.  
 
This paper raises the argument that the same principles behind treating physical safety 
hazards should be applied to psychological hazards including workplace bullying, 
commencing with the adoption of the hierarchy of controls and progressing to the 
application of accredited training as a robust administrative control method. 
 
Estimates on the scale of the problem in Australia suggest substantial financial and social 
gains could be achieved if the risk of workplace bullying is effectively treated.  
 
Recent events in Australia have further highlighted the importance of effectively managing 
the risk of workplace bullying such as the introduction of broader Work Health and Safety 
(WHS) harmonised laws and the release of the Safe Work Australia Guide on Workplace 
Bullying (Guide). Training is seen as an essential ingredient in both jurisdictional WHS 
legislation and the Guide to effectively manage the risk of workplace bullying. 
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2. PREVALENCE OF WORKPLACE BULLYING IN AUSTRALIA 
In 2013, a Safe Work Australia (SWA) report identified that bullying and harassment levels in 
Australian workplaces to be substantially higher than international rates. The Australian 
Workplace Bullying (AWB) project included responses from 5,743 workers from across 
Australia (excluding Qld and Vic) and stated: 

"Nearly 42% of males reported being sworn or yelled at in the workplace; more 
than 20% of workers were humiliated in front of others; almost 20% experienced 
discomfort due to sexual humour; 6.9% of women experienced unwanted sexual 
advances; and 14.8% of women experienced unfair treatment due to gender." 
(Occupational Health News, 28 Feb 2013) 

 
 
3. LEGISLATION AND GUIDELINES REGARDING WORKPLACE BULLYING  
 
3.1 Recent Government Policy changes 
There is no dedicated bullying legislation in Australia; there is however Government Policy 
and Guidelines that deal with the prevention and management of workplace bullying as a 
safety risk.  
 
3.1.1 Anti-discrimination legislation:  

Where bullying is directed toward a protected attribute of an employee, such as 
gender, religion, sexual orientation, marital status or race, the victim may seek an 
action under either Commonwealth or State anti-discrimination legislation. 
 

3.1.2 Fair Work Act:  
In 2014 – amendments to the Fair Work Act 2009 (Commonwealth) included the 
provision in section 351, to allow a worker in a constitutionally covered business who 
reasonably believes that they have been bullied at work to apply to the Fair Work 
Commission (FWC) for an order to stop the bullying. 
 

3.1.3 Model Work Health and Safety Legislation:  
The harmonised WHS legislation requires an employer to provide a workplace that is 
safe and does not endanger the health of employees. Where this provision is 
breached an employer may be prosecuted by the jurisdictional Regulator, however 
the injured worker themselves has no actionable right.  

 
The Model WHS Act (2011) also places obligations regarding the identification, 
treatment and education in relation risks related the health and safety of persons. 

 
Objects of the Act 
s.3(2) …regard must be had to the principle that workers and other 
persons should be given the highest level of protection against harm to 
their health, safety and welfare from hazards and risks arising from 
work. 
 

s.3(1)(d).  Promoting the provision of advice, information, education 
and training in relation to work health and safety. 
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Duties related to the management of risks 
s.17. A duty imposed on a person to ensure health and safety requires 
the person: 
 (a)to eliminate risks to health and safety, so far as is reasonably practicable; 
and 
 (b)if it is not reasonably practicable to eliminate risks to health and safety, to 
minimise those risks so far as is reasonably practicable. 

 

Primary duty of care 
s.19(3)(f).  The provision of any information, training, instruction or 
supervision that is necessary to protect all persons from risks to their 
health and safety arising from work carried out as part of the conduct 
of the business or undertaking. 

 
Schedule 3 – Regulation-making powers 
s.5. Hazards and risks. 
Matters relating to hazards and risks including: the prescribing of 
standards relating to the use of or exposure to any physical, biological, 
chemical or psychological hazard. 

 
Note: At the date of researching this White Paper the harmonised WHS 
legislation had not been endorsed and enacted in Western Australia or 
Victoria. 

 
3.1.4 Safe Work Australia Guideline 

In late 2013, Safe Work Australia, the primary body for leading the development of 
policy to improve work health and safety across Australia, released the two guides -  

 Dealing with workplace bullying - a worker's guide; and  

 Guide for preventing and responding to workplace bullying 
 

Initially proposed as a code of practice these documents were finally released and 
published as guides. Although of the same content as the proposed code, the Guide 
does not retain the same status (for legal proceedings), however they still provide 
that national standard for the jurisdictions to adopt/align too. 

 
4. IMPACT AND CONSEQUENCES OF WORKPLACE BULLYING 
The costs associated with bullying in the workplace are varied and significant. Bullying 
impacts the individual employee, the employer organisation and the economy at large.  
 
4.1 Individual risk exposure 
The most notable and common impacts of workplace bullying are related to depression, 
anxiety, stress, low self-esteem and suicidal tendencies. Suicide is the most significant 
consequence of all and perhaps the most notable example of this in Australia was that of 
Brodie Panlock who tragically took her own life on 23 September 2006 in response to being 
the victim of relentless workplace bullying. Her tragic death brought the subject of 
workplace bulling to the forefront and has since influenced the development of policy and 
legislation such as the introduction of ‘Brodie’s Law’ in Victoria to deter and prevent 
bullying. 
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4.2 Organisational risk exposure 
Workplace bullying exists across all professions and can occur at any level of an 
organisation. Workplace bullying has the potential to impact Organisations through 
numerous consequences, including (but not limited to): 

 Lost productivity  

 Staff turnover  

 Absenteeism  

 Lost time managing/investigating cases  

 Workers compensation  

 Medical and other support processes to victims. ( Productivity Commission, 2010) 
 
The Australian Federal Government statutory authority - Comcare - partners with workers, 
their employers and unions to keep workers healthy and safe, and reduce the incidence and 
cost of workplace injury and disease including mental health. According to the Comcare 
submission Number: 64 to the House Standing Committee on Education and Employment, 
report in 2011: 

 
In the October 2011 Submission #64 by Comcare to the House Standing Committee 
on Education and Employment Inquiry into Mental Health and Workforce 
Participation, the estimate (at that time) was that 

“…the average total cost of mental stress claims accepted during 2010–11 
was approximately $191, 000, compared to around $47, 000 for all other 
claims. These figures relate to Australian Government premium Payers” 
(not Licensees under a Self-Insurance Scheme). 
 

Average total claim cost* $(‘000) – Australian Government premium payers 

Claim Type 2006 - 07 2007 - 08 2008 - 09 2009 - 10 2010 - 11 

Mental 
stress claims 

181.3 189.0 202.9 193.7 191.0 

All other 
claims 

25.8 31.0 40.1 47.7 46.8 

*The Average total cost is the cost to date plus estimated outstanding liability. 
Table 1 : Cost of claims comparison 

 
4.3 Australian business risk exposure 
In 2012, the parliamentary inquiry into workplace bullying, prepared a report for the 
Productivity Commission estimating that based on research by the Workplace Bullying 
Project Team at Griffith University, the financial cost of bullying was costing Australian 
businesses between $6 billion and $36 billion annually. (Australian Productivity Commission. 
Performance Benchmarking of Australian Business Regulation: OHS Research Report, March 
2010) 
 
5. MANAGING THE RISK OF WORKPLACE BULLYING 
To prevent and manage workplace bulling, a range of control measures are required to first 
prevent the occurrence and then mitigate the risk. Typically the control measures to date 
have focused on legislation based policy, workplace policy & procedures, workplace cultural 
environment, support systems for victims and training & education across all control 
measures. 
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5.1 The importance of training in relation to managing the risk 
All persons in the workplace should be aware of their role in relation to preventing and 
responding to workplace bullying and have the appropriate skills to take action where 
necessary. Only with the provision of some form of training, instruction and information 
would the other controls mentioned in section 5 of this paper be enabled (Figure 1).  
 

 
Figure 2 : Training relationship diagram 

On Monday 26 November 2012, the House Standing Committee on Education and 
Employment tabled its report on the inquiry into workplace bullying entitled: Workplace 
Bullying "We just want it to stop". Within the report, the importance of training was 
recognised with further specific reference made to the value of accredited training 
programs.  
 

“Recommendation 12: 
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government, 
through Safe Work Australia, develop an accredited training program for 
managers and health and safety representatives to equip them to deal with 
workplace bullying matters.” 

 
“Recommendation 20: 
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government, 
through Safe Work Australia, develop a national accredited training 
program for all work health and safety inspectors that equips inspectors to 
identify and address instances of workplace bullying.” 
 ( House of Representatives, 2012) 
 
 
 
 

Training 
& 

Education 

GOVERNMENT POLICY 
Employers have obligations under law to provide training on workplace 
bullying as well as knowledge on how to execute obligations. 

WORKPLACE ENVIRONMENT 
Training provides leaders, managers and supervisors with the awareness of 
factors that influence the prevalence of bullying behaviour and by comparison 
environmental traits to be avoided or managed. 

ANTI-BULLYING 
PROCEDURES 

Training provides uniform 
awareness of documented 
process, company policy, 
ramifications and actions in 
the event of bullying 
behaviour. 

INTERVENTION / 
SUPPORT 

Training for employees to 
know what support 
mechanisms and services 
are available to them. 
Training of supervisors 
/managers on the benefits 
of early intervention and 
managing cases. 
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6. THE IMPORTANCE OF TRAINING IN CONTROLLING THE RISK OF WORKPLACE BULLYING 
The treatment of risk to be reduced to as low as reasonably practicable or acceptable is the 
basic premise of effective risk management; which applies to safety and health risk of 
workplace bullying. Training is sits within the domain of Administrative controls within the 
Hierarchy of Needs, and applies to the way in which people work. 
 
6.1 Content of bullying training programs 
The Safe Work Australia Guide elaborates on the fact training that should be provided in 
relation to the prevention and management of workplace bullying, including induction, 
specific training programs for the general worker population and those personnel in 
supervisory roles. 
 
The content of the worker level training program is recommended to contain: 

 Awareness of the impact certain behaviours can have on others 

 The work health and safety duties and responsibilities relating to workplace bullying 

 Measures used to prevent workplace bullying from occurring 

 How individuals can respond to workplace bullying 

 How to report workplace bullying 

 How workplace bullying reports will be responded to including timeframes. 
 
Plus for those in supervisory roles: 

 How to respond to a workplace bullying report 

 Skills to develop productive and respectful relationships. (Safe Work Australia, 2013) 
 
These recommendations are supported by additional literature stating that training is 
essential to raise awareness and to educate the workforce regarding what is required of 
them as well the need for another level of training for supervisory roles to manage bullying 
cases effectively as they arise (Branch & Murray, 2008; Cartwright & Cooper, 2007; Altman, 
2010; Salin, 2008; Vartia & Leka, 2010).  
 
6.2 A question of competence 
The term of ‘competence’ is raised in a number of articles when referring to training and 
awareness interventions for workplace bullying (Salin, 2009; Gemzøe, Annie, Louise, & 
Puggaard, 2011; Salin, 2008). However of the articles viewed espousing training 
interventions, none indicated any assessment that would establish a person’s competence 
following training. Presumably the measure of effectiveness of training in this space has 
been from feedback and whether cases of bullying decreased. This raised the question 
about the nature and effectiveness of the training itself and whether the participants 
acquire the required knowledge and skills as intended to effectively manage and reduce the 
health & safety risks associated with bullying in the workplace. Which led to whether 
competency based training (CBT) would improve the effectiveness of training, and the 
critical role that it has to play in affecting and enabling other control measures. 
 
Various definitions of competency exist but in terms of vocational and education training 
(VET) in Australia “competency is an expression of the performance expected of an 
individual in the workplace. It must be demonstrated by the individual, and is measured 
against a performance standard to determine whether the individual is competent” (Lawlor 
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& Tovey, 2011). The concept focuses on the requirement that skills and knowledge are to be 
applied in the workplace. 
 
As the Australian VET system is based on CBT the logical next step was to identify available 
recognised units of competencies that cover workplace bullying. It was identified that no 
current units of competency were registered or being delivered on the topic of workplace 
bullying through the VET system.   
 
6.3 The benefits of accredited workplace bullying risk related training  
Apart from the documented benefits that accredited training provides measurable, 
repeatable, agreed and recognised competencies, a number of beneficial characteristics also 
differentiate it from adhoc and non-regulated training. These characteristics include: 

 Focus of specific, usable skills – a focus on the outcomes to achieve the competency 
standards rather than how long it takes. 

 Recognition of prior learning – the ability to recognise that some people will have 
some, part or all of the elements of competency already without undertaking the 
training simply for the sake of doing the training as an exercise. 

 Multiple entry and exit points – the flexibility to only need to train in the gaps of 
competencies provide pathways to further learning and qualifications. 

 Modular training – to complement the point above by learning in modules provides 
flexibility to only learn what is required. E.g. worker module precursor to supervisor 
module 

 Criterion referenced assessment – is objective and is based on a previously 
established standard of performance which is either achieved or not achieved. 
Allowing for the individual to keep attempting the assessment until they meet the 
criteria. 

 Personalised learning – the training can be personalised to the organisation and 
individual, making the learning outcomes immediately applicable to the workplace 
and a value add for the organisation and individual without diluting the content of 
the recognised training outcomes. 

 Immediate application – teach only the skills required for immediate application to 
specified roles as identified in the unit descriptor. 

 Flexible delivery – a variety of delivery options can achieve the same outcomes and 
may include instructor led traditional classroom fashion, self-paced, online or 
blended whilst still being accredited. (Lawlor & Tovey, 2011) 

 
Plus the common, standardised approach to the skills and knowledge imparted in accredited 
training – and the transportability of these skills between workplaces.  
 
The requirement for nationally accredited training is not uncommon in safety when thinking 
of the more traditional safety risks and hazardous occupations such as confined space entry, 
working at heights, and more recently fatigue management.  
 
An example of a requirement for accredited training in relation to the risk of fatigue is well 
documented in the heavy vehicle transport industry. Reforms in 2008 introduced stringent 
controls around risks associated across the chain of responsibility in the transportation 
industry and an accredited system for management of these risk controls. As a part of the 
standards, within this accreditation process included the mandatory requirement for 
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nationally accredited fatigue management training aimed at first the driver and secondly at 
those in the supervisory/scheduling positions. 
 
Statistics on accidents due to the risk of fatigue from the industry leading insurer National 
Transport Insurance indicated that since the 2008 reforms a significant decrease in 
accidents has occurred where fatigue was the cause.  
 

“It has been identified in past reports, since the September 2008 introduction 
of the National Model Legislation for Heavy Vehicle Driver Fatigue Reform 
that this change immediately impacted on management and driver behaviour 
with accident findings in the 2009 series accounting for a 50% reduction in 
fatigue related incidents.” 
 (National Transport Insurance, 2014) 

 
The reforms however included a number of changes so it cannot be concluded that the 
training is solely responsible for the decrease. It does however give weight to the benefit of 
having standardised training across an industry to combat a common risk and the potential 
gains associated through the training being not only CBT but accredited. 
 
Recommendations 12 and 20 from the ‘We just want it to stop’ Parliamentary Report 
further strengthens the argument that there is not only a need but great value in having 
nationally recognised and accredited units of competency for both the worker level and 
supervisory level to mitigate the risk of workplace bullying.  
 
An additional benefit regarding national accredited workplace bullying training is the 
provision of valuable data regarding the delivery cohort (industry type, demographics), as 
Registered Training Organisations are required to gain demographic information per person 
and accredited course. This data gathered would make it possible to refine and measure the 
impact of the standardised training and the trend of workplace bullying incidence, costs and 
severity, as opposed to various Instructors delivering ad-hoc, non-common and non-
competency based training, producing inconsistent outcomes which are not centrally 
measurable or comparable.  
 
Conclusion 
There is no doubt that workplace bullying is a significant safety issue in Australia, that its 
actions cost not only money but lives as a result. To manage the risk of workplace bullying it 
must be approached from a variety of perspectives including at a community, organisation 
and individual level. Training is an essential component for both workers and management 
to facilitate the change in behaviours when trying to both prevent and manage workplace 
bullying. Although there is a large number of training providers in this space there is a well-
documented list of recommendations calling for nationally recognised training through the 
VET system to standardise and accredit training and assessment outcomes. The benefits of 
this approach would be to have a consistent approach that is recognised nationally while 
being measurable, robust, credible, observable, transportable and repeatable. 
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