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 “I am certainly honoured to be the first speaker at your conference. But I am also 

somewhat intimidated by the title you have chosen for it, "Naming Evil", and by the 

way you have described me. 

 When we think of other people as evil we are perilously close to depriving them 

of any rights, and releasing ourselves from any obligations towards them. We are poised 

at the top of a slippery slope that leads to violence, murder, even genocide. 

I think it may be helpful if we resolve when we use the word "evil" as an adjective, 

to apply it to actions rather than to people. Of course, it is tempting, when someone 

commits many evil acts, to say that that person is evil in himself or herself. But I am not 

sure that it is right. 

But, what I am sure of is that, whatever we think about individuals, we must not 

allow ourselves to generalize, and attribute evil characteristics to whole groups of 

people. 

That is contrary to natural justice because it amounts to finding people guilty 

without even examining their individual beliefs and actions. It is also very dangerous 

because once we have classified people as evil we may easily think ourselves entitled 

and obliged to suppress them. Thinking of people as evil can lead us to become evil, or 

at least to do evil, ourselves. 

We must learn to see each other as individuals, each with the right to define our 

own identity and to belong to the faith or culture of our choice. 

Tolerance is essential, but it is not enough. We must be curious about each others' 

traditions, anxious to find what is positive in them, and what we can learn from them. 

If we are intent on Naming Evil, as the title of your conference tells us to, then let 

us name it as intolerance. 

Let us name it as exclusion. 

Let us name it as the false assumption that we have nothing to learn from beliefs 

and traditions different from our own. 

That, I believe, is the true evil of our time, and I urge you all to join forces against 

it’.  

Kofi Annan, 7th Secretary-General of the United Nations, in a message to the 35th 
Trinity Institute National Conference, held in New York, 2 May, 2004. M2 
Communications Ltd, United Nations, May 4 2004. Coventry. ProQuest document ID 
627320071.
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ABSTRACT 

 Workplace mobbing, defined here as “ganging up” and “the malicious attempt to 

force a person out of the workplace” (Davenport, Distler-Schwartz, & Pursell-Elliott, 

1999), is a serious issue for individuals, organisations and ultimately broader society. 

As such, very high psychological, physical and financial costs have been identified for 

those targeted, with important, far-reaching repercussions. The objective of this thesis is 

to develop a greater understanding of workplace mobbing and aims to investigate the 

experience of those who have self-identified as targets of workplace mobbing, to clarify 

workplace mobbing as a distinct form of workplace violence, and to explore the actions 

of organisations in responding to workplace mobbing. 

 While much of the research about mobbing is from the discipline of psychology, 

the sociological perspective is explored in this thesis with the objective of developing a 

greater understanding of the problem. In pursuit of this objective, this qualitative inquiry 

aims to identify any commonalities that typify and distinguish the phenomenon, as well 

as any patterns in organisational response. To better understand the social complexities 

of the problem, post-structuralist theoretical concepts, in the critical tradition, are drawn 

upon. 

This thesis is the result of a three year investigation into the experience of some 

of those adversely impacted on by the problem. It investigates the problem of workplace 

mobbing from the perspective of 212 participants, who self-identified as having been 

targeted in public sector organisations across Australia. It explores important individual 

and organisational behaviours involved, and the efforts made by participants to alleviate 

the problem. The data was gathered from multiple sources including 10,000 emails 

between members of an online virtual community, interview data, hundreds of 

documents including medical reports, legal documents and court transcripts, and 

correspondence from a range of agencies contributing to the mobbing experience of the 

participants. While the experience of some participants included public humiliation in 

the print and electronic media, the media was also accessed by other participants to 

achieve positive outcomes and these reports are also included as important sources of 

data. To organise and facilitate the coding and sorting of vast quantities of data, 
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qualitative data analysis computer software programs, including NVivo and MAX, were 

utilised.  

Consistent with the emancipatory ambitions of qualitative inquiry and exemplarian 

action research (Coenen, 2003), this methodology seeks the achievement of positive 

outcomes for the participants, for their communities, and for the organisations where 

they were employed at the time of their mobbing experience. The thesis framework 

follows grounded theory principles (Glaser & Corbin, 1967) regarding the choice of 

literature and the theoretical context that follow the identification of propositions. The 

approach is multi-disciplinary and draws upon scholarly and non scholarly sources to 

better inform the problem.  

There are nine propositions that emerged from this thesis and these can be further 

refined into the three themes of expulsion, exclusion, and transformation. The 

propositions provide a framework for discussion (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007) throughout 

this thesis and the themes are discussed in separate chapters. In relation to outcomes, 10 

exemplars are identified that may have application for others in similar circumstances. 

 This thesis concludes that mobbing is a form of oppression or social exclusion 

where those who are in the cultural minority in terms of organisational power and 

decision-making (Young, 1990) tend to be negatively labelled, stereotyped, and 

discredited as being inferior to the dominant culture. Propositions for future research, 

identified by those immersed in the problem, include the toxic and dysfunctional nature 

of public sector culture, the powerful influence of gossip, the denial of organisational 

justice, inadequate support systems, the relationship between gender and mobbing, and 

the process of social exclusion. However, the priority areas identified include naming 

the problem and the introduction of anti-mobbing legislation, not only to provide legal 

remedies to those targeted, but also to assist organisations in more effectively dealing 

with the problem.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Research problem 

The destructive downward spiral of psychological violence has far reaching 

consequences not only for those targeted but also for their families, their community, 

the organisations in which they are employed, and ultimately the whole of society 

(Chappell & Di Martino, 2001). Partly for these reasons, the issue of psychological 

violence is globally recognised by the International Labour Organization (ILO) as a 

serious and complex problem “rooted in wider social, economic, and organizational and 

cultural factors” (p.3). This form of violence includes workplace mobbing, described by 

the ILO as “group psychological harassment” (p.4).  

The term mobbing, in this thesis, refers to the definition provided by Davenport, 

Distler-Schwartz, and Pursell-Elliott (1999) that extends group psychological 

harassment to include organisational behaviour as follows: 

 

The mobbing syndrome is a malicious attempt to force a person out of the 

workplace through unjustified accusations, humiliation, general harassment, 

emotional abuse, and/or terror. It is a “ganging up” by the leader(s) - 

organization, superior, co-worker, or subordinate – who rallies others in to 

systematic and frequent “mob-like” behaviour. 

Because the organization ignores, condones or even instigates the behaviour, it 

can be said that the victim, seemingly helpless against the powerful and many, is 

indeed “mobbed.” The result is always injury – physical or mental distress or 

illness and social misery and, most often, expulsion from the workplace. (p. 40) 

 

 Some authors claim that mobbing is occurring in epidemic proportions in 

workplaces across the globe (Namie & Namie, 1999) leading to long term problems. 

For individuals, problems include psychological harm and long term general ill health 

(Zapf & Leymann, 1996) while for the community, problems include increasing health 

problems, unemployment, and increasing demand for social welfare services (Vickers, 

2006). For organisations, there are increasing claims for worker’s compensation that can 

drain resources for years through defending claims in the industrial courts (McCarthy & 

Mayhew, 2004). A successful claim for compensation can cost an organisation hundreds 
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of thousands of dollars’; for example, a bank worker in the United Kingdom, Helen 

Green, was reported to have been awarded GBP1

Although there has been some research identifying the individual behaviours of 

mobbing from the psychological perspective (Zapf & Einarsen, 2003), only limited 

attention has been given to the wider social, economic, organisational and cultural 

factors. This thesis seeks to address this gap by providing an in-depth study into the 

mobbing phenomenon. While the thesis has far-reaching implications, the focus is 

always on the real experiences of participants. This thesis focuses on mobbing as 

experienced by 212 participants, 90% of whom base their experience on their 

employment in the public sector. This thesis is the result of a three year investigation 

analysing multiple sources of data including 10,000 emails and approximately 600 

documents. These include medical reports, legal documents, departmental records, court 

transcripts, and correspondence from a range of agencies involved in their experiences.  

 817,317 after what was described as a 

four year campaign of psychological torment from her colleagues (Margate, 2006). The 

cost of investigations tend to weaken productivity and can perpetuate an adversarial 

organisational culture where psychological violence, therefore, becomes a weapon of 

torment with which to destroy those targeted (Salin, 2003). 

Consistent with the emancipatory ambitions of qualitative inquiry and 

exemplarian action research (Coenen & Khonraad, 2003) this methodology seeks the 

achievement of positive outcomes for the participants, for their communities, and for the 

organisations where they were employed at the time of their mobbing experience. The 

thesis framework follows theory principles (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) regarding the 

choice of literature and the theoretical context that follow the identification of 

propositions. Specifically, the propositions are listed in Section 1.6.6, followed by the 

theoretical bricolage in Chapter 2 and the literature review in Chapter 3. The chapters 

addressing the expulsion theme comprise Chapters 6 and 7, while the exclusion theme is 

discussed in Chapter 8, and the transformation theme is discussed in Chapters 9 and 10.  

The purpose of this introductory chapter is to provide the background, rationale 

and an overview of the research program. The chapter looks firstly at major contextual 

issues; specifically the public sector, where the majority of the participants were 

employed. The research program and research questions are then discussed, followed by 

the methodological approaches and details of the research population. Because of their 

                                                 
1 UK Pound Sterling 
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importance to the research program, details of the position of the researcher, including 

the inspiration for the research, are then given. The theoretical approach is explained, 

along with an overview of the findings by way of the nine propositions and three themes 

and the chapter concludes with a summary and an overview of each of the subsequent 

chapters comprising this thesis. 

1.2 Research context 

 Worldwide, the public sector accounts for 30% of total world employment 

(Hammouya, 1999). Public sector occupational categories include health, education, 

defence, and social welfare where nurses, teachers, military personnel, and 

administrators are employed. Social and economic well-being, in democratic countries, 

is therefore at least partly dependent on the successful functioning of the public sector 

(Kooiman, 2005). In the context of a highly integrated social and economic system 

among employers, employees, and the broader community, dysfunction arising in one 

area has likely flow-on effects, or adverse consequences, for others (Merton, 1936, cited 

in Scott, 1995, p. 140). For example, discrimination on the basis of race, class, gender, 

and disability can lead to long term unemployment, with associated consequences 

(Giddens, 2006), including the need for increased public expenditure on the health and 

social welfare system. This interdependent nature of the social and economic system has 

the potential to lead to a spiralling downward effect impacting on the well-being of the 

entire community (Di Martino, Hoel, & Cooper, 2003, p. 3). 

 In Australia, and other democratic countries, issues of public accountability, 

including government expenditure, policies, and programs, are scrutinised to meet 

governance requirements (Davis & Keating, 2000). Accountability is reported upon, for 

example, in annual reports, in accordance with codes of conduct, ethical standards, and 

social policies, including health and safety, equal employment opportunity, and anti-

discrimination, creating an expectation that fair and equitable practices are valued goals. 

The expectation is further heightened with the establishment of legal commissions to 

oversee social policy areas including freedom of access to information, ethical 

behaviour, integrity, anti-discrimination, industrial relations, health and safety, equal 

employment opportunity, and human rights amongst others. However, this thesis, in the 

exploration of the workplace mobbing phenomenon indicates possible discrepancies 

between these ideals and the reality. While their experience motivated some of the 

participants to pursue positive outcomes, this was only achieved through persistent and 
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strategic actions over a number of years. This thesis explores mobbing experiences and 

the way participants dealt with the problem, therein challenging perceptions of fairness 

and equity in the public sector. This thesis also provides an additional argument for the 

maintenance of safe public sector workplaces, where those seeking a livelihood can 

engage in work without fear of psychological violence and emotional abuse.  

1.3 Research program 

The research program as outlined in Table 1 summarises the objective of the 

study to develop a greater understanding of workplace mobbing. Table 1 highlights the 

linkages between the research objective, the research aims, and the research questions, 

and summarises the methodological stages and methods. The methodology is elaborated 

upon in Chapter 4, and the associated methods are discussed in Chapter 5. 

Table 1: Research program. 

Research Objective: To develop a greater understanding of workplace mobbing. 
Research Aims 1. Investigate the experience of those who have self-identified as 

targets of workplace mobbing; 
• Identify any commonalities that typify the experience of 

workplace mobbing;  
2. Clarify workplace mobbing as a distinct form of workplace 

violence; 
• Identify any commonalities that distinguish the 

phenomenon from workplace bullying; 
3. Explore the actions of organisations in responding to workplace 

mobbing;  
• Identify any commonalities that indicate a pattern of 

organisational response. 
Research 
Questions 

1. How is workplace mobbing experienced by those targeted? 
2. How can targeted individuals respond to workplace mobbing? 
3. How do organisations respond to workplace mobbing? 
4. How can organisations prevent and address workplace 

mobbing? 

Methodology Qualitative: Exemplarian Action Research 
Research stages Thematic  Crystallisation  Exemplar 
Sample Self-selected Self-selected Theoretical-

sampling 
Method Grounded theory Grounded theory Grounded theory 
Data sources • Computer 

mediated 
communication 
(CMC) 

• Correspondence 
• Media 

• Computer 
mediated 
communication 
(CMC) 

• Correspondence 
• Legal document 

• On-line virtual 
community 

• Interviews 
• Media 
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1.3.1 Research questions 

 This research program, as summarised in Table 1, aimed first to investigate the 

experience of those who have self-identified as targets of workplace mobbing to identify 

any commonalities that typify the problem. Second, this research aimed to clarify 

workplace mobbing as a distinct form of workplace violence by exploring the actions of 

individuals in responding to workplace mobbing, and third, aimed to explore the actions 

of organisations by identifying any commonalities that indicated a pattern of response. 

To address these aims, the research questions, shown above, focus on mobbing as 

experienced by those targeted; responses to workplace mobbing by individuals and 

organisations, and how organisations can prevent and address workplace mobbing. 

1.3.2 Methodology and research population  

The research is conducted in three stages following the exemplarian action 

research methodology, as conceptualised in Figure 1, and summarised later in this thesis 

in Section 4.2, Table 4 (Coenen & Khonraad, 2003). 

 

Figure 1: Exemplarian action research methodology.  

 The thematic stage involves the initial identification of common issues or 

problems, followed by the crystallisation stage that requires a more in-depth study, 

followed in the third stage with the identification of exemplars of proven outcomes.  

Consistent with the exemplarian action research methodology, issues and 

problems were first identified during the thematic stage from a pool of 212 self-selected 

participants. From this pool, 62 contributed to the crystallisation stage where common 

threads were further explored and clarified. From this pool, 21 continued to contribute 

during the exemplar phase resulting in the identification of 10 exemplars as discussed in 

Chapter 10. 
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1.4 Grounded theory  

While exemplarian action research is focused on the achievement of problem-

solving outcomes, grounded theory is concerned with the systematic inductive process 

of generating theory from the data (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). The approach is a 

method of theory generation grounded in empirical reality that complements action 

research with systematic procedures for labelling and categorising similar concepts, and 

generating theories or formulating propositions (2007). 

1.4.1 Discussion framework 

One of the goals of grounded theory is to develop “empirically generated” 

categories and propositions (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007, p. 210). In grounded theory, the 

propositions shape the discussion framework for the theoretical context and the 

literature review as conceptualised in Figure 2.  

 

 

Figure 2: Grounded theory discussion framework. 

Step 1 involves the collection of data and this is followed in Step 2 with 

qualitative data analysis from which the propositions are identified in Step 3. Ideally, 

the propositions contextualise the choice of theoretical concepts as indicated in Step 4 

and form the basis of the literature review in Step 5 (2007). 
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1.4.2 Theory building  

In the context of grounded theory, the propositions are the theories or 

hypotheses that emerge from the data and are therefore explained as being grounded in 

the data (Glaser, 2001). The evolution of propositions is integral to the remainder of the 

discussion in this chapter and it is therefore appropriate to further explain the process of 

theory building from which the propositions were identified.  

In essence, theory building can be compartmentalised into the identification of 

concepts, categories, and propositions (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007) as shown in Figure 3. 

In this thesis, three themes were identified from the propositions, and as such, can be 

conceptualised as appearing above the propositions shown in Figure 3. 

 

 

Figure 3: Theory building process (conceptualised). 

In grounded theory, the basic units of analysis are described as “concepts” where similar 

phenomenon are identified and labelled through a process of “open coding” as indicated 

in Step 1, Figure 3 (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 101). This is followed in Step 2 with the 

identification of categories, through a process of “axial coding” (p. 123). In Steps 3 and 

4, the propositions and themes are refined through a process of “selective coding” (p. 

143) where relationships between categories are identified. The application of this 
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conceptualised process of theory building in this thesis is elaborated upon in Chapter 5, 

Figure 14.  

1.5 Literature review 

Another characteristic of grounded theory concerns the literature review which 

is undertaken once the propositions have emerged to prevent assumptions being made 

that might bias the findings (Glaser, 2001). This thesis reflects this approach although, 

consistent with academic endeavours, the researcher was familiar with the research 

topic and its literature. 

In this thesis, the theoretical bricolage (Chapter 2) precedes the literature review 

(Chapter 3) partly because the theoretical concepts inform the literature and the 

methodology. For example, the exemplarian action research methodology is inspired by 

the liberation ideologies of Freire (1993) and the structuration theory of Giddens 

(Coenen & Khonraad, 2003). An understanding of these theoretical concepts also 

informs some of the propositions, for example, transformation is also informed by 

structuration theory and liberation ideologies.  

While the propositions represent the experience of the participants, the literature 

informs their experience further within the context of research in the area. Following 

grounded theory, the literature draws upon contributions from “technical” and “non-

technical” sources to discuss each of the propositions (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). In 

practice, this means that in addition to peer reviewed scholarly journals, the use of other 

sources of literature including books, reports, conference papers, electronic and print 

media, are also used to contribute additional voices to the inquiry.  

The literature review includes contributions from recent public inquiries to 

explore the first proposition that public sector culture is dysfunctional and one where 

employment survival requires conformity, submission, and silence. The relationship 

between power and gossip is also explored to test the credibility of the second 

proposition that gossip, rumour, hearsay, and innuendo are influential forms of power in 

public sector organisations. To address the third proposition, the literature discusses the 

concepts of fairness and organisational justice and discusses the potential of legislation 

to address some aspects of the problem. Contributions also include information about 

the Australian worker’s compensation claims systems to explore the credibility of the 
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fourth proposition that suggests that support systems are not neutral and tend to act on 

behalf of the employer to the detriment of the employee.  

The fifth proposition, that there is a gendered pattern to mobbing, with women 

identified not only as targets but also as perpetrators towards other women, is also 

explored. The credibility of this proposition is discussed with contributions from the 

literature that explore any gendered aspects of mobbing. This is followed, in response to 

the sixth proposition, with a discussion of the susceptibility of the cultural minority to 

being targeted with mobbing behaviours. The cultural minority, in this thesis, refers to 

those who are in the minority in terms of organisational power and decision-making 

rather than numerical minorities (Young, 1990). 

This is followed by a discussion of the proposed benefits of legislation to inform 

the seventh proposition that an absence of legislation prohibiting the behaviours 

maintains a system that denies legal remedies to those targeted. The legislative 

responses to mobbing in some European and Scandinavian countries as well as The 

Netherlands are discussed to support the introduction of similar legislation in English 

speaking countries. The potential impetus for legislation, following McCarthy and 

Mayhew (2004), is also discussed in terms of a proposed global agenda for the 

prevention of bullying/mobbing auspiced by the United Nations. 

The eighth proposition is that workplace mobbing is a distinct form of 

workplace violence, and to give voice to those targeted, the phenomenon first needs to 

be recognised and understood. However, in the process of unravelling the two 

phenomena, the use of the term bullying/mobbing is necessary to highlight those 

occasions, in the literature, when the terms are used interchangeably. Finally, the ninth 

proposition, that survival of mobbing most likely requires those targeted to take risks in 

the pursuit of options to reduce the adverse impact is principally informed by theoretical 

concepts of conscientisation, agency, and transformation, as discussed in Section 3.10.  

1.6 Significance of the research 

 This research is significant for several reasons. Firstly, this research can be 

described as a transformative qualitative inquiry immersed in the perspective of those 

experiencing the research problem identified as “mobbing”. This research is therefore 

significant because it challenges some traditional concepts in relation to workplace 

mobbing. While much of the literature to date is from a psychological perspective, that 
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tends to focus on target and perpetrator behaviours, and the number and type of 

incidents, this thesis explores the influence of social, economic, organisational and 

cultural factors. For example, this thesis explicitly identifies that covert forms of gossip, 

rumour, and innuendo contribute to the process of mobbing. Another example is the 

identification of a relationship between female type behaviour and mobbing, thereby 

challenging the claim that bullying/mobbing is gender blind.  

 This thesis uniquely contributes a sociological theoretical context, a 

transformative action research methodology and a grounded theory approach that 

identifies propositions informed from the perspective of those experiencing the 

problem. The following specifies a number of important contributions made by this 

research. 

1.6.1 Theoretical contribution 

 This exploration of mobbing is unusual in the sense that it is informed from a 

sociological, rather than psychological, perspective. The impact of social, economic, 

organisational, and cultural factors in contributing to the problem, is informed by a 

theoretical bricolage (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, pp. 316-318) comprised of concepts 

generally referred to as post-structuralist thought (Scott, 1995). This thesis therefore 

proposes a shift of focus from individual target and perpetrator behaviours, associated 

with the psychological perspective, to the role of social factors in condoning and 

perpetuating workplace bullying/mobbing.  

 Some of the apparent anomalies and complexities in the literature, for example, 

those surrounding the definitions (Rayner, Sheehan, & Barker, 1999), may be explained 

in this sociological context. This thesis assists in the clarification of concepts, thereby 

giving voice to those experiencing mobbing that will hopefully inspire future 

researchers along similar paths. Much of the research in this field has focused on 

bullying, that stereotypically tends to be associated with direct, physically aggressive, 

and male type behaviour (see for example, Cowie, 1999). However, this research 

highlights the phenomenon of mobbing, first researched by Leymann in the 1990s, that 

tends to refer to more covert forms of group psychological violence. The clarification of 

mobbing as a distinct form of workplace violence might assist future researchers, with 

similar problem solving aspirations, to intervene and prevent workplace mobbing. 
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1.6.2 Gender and mobbing 

 This thesis explicitly identified a relationship between gender and mobbing. 

While bullying tends to be stereotypical male type behaviour (Sutton, Smith, & 

Swettenham, 1999), this thesis suggests that mobbing tends to be stereotypically female 

type behaviour. While this idea may not be new, the methodological precision in 

identifying gendered behaviours makes a significant contribution to the field. Issues of 

gender have not previously been sufficiently considered, with the result that 

perpetrators, at least in English speaking countries, are unlikely to have been held 

accountable for their actions, while those targeted are not often able to be remedied or 

compensated (a notable exception being the bank teller in the UK) referred to in Section 

1.1. 

1.6.3 Exemplarian action research 

The exemplarian action research methodology, developed by The Netherlands 

Action Research Group, shares some common principles with participatory action 

research. These include creating spaces where those who tend to be marginalised can 

become involved in change and resistance (Edwards, 2007, p. 213). The methodologies 

are focused on “praxis” that can be described as the conscious ability to transform the 

environment in the achievement of practical outcomes (Edgar & Sedgwick, 1999, p. 

309). The two methodologies can also be described as interventionist, action-oriented, 

interpretive and concerned with developing purposeful knowledge through practical 

engagement with the world (Edwards, 2007). The exemplarian model, however, is 

explicit in regards to the role of the researcher, not only as a participant but as an equal 

participant immersed in the research problem (Boog, 2003, p. 426). While the two 

methodologies focus on outcomes, the exemplarian model requires the achievement of 

outcomes and the identification of exemplars to achieve transformation at the 

individual, organisational, and community levels (2003).  

1.6.4 Transformative project 

This thesis provides one of the few examples of a transformative project (see for 

example, Valkenburg, 2003) contributing a methodological pathway for future 

researchers in this field. Transformative, in this context, refers to the structuration 

theory of the contemporary sociologist, Giddens (1984). While his theories have 

generated abstract theoretical debate, they are sometimes criticised because practical 
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applications of transformative projects are claimed to be “few and far between” (Smith, 

2001, p. 149). Another criticism is that Giddens did not explore the capacities of 

individuals or communities to take action, or their capacity to cope with the unintended 

consequences of risk taking (Bryant & Jary, 2003, p. 258). Some of these criticisms are 

addressed in this thesis where transformative outcomes have been achieved, thereby 

indicating the capacity of those impacted upon to cope with the consequences of risk 

taking. Therefore, it is suggested that this thesis contributes one of the few 

transformative research projects that supports arguments related to the structuration 

theory of Giddens as discussed in Section 2.3.8.   

1.6.5 Positive outcomes  

 While research in this field is primarily focused on target and perpetrator 

behaviour, this thesis reports on a process of achieving outcomes, not only for the 

individual participants including the researcher, but also for the broader community and 

for organisational practice. This was achieved partly through participant reflection on 

their mobbing experience with others in similar circumstances. The achievement of 

outcomes partly evolved from reflexive praxis arising from active participation in this 

action research project. In this context, praxis emphasises self transformation through 

practical action (Giddens, 1987, p. 257). 

 The outcomes attained surpassed the participants’ own expectation with several 

financial settlements, the pursuit of higher education goals, the organisation of a 

successful conference, and changed organisational practices in some instances. The 

risks for participants included telling their stories to the media and the pursuit of legal 

actions, demonstrating the argument of Giddens that humans are not "dummies" (Smith, 

2001, p. 143) constrained by rules and external social structures, but that they can be 

active and creative in taking risks regardless of their perceived incapacity to do so. 

Structure, in this context, refers to the regular and predictable pattern of social action 

and social institutions (Edgar & Sedgwick, 1999, p. 367) described by Giddens (1984) 

as the “routinised and conventionalised” society where culture is reproduced to maintain 

a sense of security (Giddens, 1984, cited in Smith, 2001, p. 144). 

1.6.6 Propositions for future research 

Another unique contribution is the identification of emergent grounded theories 

or propositions (Glaser & Corbin, 1967) for future research. While the nine propositions 
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were mentioned in Section 1.5, to explain the discussion framework for the literature 

review, they are discussed in this section because of their significant contribution to 

future research.  

Likewise, while the method of grounded theory is discussed in Section 5.2, 

theory building is mentioned here to explain the steps involved in the identification of 

propositions and themes. Additionally, it is necessary to emphasise that the propositions 

have emerged from the data and primarily reflect the voice of the participants during the 

thematic and crystallisation stages of the research. In this context, this thesis introduces 

nine propositions to the field for future exploration, as listed in Table 2, from which the 

themes of expulsion, exclusion, and transformation evolved. When reading the 

propositions it is important to remember that these are the perceptions of the 

participants based on their combined experience of workplace mobbing.  

Table 2: Propositions 

Propositions Themes 

• Public sector culture is dysfunctional whereby employment 
survival requires conformity, submission, and silence. 
(Organisational culture) 

• Workplace gossip, rumour, hearsay and innuendo are 
influential forms of power in public sector organisations. 
(Gossip and power) 

• While guidelines, detailing principles of natural justice and due 
process have been developed, these are not enforceable and do 
not match with public sector practice. (Organisational justice) 

• Support systems for targeted workers are not neutral and tend 
to act on behalf of the employer to the detriment of the 
employee. (Support systems)  

T
hem

e 1: 
 E

xpulsion 

• There may be a gendered pattern to workplace mobbing where 
women are not only more likely to be targeted but are also 
more likely to perpetrate acts of mobbing towards other 
women. (Gender and mobbing) 

• A contributing risk factor for being targeted appears to relate to 
belonging to a cultural minority, that is, being an outsider or 
different to the dominant culture. (Exclusion)  

T
hem

e 2: 
E

xclusion 

• Workplace mobbing is a distinct form of workplace violence, 
and to give voice to those targeted, the phenomenon first needs 
to be recognised and understood. (Naming the problem) 

• The absence of specific legislation to address the phenomenon 
appears to maintain a system that denies legal remedies to those 
targeted (Legislation) 

• Survival of mobbing most likely requires those targeted to take 
risks in the pursuit of options to reduce the adverse impact of 
the problem. (Transformation)  

T
hem

e 3: 
T

ransform
ation 
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 The nine propositions represent a shift in thinking where those adversely 

impacted upon by workplace mobbing identify problem areas for future research. This 

approach challenges the field with new insights from the perspective of those immersed 

in the workplace mobbing problem whereas previous research has been more reliant on 

the interpretations of researchers. 

1.7 Reflexivity 

 One of the increasingly significant themes in contemporary social research is the 

concept of “reflexivity” (Etherington, 2004, p. 30). The concept suggests an appraisal 

process of self reflection that “challenges us to be more fully conscious of our own 

ideology, culture, and politics and that of our participants and our audience” (p. 36). 

Another explanation is “the judicious use of our selves in research” rather than 

“exposure for its own sake” (Behar, 1996, p.14, cited in Etherington, 2004, p. 31). 

Reflexivity, it is claimed, “adds validity and rigour in research by providing information 

about the contexts in which data are located” (p. 37).  

By using reflexivity, it is argued that “we close the illusory gap between 

researcher and researched and between the knower and what is known” (p.31). In this 

sense, the reflexive approach of this thesis included the researcher as a joint participant, 

with direct experience of the research problem (Coenen & Khonraad, 2003). The 

“jointness” (p. 439) of the relationship is indicated in the following extract of an email 

that I sent to the participants seeking advice about a suitable advocate to assist me in 

pursuing my claim for worker’s compensation in the Industrial Relations Commission 

(IRC). 

 
Well, my battles will continue on. I had the expected rejection of my claim … 

yesterday. The usual whitewash and claiming my injuries are due to 'reasonable 

management action' … I can now appeal to the Industrial Relations Commission 

and then off to the Industrial Magistrate's Court.  

I've expected all the way along with this second claim that it has just gone 

through the motions as this really has to go to court. 
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I'll be trying Legal Aid for support … and if all that fails I'll be going to [the 

solicitor]. I've got 28 days to appeal so wish me luck. Dianne, do you think your 

advocate would be suitable for my trek through the Commission? 2

 

 

 This example highlights the open communication, reflexivity, and planning that 

was undertaken with participants with myself as a joint participant. This type of 

relationship, described by some as one of “consultancy and collaboration” with 

participants, “gives voice” to experience and promotes a sense of power, involvement 

and agency in others (Hertz, 1997, McLeod, 1997, cited in Etherington, 2004, p. 32). 

Agency, in this context, refers to the human capacity to “act otherwise” and the 

continuous reflexive monitoring of human action (Giddens, 1987, p. 216).  

 Critical self reflection was undertaken by each of the participants throughout the 

three year inquiry as an essential aspect of reaching a deeper understanding of our 

selves and one another so that we could move forward. This was gained through seeking 

feedback from one another on ideas and being open and honest. Through sharing our 

concerns, anxieties, and differences of opinion, we were able to develop our survival 

skills in a space where there was mutual trust and respect. The process of critical self 

reflection was primarily undertaken in the daily exchange of emails in an on line 

community.  

 This level of collaboration required trusting relationships to be established and 

the development of actions to motivate one another to achieve goals. Ideas were 

discussed, actions were trialled, and reactions were observed and learned from. The 

number of emails exchanged in this process was over 10,000 across a three year period. 

The following email extract provides an example where one of the participants, Kara 

(ID113), reflected upon her plans and actions in seeking an outcome in relation to her 

workplace mobbing experience. 

 

We are going to mention to the DG3

                                                 
2 Shallcross, L. 2005. (8 November), Workcover rejection from QCOMP, emailed to blacksheep@lists.nwjc.org.au, Canberra. 

 tomorrow that I have been asked to tell 

my story at the conference, might let slip that I have also had contact with [the 

journalist]. Hopefully that will push them to settle - no doubt with a hefty 

confidentiality clause. We are going to tell them that we are looking for a 

package from the dept (not being specific about amount) and [the solicitor] is 

3 Director General 
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clear that it is not to stop me having common law … So it will all happen at 9.15 

am tomorrow. [The solicitor] and I are both in a bit of shock that they did not put 

up a fight about coming to [her] office – so will have to wait and see if that has 

any significance4

 This daily, and sometimes hourly, intensive reflection took place in a virtual 

space created with the assistance of the National Women’s Justice Centre (NWJC) on a 

computer server. This enabled participants to confidentially reflect and record their 

thoughts, emotions, ideas, and stories, at any time of the day and night, throughout the 

three year inquiry. The chronological records were useful in exploring the process of 

conscientisation and transformation. This reflexivity resulted in the inclusion of chapter 

9 exploring a participant example to demonstrate the ongoing conscientisation process 

of testing, experiencing, reflecting, and generalising from which transformation became 

possible.  

. 

 Reflexivity, in this thesis, also included the act of writing and explaining what 

happened, exploring why it happened, and what could have been done to address the 

problem. The methodology, methods, and propositions for this thesis, are examples of 

reflexive praxis that was empowering, not only for the participants, but also for me as 

the researcher, in taking risks with a number of unexpected and successful outcomes as 

discussed in Chapter 10. Furthermore, researcher reflexivity includes “the capacity of 

the researcher to acknowledge how their own experiences and contexts …. inform the 

process and outcomes of inquiry” (Etherington, 2004, pp. 31-32). Therefore, my 

mobbing experience is discussed in the following section to acknowledge how my own 

experience informed the process and the outcomes of this inquiry. 

1.8 Researcher background 

 The exemplarian action research methodology does not claim to be value free 

and requires the researcher to be explicit in acknowledging their own experience and the 

research context (Coenen, 2003). Additionally, grounded theory encourages researchers 

to use their own experience as data to be dealt with in the same way as other data 

                                                 
4 [Kara, ID113], 2004. (13 September), CM story, sent to blacksheep@lists.nwjc.org.au, Canberra. 
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(Glaser, 2001). However, although grounded theory supports inclusion of textual data 

from interviews with the researcher, I did not pursue this option, primarily because of 

the emotional challenges this presented in sifting through 

the details of my own experience.  

 My employment history comprises managerial positions in higher education and 

public sector organisations taking responsibility for the implementation of government 

policies and programs to effect organisational change in the areas of employment and 

education. In one role, I was responsible for the management of discrimination 

complaints and it was in this capacity that I became aware of the increasing reporting of 

behaviours referred to as general harassment. These were incidents that could not be 

addressed in the context of antidiscrimination legislation because the behaviour did not 

appear to arise from any of the grounds covered, for example, on the basis of gender, 

race, or impairment.  

Later, upon taking up a managerial position in the public sector, the covert 

behaviour of a group of four or five staff came to my attention. In particular, they 

appeared to me to be harshly critical of any new member of staff whom they continually 

complained about. At some point during my management, this group then appeared to 

direct their attack towards me. They aggressively refused to speak to me, or to meet and 

discuss their work with me. They took unplanned leave together, on days when major 

activities had been organised, that meant the activities had to be cancelled. Additionally, 

they sent offensive emails including one that, when opened, buzzed loudly, and flashed 

onto the computer screen repeatedly with the words appearing in large text, MY BOSS 

IS AN ASSHOLE. The conflict escalated when, during my absence, the group 

complained that I was a bully, resulting in my immediate removal from the workplace 

and subsequent two year investigation, at the end of which it was found I had no case to 

answer. Additionally, one member of the group was successful in gaining the support of 

a government minister who raised the allegations in parliamentary question time, 

without notice, and under parliamentary privilege as follows: 

… has the complaint of [name] concerning the manager for Women's Infolink 

and the considerable supporting evidence … been investigated and has any 

action been taken against the manager and …. are there plans to remove the root 

cause of those problems—the manager of Women’s Infolink as well? I seek the 
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leave of the House to table the supporting evidence for the Minister's 

information.5

 

  

During the course of the investigation, it was revealed that a number of previous 

managers had also been targeted with similar behaviours. Indeed, I came to learn that by 

the time I commenced, the workplace morale had deteriorated to the extent that staff 

were openly hostile towards one another. This had been sufficiently serious for the 

department to engage a psychologist to work with the group on a regular basis to 

discuss and monitor appropriate workplace behaviours. The situation deteriorated upon 

the structural relocation of the agency to a new department after a government election. 

The changes at senior management level seemed to provide an opportunity for 

disgruntled staff to undermine my management through the manipulation of new 

departmental officers who were unaware of the historical context. 

Shortly thereafter, I commenced a Master of Public Sector Management degree 

and it was during this time that I came across the concept of workplace mobbing. My 

then supervisor, Prof. Michael Sheehan, loaned me the book by Davenport, Pursell-

Elliott, and Distler-Schwartz (1999) titled Workplace Mobbing: Emotional Abuse in the 

US. Reading this book was empowering because my experience was validated and I 

gained an understanding of the problem from a broader perspective. Like those who 

later contacted me, I was relieved to learn that this phenomenon had been identified, 

named, and legislated against in The Netherlands, and some European and Scandinavian 

countries. 

Some 12 months later, I presented a paper on workplace mobbing at a small, 

local conference. This presentation struck a chord with a journalist and a brief report 

was published in newspapers across Australia (Passmore, 2003). Immediately, I was 

contacted by people who identified their experience as workplace mobbing. 

Additionally, I was contacted by a national radio program and interviewed live-to-air. 

This exposure was followed with a large influx of emails from many others. Many of 

these people commented that they had generally been isolated in their experience and 

now, after hearing or reading the media reports, were able to name and identify what 

had happened to them.  

                                                 
5 Queensland Parliament, Hansard, 22 August 2000, Question without notice, No. 2520 
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 My decision to continue researching the phenomenon at PhD level was 

primarily in response to the high level of interest and contact with others experiencing 

the same problem. The research was, in a sense, driven by the demand for recognition 

and accountability for the harm caused by workplace mobbing.  

1.8.1 Research inspiration 

While the impetus for commencing research in this area can be attributed to a 

search for meaning to explain my experience of workplace mobbing, the motivation to 

continue on to doctoral level was partially brought about by the unexpected response 

from others reporting similar experiences. A group was established in October 2003 to 

assist those seeking ongoing support to manage their changed circumstances. In 

addition, some high profile cases of mobbing attracted the group’s attention and 

provided the catalyst for the present doctoral study that commenced at the end of March 

2004.  

Of particular interest was the mobbing experience of a former Chief Magistrate 

of Queensland, Ms Di Fingleton, who was sentenced to 12 months’ imprisonment “with 

no recommendation for parole” on a charge of “retaliating against a witness” (Hunter, 

2004, p. 145). The witness was a fellow magistrate whom the Chief Magistrate had 

attempted to discipline. The circumstances of the situation were published regularly in 

the media where she was identified as a “bully” and publicly humiliated for two years 

between 2003 and 2005. The extent of the humiliation included a detailed description, 

outlined on the front page of the Brisbane Courier Mail newspaper, describing her strip 

search on the day she was imprisoned as follows: 

Her life as a prisoner began with the standard strip search … to stretch her arms 

out sideways so they could check her armpits under her breasts and any folds of 

skin -- and … inspected her hair, ears, nostrils, and between her fingers and toes 

…. Prison officers then drove her from the cells to the Brisbane watch house 

where she had to undergo a second strip search and dress in prison browns. 

(Doneman, 2003, p. 1) 

However, she was later found by the Australian High Court, to have been 

wrongly imprisoned and was subsequently released after serving six months of her 

sentence. The apparent injustice directed at Ms Fingleton resonated with some of the 
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participants because they could relate to having been relentlessly pursued in relation to 

unfounded accusations of bullying.  

The impact on some of the participants is captured in the following description 

by Hunter (2004) in her reference to the “terrorising effect” that the apparently 

unnecessarily harsh punishment of the Chief Magistrate had on other senior women in 

the public service. 

No one in any position of prominence dared to speak out about her treatment. 

Senior women kept their heads well down and tried to avoid becoming the next 

sacrificial victim. This kind of intimidation and disciplining is a very powerful 

way both of ensuring that women in a position do not actually make a 

difference, and of reinforcing the view that women really are not up to it - they 

cannot manage, they create problems, they make a mess of it, and therefore it is 

better in the end to stick to the traditional male incumbents. (pp. 152-153) 

Ms Fingleton’s circumstances provoked a sense of urgency among the research 

participants to increase awareness of the workplace mobbing phenomenon and later, 

upon her release from prison in early 2004, Ms Fingleton became a participant in this 

research. Shortly after her publicly reported experience, the group organised a mobbing 

conference in October 2004 that attracted approximately 200 attendees.  

While Ms Fingleton was unable to participate in the conference, due to a 

pending court case, another prominent woman, Dr Jocelynne Scutt, the then 

Commissioner of the Tasmanian Anti-Discrimination Commission, was invited as a 

guest speaker. At the time of the conference, the group was unaware that Dr Scutt had 

similarly experienced mobbing in her capacity as Commissioner. In her final 2004 

Annual Report to the Tasmanian Government, Dr Scutt reported that her employment 

experience at the Commission was one of workplace mobbing, where she had been 

subjected to “bullying, pressure and other means … to curtail the integrity of the 

Commission’s decision making” (p. 9) in regard to dealing with complaints. She cited 

her experience as including incidents of “defamation on several occasions … false 

imprisonment, abuse of process, contempt of court … and victimization” to the extent 

that she required police protection (Scutt, 2004a, p.9).  

These two examples, involving well-regarded women with respected public 

profiles, were perceived by the participants as inexplicable travesties of justice with 
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which they had some empathy. These two high profile cases provided continual 

reminders, if any were needed, that this research problem was worth investigating in an 

effort to address future similar miscarriages of justice. 

1.9 Post-structuralist thought 

The philosophy of inquiry for this research is based on the epistemological 

“post-structuralist turn” in sociological theory (Smith, 2001, p. 117) as indicated in 

Figure 4 and elaborated on in Figure 5. The figure conceptualises the location of the 

critical, feminist, and cultural concepts within post-structuralist thought and situated in 

the field of sociology. 

 

Figure 4: Sociology and post structuralism. 

Epistemology explains views on the way knowledge is acquired, and this thesis 

is based on the constructivist view that knowledge is created through engagement in the 

world (Armino & Hultgren, 2002, p. 446). Post-structuralist thought, focused on the 

societal impact of cultural and historical forces contributed to the theoretical context for 

this thesis (Smith, 2001). Post structuralism is associated with the work of the Swiss 

linguist, Ferdinand de Saussure, who argued that language shapes our understanding of 

the world and is not merely a vehicle for expression of meaning (Jureidini & Poole, 

2003, pp. 171-172). While there are “synergies” with postmodernism, these are put to 

one side, or “bracketed” (Scott, 1995, p. 203) throughout this thesis, to avoid confusion 

and “terminological chaos” (Smith, 2001, p. 117). This thesis rather draws upon the 

contributions of poststructuralist thought to explore the three themes of expulsion, 

exclusion, and transformation. 

 The theoretical context is based on the concept of a bricolage of sociological 

theories in relation to social structures, exclusion, and agency. While the theories are 

discussed in Chapter 2, this section introduces the choice of theorists that appear to best 

inform the three themes of expulsion, exclusion, and transformation. Theoretical 
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contributions include the structuration theory of Giddens (1986), the communicative 

action theory of Habermas (1984), the liberation ideologies of Freire (1993), and the 

ideas of Foucault (1972).  

A major theme of sociological theories is the relationship between systems of 

meaning and human action and most theories hold a position on this issue (Smith, 

2001). Traditionally, these two ideas were in opposition between “the actor” on one 

hand and the power of systems to control human “agents” on the other (Smith, 2001, p. 

133). Towards the end of the twentieth century, partly through the contributions of 

Bourdieu (1972) and Giddens (1984), social theory became more concerned with 

locating a middle ground to bridge these opposing positions from which cultural theory 

emerged (Smith, 2001). While Bourdieu (1972) moved analytical focus towards social 

practice, and although he is a key figure in cultural theory (2001), this thesis rather 

draws upon the concepts, espoused by Giddens (1984). The Giddens’ (2001) concepts 

concerning the duality of structure and agency, risk, and the use of expert systems, were 

selected partly to inform the theme of transformation. 

The expulsion theme, however, largely draws upon the post-structuralist ideas 

of Foucault (1972) and the communicative action theory of Habermas (1981) to explore 

the impact of organisational social structures on the research problem. However, the 

theme of exclusion is primarily informed by feminist contributions partly to address the 

theoretical gap regarding the gendered nature of knowledge (Giddens, 2006). Feminist 

theory is described by Giddens (2006) as a sociological perspective emphasising “the 

centrality of gender in analysing the social world, and particularly the uniqueness of the 

experience of women” and that the various strands of feminist theory “share in common 

the desire to explain gender inequalities in society and to work to overcome them” 

(Giddens, 2006, p. 110). Therefore, the inclusion of the feminist theories of Ferguson 

(1986) and Young (1990), although they may not be as well known as the classic 

sociological theorists, are drawn upon to inform issues of gender, difference and 

exclusion to facilitate a better understanding of the workplace mobbing problem.. In 

summary, the theorists drawn upon are indicated in chronological progression in Figure 

5. 
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 Figure 5: Sociological theorists drawn upon in this thesis.  

1.9.1 Feminist theory 

 Feminist theorists, while sometimes critical of Foucault and Habermas (see for 

example, Fraser, 1994), nevertheless, contribute to their ideas from another perspective. 

In the field of post-structuralist ideas, Young (1990) and Ferguson (1984) are 

recognised for their feminist contributions. Young (1990), for example, is recognised by 

her peers as “one of the most important political philosophers of the past quarter-

century” and “one of the most important feminist thinkers in the world” (Schonwald, 

2006). Until her death in 2006, Young (1990) was a political science professor at the 

University of Chicago and was internationally recognised for her theories of social 

justice, democratic theory, and feminist theory (2006). Her scholarship, for example in 

her widely acclaimed book, Justice and the Politics of Difference, is described by her 

peers (see for example, Scheuerman, 2006) as path-breaking, original, brilliant, and 

influential in addressing the most difficult questions of contemporary political theory (p. 

688). She is, furthermore, described as having interrogated the “root causes” of social 

inequality and the “illegitimate suppression of group difference” (p. 688). While her 

work was critical of rationalists, including Habermas, it is suggested that “she ultimately 

shared a great deal with him” (2006, p. 687), for example, in the development of the 

concept of “communicative democracy” (p. 688) that can be described as an alternative 

model to the Habermasian communicative action theory (Young, 1993). 
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 Ferguson (1984), from the University of Hawaii, and another political science 

professor, is similarly widely acclaimed for her critical perspectives on contemporary 

problems and for her contributions to the debate about the future of bureaucracy and the 

future of feminism (Dumm, 1985). The ideas in her book The Feminist Case Against 

Bureaucracy are recognised as supplementing those of Foucault with a feminist 

perspective (see for example, Dumm, 1985; Karant, 1986). While Ferguson (1984) also 

discusses resistance, this thesis is primarily informed by the liberation ideologies of 

Freire (1970) and the agency concept of Giddens (1999). Other aspects of this inquiry, 

in regards to organisational justice are also informed by social theory pertaining to 

ethics and fair treatment. A concept map linking the post-structuralist theorists and 

theories, with the methodology, and method as they pertain to this thesis is indicated in 

Figure 6. 
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Figure 6: Concept map linking theorists, theories, and methodology. 
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1.10 Themes  

The categorisation of the nine propositions, through a process of theory building, 

as discussed later in Section 5.8, resulted in the identification of the major themes of 

expulsion, exclusion, and transformation. While the relationship of the themes to the 

propositions is indicated in Table 2, the chapters in which the themes are discussed are 

identified in Figure 7.  

 

Figure 7: Themes and chapters.  

The theme of expulsion is discussed in Chapters 6, and 7, in response to 

Research Question 1: how is workplace mobbing experienced by those targeted? The 

theme of exclusion is discussed in Chapter 8 in response to Research Question 3: how 

do organisations respond to mobbing? In addition, Chapter 8 also responds to Research 

Question 4: how can organisations prevent and address the problem? The theme of 

transformation is discussed in Chapters 9, and 10, in response to Research Question 2: 

how can targeted individuals respond to the problem?  

1.10.1 Theme 1: Expulsion - Part A: Workplace mobbing 

The theme of expulsion is discussed in Chapter 6 reflecting the propositions that 

public sector culture is dysfunctional, where employment survival requires conformity, 

submission, and silence and that workplace mobbing is a distinct form of workplace 
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violence that needs to be recognised and understood. These two propositions evolved 

from an exploration of Research Question 1: how is workplace mobbing experienced? 

To explore this question, Chapter 6 discusses the workplace mobbing experience of 62 

self-selected participants identified during the thematic stage of the research. The 

common experience of the participants is first explored, followed with a discussion of 

some examples including upwards, sideways, and downwards mobbing. Chapter 6 

concludes that workplace mobbing is experienced as a six phased process of expulsion 

and exclusion. While the first five phases are identified in the literature, this thesis 

proposes a new sixth post expulsion phase where, despite pressure to comply or to 

silently acquiesce to mobbing, transformation can take place. 

1.10.2 Theme 1: Expulsion - Part B: Workplace investigations 

 Continuing on from Chapter 6 that discusses Theme 1, Part A, the theme of 

expulsion is further explored with a discussion of workplace investigations in Chapter 7, 

Theme 1, Part B. This analysis addresses the propositions in relation to the influence 

and power of gossip, rumour, hearsay, and innuendo and the absence of legal remedies 

for those targeted.  

In response to Research Question 3: how do organisations respond to workplace 

mobbing?, Chapter 7 concludes that management is unlikely to recognise the problem 

and furthermore, joins in with the perpetrators, blaming the target as the one at fault, 

and pursuing investigative processes with the deliberate intent of bringing about the 

target’s expulsion. In response to Research Question 4: how can organisations prevent 

and address workplace mobbing?, Chapter 7 concludes that the introduction of a 

legislative framework recognising the problem could contribute to the implementation 

of good practice thereby reducing the adverse impact of the phenomenon.  

1.10.3 Theme 2: Exclusion - Oppression 

 The theme of exclusion as a form of oppression is discussed in Chapter 8, 

addressing the proposition that belonging to a cultural increases susceptibility to being 

targeted. Those identified as belonging to the cultural minority include women even 

though numerically they may occur in higher numbers than men. Some other 

characteristics distinguishing cultural minorities include race, disability, sexual 

orientation, age, and religious belief as elaborated upon in Section 3.8.  
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In response to Research Question 1: how is workplace mobbing experienced by 

those targeted?, Chapter 8 concludes that in addition to expulsion, the problem is 

experienced as a form of unconscious discrimination and exclusion, concepts that are 

discussed in Section 3.8. 

1.10.4 Theme 3: Transformation - Part A: Conscientisation  

 An additional phase of mobbing, the post expulsion phase, is referred to in 

Chapters 9 and 10, where those targeted can explore empowering options. The theme of 

transformation includes the proposition that survival of mobbing requires those targeted 

to take risks in the pursuit of problem solving options. Pursuing options or undertaking 

actions is explored in the theoretical context of structuration theory and the exercise of 

“human agency” (see, for example, Giddens, 1976a, cited in Bryant & Jary, 2003, p. 

253). Agency can be described as the situation where “the less powerful manage 

resources in a such a way as to exert some control over the more powerful in established 

power relationships” (Giddens, 1984, p. 374). In this thesis, the exercise of agency 

facilitated the achievement of positive outcomes thereby addressing Research Question 

2: how can targeted individuals respond to workplace mobbing? While the options 

pursued, and the outcomes obtained, are identified in Chapter 10, the process of 

conscientisation, whereby those targeted learn to accept the truth of their reality is 

discussed in Chapter 9.  

1.10.5 Theme 3: Transformation - Part B: Outcomes and exemplars 

 The achievements of 21 participants were identified during the exemplar phase 

and these are summarised in Chapter 10 highlighting acts of individual agency in the 

achievement of emancipatory outcomes. The discussion also reflects the proposition 

that survival requires those targeted to take risks in the pursuit of problem solving 

options. The identification of positive outcomes at the individual, community, and 

organisational levels completes the exemplar stage of the exemplarian action research 

methodology. Chapter 10 addresses Research Question 2: how can targeted individuals 

respond to mobbing? The chapter concludes that individuals, through a process of 

conscientisation and the exercise of agency, can achieve transformational outcomes. 
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1.11 Summary 

In summary, this chapter introduced the research problem of workplace mobbing 

as a globally recognised, complex form of group psychological violence embedded in 

the wider context of social, economic, organisational, and cultural factors. The problem 

has consequences not only for those targeted but also for their families, their colleagues, 

their communities, the organisations in which they work, and ultimately the whole of 

society. Although there has been some research identifying the behaviours of workplace 

mobbing from a psychological perspective, only limited attention has been given to the 

impact of the wider factors.  

The theoretical and methodological contributions of this thesis were highlighted, 

including the introduction of post-structuralist concepts, critical feminist theories, and 

structuration theory to the field to contribute a better understanding of the workplace 

mobbing problem from a broader perspective. The clarification of some of the 

conceptual complexities, that have been the source of some confusion, and the 

identification of gender as a potential contributing factor, are some of the important 

ideas contributed by this thesis. Additionally, the contribution of a sociological 

theoretical context is a shift away from individual target and perpetrator behaviour 

towards the wider social, economic, and cultural factors that promote and perpetuate 

workplace mobbing.  

This chapter also discussed the transformative nature of the exemplarian action 

research methodology, as a shift in thinking away from concepts of perpetrators and 

victims, to more empowering notions of agency and transformation. This transformative 

research also contributes one of the few examples of a practical application of aspects of 

Giddens’ structuration theory. Another unique contribution to the field is a grounded 

theory approach that gives voice to those targeted in the development of propositions 

for future research. Rather than asking “what is it that we want to know”, this thesis 

shifts the focus to “what is it that those experiencing the problem want to tell us”?  

The importance of researcher reflexivity in action research was also discussed, 

and consistent with the exemplarian model, an overview of my experience of workplace 

mobbing and my positionality as a researcher were made explicit. Motivation for the 

continuing research, was drawn from highly regarded and influential women who self-

identified their experience as public examples of mobbing. 
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This chapter also introduced the grounded theory discussion framework centred 

on the nine propositions from which the three themes of expulsion, exclusion, and 

transformation were identified. For ease of reference, the propositions can be 

summarised as organisational culture, gossip and power, organisational justice, support 

systems, gender and mobbing, exclusion, naming the problem, legislation, and agency 

and transformation, as elaborated upon in Table 2.  

The discussion framework for this thesis was outlined as commencing with the 

identification of propositions in Section 1.6.6, followed by the theoretical bricolage in 

Chapter 2, and the literature review in Chapter 3. The chapters addressing the themes 

were identified, including expulsion in Chapters 6 and 7, exclusion in Chapter 8, and 

transformation in Chapters 9 and 10. The research program was also introduced in Table 

1, to summarise the objective of the study, and the associated aims and the research 

questions. The methodology is discussed in Chapter 4 and the associated methods are 

discussed in Chapter 5.  
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL BRICOLAGE 

2.1 Introduction 

 This chapter introduces major theories from the critical tradition to inform the 

social, economic, organisational and cultural factors contributing to workplace 

mobbing. Workplace mobbing can be described as a form of social exclusion that some 

researchers explain in terms of the working environment rather than, as often found in 

the literature on bullying, the personalities of those involved (Schuster, 1996). A major 

purpose of critical theory is the achievement of social reform and the identification of 

systemic factors that perpetuate social exclusion (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005b). Therefore, 

critical theory is particularly relevant to contributing an understanding of the 

complexities of workplace mobbing. 

 The purpose of this chapter is to identify the grand narrative concepts that 

seemingly best inform the three overall themes of expulsion, exclusion, and 

transformation. While this chapter explores these concepts, the nine propositions are 

further discussed in the context of the lesser narratives discussed in the literature review 

in Chapter 3. However, the concept of the researcher as a bricoleur is first discussed 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) to explain the process of theory building applied in this 

thesis. 

The chapter first discusses some Foucaultian ideas concerning the regulation, 

control and construction of knowledge through language and discourse because these 

concepts are pertinent to understanding the exercise of power in social institutions 

including the public sector. Foucaultian concepts are elaborated upon from the feminist 

perspective of Ferguson (1984) in relation to the pressure to conform to oppressive 

bureaucratic norms. Additionally, Habermasian (1984) suppositions referring to the 

influence of discursive practices and rational debate are discussed in comparison with, 

as some suggest, the more realistic ideas of Foucault (Flyvbjerg, 1998). Habermasian 

concepts are elaborated upon from the feminist perspective of Young (1990) in relation 

to the politics of difference and social exclusion.  

In addition to Foucaultian and Habermasian ideas that primarily inform the 

expulsion and exclusion themes, the third theme of transformation is primarily 

informed by the liberation ideology of Freire (1970). Following on from Freire, the 
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structuration theory and the concept of agency (Giddens, 1984) are also discussed to 

inform the third theme of transformation. Furthermore, the theories of Freire and 

Giddens are pertinent in that they are attributed as the primary inspiration for the 

exemplarian action research methodology as discussed in Chapter 4.  

Some of the concepts explored to inform the first theme of expulsion include 

concepts related to the dominant culture and the maintenance of hegemonic power 

structures, who has the power to be heard in the making of knowledge, who is listened 

to and who is not, and who is more likely to be expelled as an ‘outsider’ in social 

institutions. The second theme of exlcusion includes concepts in relation to social and 

moral exclusion, the suppression of difference, subordination, and oppression, and 

identifies those who are most likely to be excluded in social institutions. The third 

theme of transformation includes concepts in relation to the exercise of agency, 

conscientisation, and transformation, and discusses some theoretical concepts in 

relation to turning ‘awful moments’ into opportunities for personal transformation. This 

chapter concludes with a discussion of morals and ethics as they apply to organisational 

justice and fair treatment. However, before discussing the theoretical concepts, the 

bricolage concept of theory building is first explained. 

2.1.1 Researcher as bricoleur 

 The concepts of bricolage and “the bricoleur” are common themes in 

sociological texts and refer to the construction of theories that most sensibly inform the 

research problem (Lincoln, 2001, p. 693). The bricoleur creates a bricolage of theory, 

drawing upon philosophy, knowledge, and methods from a range of disciplines (p. 693). 

While some might criticise the bricolage approach as superficial, others argue that the 

method avoids the “parochialism” of unidisciplinary approaches (Kincheloe, 2001, p. 

682). Further, it is suggested, that researchers might benefit with insights gained from 

“diverse theoretical and philosophical notions” and multiple methods of inquiry (p. 

682). Lincoln (2001) commended Kincheloe’s (2001) expansion of the bricoleur 

concept and concluded that “the revolutionary praxis of the critical bricoleur entails 

freeing ourselves from the prison house of esoteric theories detached from forms of 

class struggle” (Lincoln, 2001, p.705 ). Further, she suggested that the insight of the 

bricoleur “must be recaptured if critical research is to be regenerated” (p. 705). 
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Another role of the bricoleur, some authors suggest, is to contribute to “social 

transformation” by seeking to better understand “the forces of domination that affect the 

lives of individuals from race, class, gender, sexual, ethnic, and religious backgrounds 

outside of dominant culture(s) and the worldview of such diverse peoples” (Kincheloe 

& McLaren, 2005, p. 318). In this sense, Lincoln (2001) claims that bricolage cultivates 

different perspectives as a spark that facilitates researcher creativity (p. 693).  

Furthermore, an effective bricoleur is sensitive to the “dynamic relationships” 

connecting individuals with their context and their activities instead of focusing on 

these in isolation from one another (Kincheloe, 2001, p. 689). Moreover, in this broad 

framework, the role of the bricoleur is focused on “social activity systems” and “larger 

cultural processes” and the ways individuals “engage or are engaged” by them (p. 689) 

to inform the complexities of the social, economic, and cultural factors contributing to 

mobbing. 

An overview of the bricolage of theoretical concepts constructed to inform the 

propositions and overall themes of this thesis is summarised in Figure 8. The figure 

identifies the key theorists and the associated theoretical concepts, and their relationship 

to the discussion topics which are elaborated upon in the remainder of this chapter. 
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Name of theorist Theoretical concepts Thesis topics 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Theoretical bricolage. 

• Codes of conduct 
• Policies and 

procedures 
• Ethics 
• Integrity 
 

• Economic 
rationalism 

• Oppression 
 

• Oppression 
• Discrimination 
• Cultural 

minorities 
• Intolerance 

• Difference 
• Conformity 
• Punishment 
• Exclusion 

• Community 
• Voice 
• Action 
 

• Positive 
outcomes 

• Organisational 
change 

 

• Ethical discourse 
• Justice and law 
• Good government 
 

 

• Uncoupling of systems 
world  

• Colonisation of the life 
world  

• Discourse 
• Language 
• Structures 
• Power 
• Knowledge 

• Violence  
• Cultural imperialism 
 

• Conscientisation 
• Transformation 
• Resistance 

• Structuration  
• Agency 
• Transformation 
 

Foucault 
1972 

Ferguson 
1984 

Young 
1990 

Freire 
1993 

Giddens 
1986 

 
Habermas 

Systems world 
1984 

 
Habermas 
Life world 

1984 
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2.2 Critical tradition  

The bricolage, as indicated in Figure 8, is comprised of critical theories to 

address the three themes of expulsion, exclusion, and transformation. The expulsion 

theme, occurring in the context of organisations, or social institutions, is partly 

informed by Foucaultian concepts including discourse, language, power and knowledge 

(Foucault, 1975). Additionally, the expulsion theme is informed by concepts from 

Habermas’ communicative action theory, including those concerning ethical discourse 

and the colonisation of the life world, as indicated in Figure 8.  

Furthermore, the feminist theories of Ferguson (1984) on the nature of 

bureaucracy and those of Young (1990) in relation to oppression are also integrated into 

the bricolage mainly to inform the theme of exclusion but also contributing to the theme 

of expulsion. The feminist theories, some authors argue, enhance the concepts of 

Foucault and Habermas as discussed in 1.6. The liberation ideologies of Freire (1993) 

and the structuration theory of Giddens (1984) are also essential in contributing an 

understanding to the theme of transformation. Furthermore, discussions about 

rationality and power (Flyvbjerg & Sampson, 1998) in organisations are also included 

to explain the apparent absence of rational argument in some aspects of the workplace 

mobbing phenomenon. 

 A major purpose of critical theory is the achievement of social reform and the 

identification of systemic factors that perpetuate social exclusion (Kincheloe & 

McLaren, 2005). Critical theory also has emancipatory ambitions to increase a sense of 

autonomy and agency among those who are excluded (2005, p. 308). Hegemony and 

the complex ways that power operates to dominate and shape consciousness are also 

fundamental to critical theory (Scott, 1995, p. 26). A common concept is that privileged 

groups have a vested interest in protecting their interests by maintaining social 

hegemony (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005). Those people most often recognised as being 

marginalised in the hegemonic mainstream include those who are different due to their 

personal characteristics including race, class, gender, and sexuality (p. 307).  

2.2.1 Hegemonic power 

The Gramscian notion of hegemony is central to critical theory and refers to 

power and cultural domination by one social class over another. Traditionally, because 
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of the dominant group’s position and function in the world of production, those with 

power are sometimes referred to as “the ruling class” (Scott, 1995, p. 26). Hegemony 

explains the method in which power is maintained and reproduced by the dominant 

class, not only through coercion but also through “silent acquiescence” (Freire, 1970, 

cited in Christians, 2005, p. 156) and “the voluntary consent of those dominated” 

(Morrow & Torres, 1995, cited in Bell, 1997, p. 11). Consent, some argue, is achieved 

through the norms, rules, and restrictions of cultural institutions including the media, 

schools, the family, and the church (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005, p.309). Following the 

critical tradition of Marxist thought, some theorists argued that existing power 

structures were unlikely to be challenged unless the “the proletariat” masses became 

aware of their subjugation (Scott, 1995, p. 26). Critical theory, therefore, seeks an 

alternative consciousness to challenge the existing power structure of capitalism. 

In seeking an alternative consciousness, discourse theory argues that the use of 

language is powerful because of its potential to manipulate perceptions of reality. 

Discourse constructions, that remain unchallenged, preserve hegemony and ensure 

domination by the privileged group (Edgar & Sedgwick, 1999, p. 164). Foucault (1972) 

also argued that social institutions were derived from discourse constructions that 

became institutionalised and enforceable forms of power (p. 66). Hegemonic theory 

argues that in order to maintain their advantage, privileged groups have a vested interest 

in reproducing the current social system through a process described as cultural 

reproduction (Atweh & Bland, 1999). 

2.2.2 Cultural reproduction 

Bearing in mind the post-structuralist focus on discursive practices, research 

undertaken by critical theorists is underpinned by a set of basic assumptions, or 

principles, about hegemony, its maintenance and ongoing reproduction. These 

assumptions inform social and power relations, the construction of language, the power 

of privilege, and the oppression and marginalisation of class, race, gender, and 

sexuality. Key assumptions, listed below are reproduced from Kincheloe & McLaren 

(2005) to inform some of the underlying concepts of this thesis. 

All thought is fundamentally mediated by power relations that are socially and 

historically constituted; 



Chapter 2: Theoretical Bricolage  

 

37 
Workplace Mobbing: Expulsion, Exclusion, and Transformation 

Facts can never be isolated from the domain of values or removed from some form 

of ideological inscription;  

Language is central to the formation of subjectivity; 

Certain groups in any society and particular societies are privileged over others 

and, although the reasons for this privileging may vary widely, the oppression that 

characterises contemporary societies is most forcefully reproduced when 

subordinates accept their social status as natural, necessary, or inevitable;  

Oppression has many faces and that focusing on only one at the expense of others 

often elides [or neglects] the interconnections amongst them;  

 Mainstream research practices are generally implicated in the reproduction of 

systems of class, race, and gender oppression (p. 304). 

This set of assumptions motivates critical theorists to seek social and 

organisational reform to overcome the oppression and marginalisation of cultural 

reproduction (O'Farrell, 2005, p. 27). The achievement of this goal, it is suggested, 

requires an understanding of the construction of knowledge and discourse and the social 

and power relationships between them (p. 27).  

At the centre of critical theory and post-structuralist thought is the concept of 

discourse and the social construction of language (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005). The 

critical perspective discusses language, not simply as a neutral description of the world, 

but rather as a construct for explaining the world with discourses (2005).  

2.2.3 Discourse 

Discourse theory can be defined generally as a set of discursive practices or tacit 

rules that validate the social constructions of some groups and not others, that is, 

essentially those who are listened to and those who are not (Kincheloe & McLaren, 

2005, p. 310). Discourse theory is fundamental to the arguments of post-structuralist 

thought and contributes an understanding to the construct of workplace mobbing. From 

the critical perspective, language is not an objective form of describing the “real world” 

but is the way in which the world is constructed (p.310). Foucault (1972) also 

questioned how some discourses gained the status and currency of truth, while others 

were marginalized and subjugated and this aspect of discourse theory informs the 
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proposition that workplace gossip, rumour, hearsay, and innuendo are influential forms 

of power in public sector organisation. This proposition reflects participant questions as 

to why the perpetrators of mobbing are heard in the construction of truth and 

knowledge, who controls what can be said, who has the authority to speak, and what is 

sanctioned as true (Kreisberg, 1992, cited in Bell, 1997, p. 11).  

Furthermore, in this context, the concept of mobbing challenges the notion that 

the description of bullying is an all encompassing description of the various forms of 

workplace violence. The proposition that workplace mobbing is a distinct form of 

workplace violence, and to give voice to those targeted, the phenomenon first needs to 

be recognised and understood. 

2.3 Post structuralist thought 

The theoretical framework for this investigation is informed by the critical 

perspective of the post structuralist movement that criticised modernity as authoritarian, 

disciplinarian, and socially exclusive of difference. During the late 1950s, the 

structuralist movement emerged in France exploring the processes of cultural 

production. A major focus of the structuralist movement was the construct of language 

as a means of creating social reality (Scheurich & Bell McKenzie, 2005, p. 842). 

 The theoretical bricolage informing this thesis includes the ideas of Foucault 

(1972) concerning relationships of power and knowledge in social institutions. To 

enable the best use of Foucault’s ideas, as they relate to this thesis, the scholarly 

contributions of some other researchers are referenced. For example, the contributions 

of O’Farrell (2005), a feminist theorist, are drawn upon because she is well regarded by 

her peers as a Foucaultian scholar. Her book Michel Foucault is described by some as a 

key reference work, covering all periods of Foucault’s work and providing an annotated 

listing of key concepts including references to his later translated texts (see for example, 

back coverO'Farrell, 2005 ). She is also the founding editor of the online international 

peer reviewed journal Foucault Studies6

While refusing to be labelled a structuralist, Foucault was nevertheless closely 

aligned with the movement (O’Farrell, 2005) and he is often referred to as a post 

structuralist because he rejected the oppressive rigidity of structuralism.  

.  

                                                 
6 Available from http://rauli.cbs.dk/index.php/foucault-studies/index 
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In any case, Foucault focused his attention on social injustice and advocated 

better conditions for prisoners, health workers, immigrants and inmates of asylums 

(2005). Foucault’s attention to social justice issues was heightened during the May 

1968 student riots in France that drew attention to what was described as the oppressive 

and “unjust excesses” of the establishment (Scheurich & Bell McKenzie, 2005, p. 846). 

Additionally, a period of politicization of people from marginalised groups commenced 

including those described as “mad people” and “homosexuals” as well as women, 

ethnic minorities, prisoners, and others (O’Farrell, 2005, p.29).  

2.3.1 Rational argument 

While the post-structuralists criticised modernity, others responded that 

modernism was judged too harshly and that post-structuralist obsession with difference 

caused unnecessary societal divisions (Habermas, 1984). Habermasian theories, insofar 

as they are concerned with achieving an equitable and just society, also contribute to the 

bricolage of theory. Habermas (1984) asserted that progress could be made towards 

emancipatory goals through a democratic system of institutional reform based upon 

rational discourse and discursive participation. Although Habermasian notions are 

supported by some authors as worthwhile pursuits, they are sometimes criticised as 

utopian because they do not appear to address the fundamental power imbalance 

between the privileged and the oppressed (Flyvbjerg, 1998). 

However, Habermas stated that the power imbalance can be addressed, without 

the use of force, through structured and rational discourse, facilitating free and equal 

participation in the cooperative pursuit of truth (Crotty, 1998). These assumptions 

underpin the concept of communicative action and the “ideal speech situation”, where 

Habermas claimed consensus of opinion could be achieved through the force of the 

better argument (Flyvbjerg & Sampson, 1998, p. 213). Furthermore, he theorised that 

ethical discourse included overall participation in a context where the validity of truth 

claims could be questioned. Rational discourse, he argued, also required participants to 

be “willing and able” to empathise with each other’s validity claims and to neutralize 

their power differences for the “common good” (Foucault, Martin, Gutman, & Hutton, 

1988, p. 18). 
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While Habermas espoused the ideal speech act, he was criticised because his 

theories were thought to be idealistic in suggesting what should be done rather than 

focusing on the reality of what is actually done (Flyvbjerg, 1998, p. 210). Some of his 

theories were also criticised because, some argued, that he did not adequately address 

the issue of difference and excluded discourse in relation to patriarchy and the 

representation of women (Agger, 1998).  

2.3.2 The life world 

Another dimension of Habermasian theory that informs this thesis is the concept 

of the life world. The term refers to the basic level of human consciousness, a level of 

which we are unaware, from which our perceptions and reality are determined (Wallace 

& Wolf, 2006, p. 180). The Habermasian communicative action theory suggests that 

language and communication are structured by social actors from the perspective of 

their life world. Furthermore, while people once tended to mix only with those who 

shared the same life world, more people, as a result of modernisation, are now in 

contact with each other from a variety of life worlds, leading to the creation of a 

systems world (p. 182). Habermas argues that it is through the process of 

communication, discussion, and agreement, that the complexities of various life worlds 

are accommodated in the systems world. Crises, he suggests, occur in the “seam” where 

the life world and the systems world meet, for example, the competitive individual 

nature of the marketplace that has the potential to destroy family structures (p. 183).  

Habermas suggests that increasing regulation, fragmentation, and monitoring of 

the life world, creates social conflicts, that although they have shifted from the 

“corporeal to the psychic”, are just as destructive (Wallace & Woolf, 2006, p. 183). 

Habermasian theory proposes that the systems world was developed to support the life 

world (2006). However, the systems world has overtaken or colonised the life world 

with economic rationalism and systems imperatives (Bland & Atweh, 2004). While the 

life world can be described as participatory, where social solidarity and culture can be 

created, the systems world can be described as the bureaucratic administration of social 

organisations to control natural and social forces (p. 333). An example is the 

domination of social discourse with the language of the systems world, for example, the 

discourse of economic rationalism where people are described as consumers and clients 

(p. 333). 
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2.3.3 Power and knowledge 

Theories about power are often associated with the concept that knowledge is 

power (Flyvbjerg, 1998). However, others theorise that power determines “what counts 

as knowledge” and that power “procures” the knowledge which supports its purposes, 

while ignoring or suppressing alternative knowledge (p. 80). In practice, power is often 

more concerned about defining reality, rather than what “reality really is” (p. 38). A 

central focus of Foucault’s power and knowledge relationship is the belief that those 

who hold power have specialist knowledge (Allen, 1999). In cases such as these, it is 

claimed that “the production of knowledge and the exercise of administrative power 

intertwine, and each begins to enhance the other” (p. 70). For Foucault, this is a 

reciprocal, “mutually reinforcing” relationship between “the circulation of knowledge” 

and subsequently “the control of conduct” (p. 70). For example, when someone asserts 

a statement, it becomes power when someone else accepts the statement as true. In this 

sense, power is not tangible, but rather depends on an “economy of discourse” (p. 71). 

For example, when a truth claim is made by the media, the statement becomes powerful 

when it is transmitted and carried through the economy of discourse. Therefore, 

discourse becomes a tactical dimension of how power relations work between 

institutions, groups, and individuals, and it works economically in the sense that “the 

value of knowledge is no more than its currency, having no more to do with things in 

themselves than money with the value of its paper or metal” (p. 74). 

The concept of power is often referred to as either “power-over” or “getting 

someone else to do what you want them to do” or “power-to” describing the ability or 

capacity “to act” (Allen, 2005, p. 2). For example, Foucault (cited in O’Farrell, 2005) 

contended that “if we speak of the structures or the mechanisms of power, it is only 

insofar as we suppose that certain persons exercise power over others” (p. 103). 

However, Foucault also advanced the notion that “power is not about simply saying no 

and oppressing individuals, social classes or natural instincts”, rather he argued that 

“power is productive” and “generates particular types of knowledge and cultural order” 

(p. 100). 

Furthermore, Foucault (cited in O’Farrell, 2005), described “capillary power” or 

the “microphysics of power” that “reaches into the “very grain of individuals, touches 

their bodies and inserts itself in their actions and attitudes, their discourses, learning 
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processes, and everyday lives”. (p. 101). Capillary power, he argues, regulates everyday 

activities, “right down to the way school children hold a pen or sit at a desk” (p. 101).  

2.3.4 Punishment 

Foucault argued that modernity has installed a system of rules for domination 

and violence towards those who do not or cannot conform (Foucault, 1965, p. 48). 

Based on his historical genealogies of asylums, governments, prisons and schools, 

Foucault concluded that society, in order to establish a normative pattern of human 

behaviour, tends to isolate, exclude, and confine those who are considered to be social 

deviants, including those described as the idle poor, vagabonds, and mad people 

(Foucault, 1975, p. 174). He argued that the purpose of confinement is not only to 

restrict the physical body but also services to normalise and maintain correct behaviour 

in the rest of the population. In this context, he suggested that those who are different to 

conventional norms tend to be monitored and controlled as potentially subversive 

elements (Scheurich & McKenzie, 2005). Additionally, Foucault argued that 

confinement has spread to a range of social institutions including factories, schools, and 

hospitals, in order to control and predict human behaviour (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982 

cited in Ferguson, 1984, p. 32).  

Furthermore, Foucault discussed discipline in terms of power and knowledge 

where power means control through a system of rules or methods, and knowledge 

means self-control, orderliness and efficiency (Foucault, 1965, cited in Ferguson, 1984, 

p. 33). In this system, those who were perceived to be resistant tended to be disciplined, 

punished, or neutralised (Foucault, 1975, p. 161). Foucault suggested that this 

neutralising affect also extended to some fields of study or knowledge to restrict and 

control what can be said, thought and done (1984, p. 32). Foucault described the 

disciplined society as a social machine with meticulously coordinated cogs to 

encourage compliance and a state of “automatic docility” (Foucault, 1975, p. 205). 

According to Foucault, the example of the prison “panopticon” is a useful 

metaphor to describe forms of surveillance and monitoring in contemporary 

organisations (Foucault, 1975, pp. 3-8). The panopticon was a 19th century prison 

system in which prison cells were arranged around a central surveillance tower (p. 200). 

The guard watched inmates, although the inmates could never be certain that they were 
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being watched and subsequently inmates commenced policing their own behaviour 

(p.202). The surveillance panopticon was subsequently established throughout social 

institutions including schools, military training facilities, factories, and hospitals (p. 

130). 

Relevant to the themes of expulsion and exclusion in this thesis, Foucault 

challenged notions that modern society has more compassion, respect, and kindness 

than the barbaric practices of the past (O'Farrell, 2005, pp. 106-108). Rather, Foucault 

argued that there are new tactics, where the role of executioner is performed by an 

“army of technicians” including wardens, doctors, chaplains, and psychiatrists who tend 

to be instruments of surveillance and control (p. 11). The role of medical and legal 

professionals as modern day executioners, described by some of the participants as 

hired guns, is discussed in Chapter 7. 

2.3.5 Bureaucracy 

Foucault (1975, cited in O'Farrell, 2005) discussed the modern state as a 

complex set of techniques, rationalities and practices designed to govern social conduct. 

He introduced the concept of “governmentality”, an idea of government that not only 

applies in the political sense but also includes control techniques of individuals (pp. 

106-108). Foucault held that governmentality relied on technologies to maintain a 

system of surveillance to control conduct, behaviour, aptitudes, location, and to improve 

economic performance. He described mass forms of training of “bodies”, including 

gestures and behaviours, as a “political anatomy” aimed at producing docile bodies 

whose “economic and social usefulness could be maximised” (p. 103). To demonstrate 

the concept of docile bodies, Foucault (1975, cited in O’Farrell, 2005) used the example 

of the introduction of the rifle to the army that resulted in training soldiers how to use a 

gun, including the coordination of movements as a group and how to respond instantly 

on command (p. 102).  

Allied with the concept of governmentality and rational and technical 

civilisation, bureaucracy emerged with modernity and capitalism as a modern 

organisation through the administration of laws for the regulation and control of human 

activity (Ferguson, 1984). The technical civilisation, Ferguson (1984) asserted is 

increasingly penetrated with large, complex organizations and the further we move into 
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late capitalist society, the more our various activities are captured within such 

organizations (p. 39). Ferguson argued that it is not only: 

the punishment of criminals and the organization of military activity, but the 

organization of work, of education, of medical care, of nature, of leisure, of 

intimacy - all are increasingly defined within the terms of bureaucratic discourse 

and performed within the structure of bureaucracies. (p. 39) 

Furthermore, Ferguson (1984) explored bureaucracy as the “scientific 

organization of inequality” where she maintained that rules exist to support and 

maintain the status quo (p. 9). In this system, described as one of “bureaucratic self 

maintenance”, Ferguson (p. 185) argued that individual survival in bureaucracies 

required adherence to the rules and conformity to the dress, mannerisms, thought and 

speech of the dominant group. Similarly, Young (1990) argues that those who are 

different due to personal characteristics, including gender, race, age, impairment, 

religion, sexual orientation, and impairment, can expect marginalisation and social 

exclusion in their efforts to conform to conventional mainstream culture (Young, 1990). 

2.3.6 Expulsion and exclusion 

The theories of Ferguson (1984) and Young (1990) are discussed because of 

their relevance to the overall themes of expulsion and exclusion. In terms of 

organisational resistance, Ferguson (1984) explained that while some “nonconformists” 

might survive during the short-term, they are unlikely to do so for longer periods or 

during times of budgetary restraint. She held that while nonconformists may be 

accommodated during less pressured times; this was perhaps because they were 

recognised as being “exceptionally productive” and their “idiosyncrasies” were 

therefore more likely to be tolerated (p. 102). However, she argued that later, during 

times of economic downturn, these idiosyncratic behaviours and attitudes were less 

likely to be tolerated and were more likely to be seen as evidence of untrustworthiness 

or unpredictability on the part of the employee.  

Young (1990) described “five faces” of oppressive forms of power: economic 

exploitation, socio-economic marginalisation, powerlessness over one’s work, cultural 

imperialism, and systematic violence. Young indicated that although some groups 
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experienced more than one form of oppression, and some experienced all five, being 

subjected to any one of these forms of power constituted oppression (Young, 1990).  

Furthermore, Young (1990) contended that oppression operated through every 

day practices that did not question “the assumptions underlying institutional rules and 

the collective consequences of following those rules” (p.41). For example, Lee (1997) 

explains that while well-meaning people may be appalled by assaults on gay men and 

lesbians, they nevertheless tend to accept the system as it is without question. They only 

see extreme examples of prejudice and live their lives apparently unaware of the daily 

“exclusions, insults, and assaults” endured by those who are not heterosexuals (Lee, p. 

11). Young not only discussed direct domination as the result of formal, personal power 

relationships but also examined the structural and systemic constraints embedded in 

institutional rules. In addition, she describes an “identity logic” that works to eliminate 

“difference” in social institutions (p. 41) and rather creates organisational identities. 

Young (1990) theorised that individuals tended to be recognised according to 

their organisational roles and organisational identities. This system, she claimed led to 

conformity and the marginalisation of specific groups of people because they do not fit 

the model of the “rational citizen” capable of “transcending body and sentiment” (p. 

109). Young (1990) also refers to the dichotomy between the public and private sphere 

where emotions, desire, needs, and affectivity tend to be confined to the private sphere 

(p. 109). Similarly, Ferguson (1984) argued that, in this domain, people were not 

defined in terms of the full range of their individual interests, but only in terms of their 

contribution to the accomplishment of organisational goals (p. 38).  

While the perception might be that public sector workplaces espouse the value 

principles of diversity and equal opportunity, there may be an underlying cause of 

tension because of the organisational requirement for conformity (Ferguson, 1984). 

While the benefits of diversity are sometimes promoted, conformity is nevertheless 

required in relation to behaviour, skills, style of dress, communication, and the way 

work is performed (1984). 

Suppression of difference 

The suppression of difference in social institutions is similarly highlighted by 

Ferguson (1984) and in support of her claim she cites some of the commonly held 
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beliefs and advice given to women seeking to further their careers. Women are advised 

not to display evidence of individualism, “whether in dress, mannerism, thought, or 

speech” and similarly in male dominated organisations, women were warned “that they, 

like blacks and Hispanics, must work doubly hard at fitting into the system in order to 

overcome the initial disadvantage of gender and/or colour” (Ferguson, p. 185). 

Particularly relevant is some of the advice given to those seeking employment, cited by 

Ferguson (1984) to highlight her argument that conformity to organisational norms is 

an essential component of bureaucracy. 

Remember that the more you differ from the norm, for example, if you’re a 

black male in a predominantly white male group, the more you’ll have to show 

that you accept the group values. It’s not just winning acceptance that’s 

important but also showing that you’re not opposed to group values – that you 

can live with the things the group believes. (p. 185) 

Conformity 

Arguments supporting the requirement for conformity in organisations are 

further discussed in terms of “impression management” where those seeking promotion 

are well advised to comply not only with the “requirements of superiors” but with the 

organisation in general if they are to gain approval (Ferguson, 1984, p. 104). The 

requirement to conform is evident in the comments cited from public service 

recruitment personnel advising job seekers that a major purpose of the selection process 

is to “weed out” those who “are unlikely to conform” (p. 101).  

Furthermore, she reasons, that because of the impersonality of the bureaucracy, 

outward signs of trustworthiness are assessed in the absence of “direct personal 

knowledge” of the individual (p.106). In this context, those considered least trustworthy 

are those who are identifiably different because of their race, gender, age, and sexuality 

or because of their “dress, language, and style” (p. 106). Furthermore, Ferguson (1984) 

contended that the pressure to conform creates additional difficulties for those who are 

visibly different from the mainstream because they can become the token person who is 

highly visible, attracting unwanted attention and additional monitoring from 

organisational superiors and peers. Additionally, the token person may become socially 

isolated because others may have a difficulty identifying with them.  
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Social isolation 

This process of social isolation adversely impacts on the ability of “outsiders” to 

break into the circle of insiders who close rank and then tend to blame the outsider for 

their inability to break in (Ferguson, 1984). The challenges faced by outsiders in 

attempting to gain access to the dominant culture are explained by Rosabeth Moss 

Kanter (1977) as follows: 

The more closed the circle, the more difficult it is to share power when the time 

comes, as it inevitably must, that others challenge the control by just one kind. 

And the greater the tendency for a group of people to try to reproduce 

themselves, the more constraining becomes the emphasis on conformity. 

(Rosabeth Moss Kanter, 1977, cited in Ferguson, 1984, p. 107) 

While concepts of merit and impartiality in appointment processes are promoted 

in organisational policies, some authors argue that these are simply myths (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005, p. 156). Additionally, Young (1990) argued that not only is merit a myth 

but rather there is a “fear and loathing” of the “other” played out in the group dynamics 

of “racism”, “sexism”, “homophobia”, and “ageism” to the extent that communities 

with “a shared identity” tend to “expel” those who are different (p. 42).  

Subordination 

Furthermore, Ferguson (1984) suggested, it was more likely that bureaucrats 

would avoid conflict, maintain their silence, and withdraw from open disagreements 

with their organisational superiors to avoid threatening the system or its individual 

members. However, she contended that when disputes did inevitably arise they were 

sometimes in connection with “bureaucratic malfeasance”, including acts of 

discrimination, corruption, or incompetence, reflected in behaviours of overt disrespect 

toward subordinates (p. 120). 

Ferguson (1984) has highlighted the difficulties in resisting bureaucratic 

cultures proposing that while “many people resist organisational demands for 

conformity; if done with skill, one can resist and survive, but one seldom both resists 

and prospers” (p. 191). Some of these concepts inform the propositions of this thesis 

where some participants identified that “speaking out” contributed to them being 

targeted. This is reflected in the proposition that public sector culture can become 
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dysfunctional whereby employment survival requires conformity, submission, and 

silence which can, for example, work against creative problem solving. 

2.3.7 Conscientisation 

While Foucault was an advocate of resistance, this thesis additionally draws 

upon Freire (1970) and Giddens (1986) to inform the concepts of emancipation and 

liberation, a process described by the participants as “fighting back”. One of the 

criticisms of Foucault is that he rarely offered any positive alternatives to “oppressive 

regimes” and neither did he discuss emancipation (Smith, 2001, p. 143).  

To supplement this perceived gap, this inquiry draws upon the liberation 

ideologies of Freire (1970) including the concept of “conscientisation” where those 

experiencing oppression become conscious of the truth of their reality (Smith, 2001). 

The conscientisation process is described as one of ongoing “praxis and reflection” that 

can ultimately lead to individual transformation (Christians, 2005, p. 156). Similarly, 

Freire reasoned that without a “critical comprehension of reality”, where the oppressed 

understood the truth of their reality, there could be no “empowerment” and only 

“acquiescence” to the decisions of the dominant elite (p. 157). He maintained that it 

was through conscientisation that the oppressed could gain “their own voice” and 

“collaborate” in transforming their culture from one of silence, where the “oppressor’s 

language and way of being” remain unchallenged, to one where their voice is heard and 

where resistance can take place (p. 156).  

While the culture of silence is a characteristic attributed to oppressed people in 

colonised countries, some suggest that this is parallelled in highly developed countries 

where those who are alienated are not heard by the dominant members of society 

(Christians, 2005, p. 157). Following this line of argument, one important mechanism 

for resisting oppression is to make visible the underlying assumptions that produce and 

reproduce structures of domination so that we can collectively imagine new forms of 

human transformation (2005).  

2.3.8 Transformation 

Giddens introduced structuration theory to explain the structured practices of 

organisations and their impact on peoples’ lives (1999). Following, the concept of 

hegemonic power, this theory claims that organisational practices are reproduced to 
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maintain the traditions of the past. However, Giddens’ concepts regarding the duality of 

structure and agency as a reciprocal process, linking individual actions to social forces 

(Smith, 2001, p.143), as well as his concept of the “reflexive construction of the self”, 

inform the concept of agency and transformation that have the potential to challenge 

cultural reproduction. 

 Fundamental to Giddens’ theory is a model of the “active and creative human 

subject” who is not “constrained by rules and external structures” (Kung, 1993; Rost, 

1986). For Giddens, the concept of structure is an internal structure that has a “virtual 

existence” in the thoughts and memories of individual actors (p. 143). He suggests that 

structure is enabling rather than constraining, and is comprised of knowledge, skills, and 

practical competence that enable every day actions to be carried out without conscious 

thought (p. 143). 

Structuration theory centres on the notion of “human agency” where it is 

asserted that individuals can effect change during “fateful moments” or those times 

when they experience the adverse impact of the system (Giddens, 1999). Social actors, 

Giddens (1991) argued, are likely to become motivated, challenged and mobilised to act 

in response to adversity, thereby ultimately bringing about social change. Fateful 

moments, he argues, are “threatening for the protective cocoon which defends the 

individual's ontological security, because the 'business as usual' attitude that is so 

important to that cocoon is inevitably broken through” (p. 114). These are moments 

when individuals “launch into something new, knowing that a decision made, or a 

specific course of action followed, has an irreversible quality, or at least that it will be 

difficult thereafter to revert to the old paths” (p. 114). 

This recognition of agency is fundamental to the exemplarian action research 

methodology where the researcher is positioned with the participants as someone with 

direct experience of the research problem (Coenen & Khonraad, 2003). For Giddens 

(1999), the researcher must be aware that the problems posed by the researched parties 

can only be understood on the basis of knowledge available to them and that the role of 

the researcher is to enable the development of individual agency among the participants 

in order to facilitate outcomes and emancipatory organisational change. Giddens placed 

social science researchers “not above” but “among” people as “social actors”, and “not 

outside” the way in which they understand reality (Coenen & Khonraad, 2003, p. 439).  
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While the concepts of empowerment, transformation, individual agency, and 

autonomous decision-making inform this research, it is important to recognise that 

these include reference to moral and ethical concerns. Discussion on the concepts of 

fairness and justice, in regard to workplace behaviour and organisational practices was 

ongoing throughout this research. For these reasons, this chapter concludes with a 

discussion of moral codes and ethics including the “golden rule” and the fairness 

principles (Kneebone, 2002). 

2.3.9 Moral codes and ethics 

Morals are central to Foucault’s “care of the self ‘ phase (Scheurich & Bell 

McKenzie, 2005, p. 843) and is discussed as the freedom to choose between one action 

over another. Foucault makes a distinction between “moral codes” requiring obedience 

to collections of rules with legal penalties for non compliance, and ethics which rely on 

an individual’s freedom to choose one action over another (O'Farrell, 2005, pp. 114-

115). 

Foucault (1975, cited in O’Farrell, 2005) described four ways by which 

individuals constitute themselves as moral subjects: the first relates to that part of the 

individual that is the focus of moral conduct, and in contemporary Western society, this 

focus rests with feelings. The second aspect is described as “deontology” or the “mode 

of subjection” referring to that which makes an individual recognise their moral 

obligations (p. 115). The third relates to the means by which individuals transform and 

work on themselves including “self discipline, meditation and intellectual” techniques 

as well as physical training of the body (p. 115). The fourth aspect is described as 

“telos” or “teleology” referring to the “sort of person an individual might want to be: 

pure, immortal, free, or master of the self” (p. 115). 

A basic assumption of moral theory is the ethic of the golden rule expressed in 

Western cultures as “treating others as we wish others to treat us” (Rost, 1986). The 

principle is embedded not only through universal belief systems but is also upheld and 

protected in legal doctrine, for example, the principle of a right of reply and a fair 

hearing when accused of wrongdoing (Kneebone, 2002). In contemporary 

bureaucracies, these belief systems are sometimes documented in codes of conduct to 

ensure fairness and justice in the workplace (Folger & Skarlicki, 2004). Notions of fair 
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treatment are thought to be fundamental to the protection and preservation of 

commonly accepted moral assumptions (p. 87). If these assumptions are not upheld, and 

if there is no accountability for harm done, then those adversely affected are likely to 

retaliate in the form of “strike back” behaviours (p. 88). 

The success of codes of conduct in achieving fair practices and ethical conduct 

can be assessed by asking those adversely affected what “would, could or should have 

happened” against “commonly accepted standards” of “ethical conduct” (pp. 87-88). 

The degree of “deontic retaliation” is held to be significantly increased when 

perpetrators are not held accountable (p. 93). Moreover, it is proposed that prevention 

requires a system of “checks-and-balances” that is reliant upon moral disapproval of 

wrongdoing (2004). By contrast, when an organisation demonstrates fairness and 

concern about exclusion and exploitation, the organisation has “symbolically 

communicated” its respect, with the likelihood of significantly enhancing the self-

esteem of employees. 

These theorists and perspectives have been chosen because of their particular 

relevance to the complex social, economic and cultural factors contributing to the 

phenomenon of mobbing occurring in the context of public sector organisations. 

2.4 Summary 

 This chapter introduced major theories from the critical tradition to inform the 

social, economic, organisational and cultural factors contributing to workplace 

mobbing. The chapter identified the grand narrative concepts that seemingly best inform 

the three overall themes of expulsion, exclusion, and transformation. The concept of the 

researcher as a bricoleur was also discussed (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) to explain the 

process of theory building. 

Following the concept of the bricoleur, some Foucaultian and Habermasian 

theories exploring power and knowledge relationships in organisational structures were 

discussed to identify contributing factors to the phenomenon of workplace mobbing. 

Following post structuralist theory, Foucaultian concepts pertaining to the construction 

of knowledge and the powerful influence of discourse was also discussed. The feminist 

perspectives of Ferguson (1984) and Young (1990) were discussed primarily to inform 

the theme of exclusion. In addition to these theories, the notion of conscientisation 
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espoused by Freire (1970) was also explored to inform the theme of transformation. 

The structuration theory of Giddens (1999), focusing on the notion of agency to effect 

organisational change was also discussed. This chapter concluded with a discussion of 

the relevance of the theoretical bricolage to the context of mobbing. The next chapter 

explores the nine propositions in the context of the lesser narratives as explored in the 

literature review in the following chapter.



Chapter 3: Literature Review 

 

53 
Workplace Mobbing: Expulsion, Exclusion, and Transformation 

CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW 

3.1 Introduction 

 Following on from the previous chapter that explored some of the theoretical 

concepts from grand narratives that seemingly best inform the themes of expulsion, 

exclusion, and transformation, the purpose of this chapter is to introduce the lesser 

narratives that are considered to best inform the nine propositions emerging from this 

thesis. The propositions, grounded in the experience of the participants, were introduced 

in Table 2 in Chapter 1. For ease of reference, these can be summarised as 

organisational culture, gossip and power, organisational justice, support systems, gender 

and mobbing, exclusion, naming the problem, legislation, and agency and 

transformation. 

 This literature review is guided by the grounded theory method of exploring 

multiple sources of literature including peer reviewed scholarly journals, as well as 

other sources of knowledge referred to as non-technical material (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998). Grounded theory reasons that non-technical sources enrich the inquiry by adding 

more voices to the research (p. 35). Consequently, reference is made to conference 

papers, books, government reports, parliamentary transcripts, print and electronic 

media, and other relevant sources of information. Reference is also made to web-based 

information including the mobbing encyclopaedia published at the www.leymann.se 

site.  

Following traditional grounded theory methods, a literature review undertaken 

before the study commences is not recommended because it is likely to contaminate and 

limit the researcher’s analysis of the field of inquiry (Glaser, 1978). Grounded theory 

proposes that researchers should enter the field with as few preconceived ideas as 

possible to remain “sensitive to the data” without first having them “filtered through … 

pre-existing hypotheses and biases” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 35). While noting this 

perspective, it was also considered reasonable and realistic to have a good initial 

understanding of the field. This review, therefore, commenced prior to the identification 

of propositions, and was continually updated and completed once the propositions were 

finalised. The review draws upon the contributions of a range of disciplines to address 

http://www.leymann.se/�
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research gaps that were identified from a comparison of the propositions with the 

literature.  

Before commencing the review, it is apposite to reiterate that the term “damage” 

is used rather than “illness”, to attribute the cause of the intentional injury to the 

behaviour of the perpetrator/s (McLeer, 1998). Similarly, the word “target” is preferred 

to that of “victim” because of the connotations of “helplessness” and “failure” that are 

commonly associated with the term victim (p. 44). Another argument for the preference 

is that the term target detracts from notions of “victim-blame” where it is supposed that, 

had the victim behaved differently, they may have been able to avoid the damage done 

to them (p. 44).  

3.2 Five phases of mobbing 

An overview of the mobbing phenomenon first provides a context of the 

experience from which the propositions evolved. Following the definition of mobbing 

by Leymann (1996), the phenomenon can be described as a five phased process of 

workplace expulsion as indicated in Figure 9 where those targeted are forced to leave 

their position (Davenport et al., 1999, p. 38).  

 

Figure 9: Five phases of mobbing. 

The phenomenon tends to commence in the first phase with an unresolved 

conflict and “suppressed regression” that escalates during the second phase, with 
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psychological assaults perpetrated with the deliberate intention to “crush” and “destroy” 

(Westhues, 2000, 2002) and to “psychologically terrorise” (Zapf & Leymann, 1996) 

those targeted. The third phase commences when management becomes formally 

involved and the situation becomes a problem case (Leymann, 1996b). During this 

phase, management tends to escalate the conflict to the detriment of those targeted by 

siding with the perpetrators (Davenport et al., 1999). The target becomes a “punching 

bag” or a “scapegoat” who is deemed to be “guilty of all failures and wrongdoings in 

the team” (Zapf & Leymann, 1996, p. 210).  

The fourth phase is characterised by psychosomatic and depressive disturbances 

including the “burn out syndrome”, and in the fifth phase, the target is expelled from 

their position (p. 210). Those targeted tend to lose their professional and human dignity 

and “begin to feel, and finally really become, less valued persons who lose the 

reputation, support, and the right to speak” (p. 210). 

 Leymann (1996a) identified that those targeted tend to be demonised as being 

unworthy of basic human rights to the extent that management, in their desire to be rid 

of the target as the source of the problem, will violate fundamental rights to fair 

treatment such as denying the right of reply to accusations of wrongdoing. During the 

fourth phase, those targeted are blamed as the one at fault and their reputations are 

discredited to the extent that they are forced to exit their workplace often due to long-

term psychological damage. During this phase, colleagues and management tend to 

focus on the personal characteristics of the target rather than the broader social, 

economic, organisational, and cultural factors. For example, Zapf and Leymann (1996) 

identified the ridicule perpetrated as occurring on the basis of personal characteristics 

including: 

their speech, posture, walk, clothes, appearance, private life, nationality, gender, 

race, and the like. Unverified rumors, slanders, and insults are spread in an 

attempt to disgrace victims by negative references to their entire life, work and 

privacy … . (Zapf & Leymann, 1996, p. 33) 

 The fifth phase is described as expulsion, where the target is removed from their 

workplace and either relocated to a less responsible role or otherwise forced to leave 

(Westhues, 2002). The impact of the expulsion most often includes long-term 

psychological damage, long term ill health and sometimes suicide (Davenport et al., 
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1999) and even homicide (Chappell & Di Martino, 1998 cited in Davenport et al., 1999, 

p. 23).  

The tendency toward homicide is recognised in the phrase of “going postal”, a 

term coined to describe the situation where angry and outraged employees, in a series of 

incidents in the US postal service, shot and killed their fellow workers (Westhues, 

2006a). This is consistent with Leymann’s (1996) analogy of the workplace as a 

psychological “battlefield” where people could “kill” one another without ever 

“running the risk” of having to account for their behaviour (pp. 172-173). An 

understanding of the organisational structure and culture where the workplace battle 

takes place is therefore fundamental to understanding the organisational context of 

mobbing. 

3.3 Organisational culture 

The first proposition claims that public sector culture is dysfunctional and that 

employment survival requires conformity, submission, and silence. This theory reflects 

the composition of the research pool where the majority of participants were employed 

in the public sector before their mobbing experience. This discussion is partly informed 

by the literary contributions of Ferguson (1984) in relation to “bureaucratic self 

maintenance” requiring “adherence to the rules” of discourse and behaviour to maintain 

the status quo (p. 9).  

 Reports from inquiries into the perceived failures of public sector organisations 

to deliver basic health, family, and child welfare services, are also mentioned to provide 

additional insights into organisational culture (see for example, Butler, 2004). These 

reports explore the cultural context in which some of the participants were engaged at 

the time of their mobbing experience. In some of these reports, the level of dysfunction 

in the public sector was linked to the culture of economic rationalism, centred on 

budgetary accountabilities at the expense of concern for clients and employees (Forster, 

2005). In the public health system, for example, the Forster (2005) inquiry was critical 

of findings that adverse publicity and the cost of civil damages were of equal concern to 

administrators as were those of patient death and serious injury. Additionally, an 

increasing number of avoidable deaths was attributed to unacceptably high workloads 
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and under resourcing (p. 383). The “excessive structural layers of decision making” and 

“excessive numbers of administrative staff” were also partly to blame (p.2). 

The dysfunctional “crisis driven” and “reactive” system is further highlighted in 

another inquiry, into the death of children in custodial care, where chronic budget 

shortfalls and unmanageable workloads were identified as a significant hindrance to the 

prevention of child deaths (Butler, 2004, pp. 110-113). Of particular relevance was the 

criticism, in the Butler inquiry, that the prevailing organisational culture was one of 

blame and scapegoating as opposed to one that promotes openness and accountability. 

Along similar lines, another inquiry referred to the public sector culture as one of 

“concealment” and “secrecy” where “potentially embarrassing information” was 

suppressed by government to the extent that legislative provisions were “misused” to 

restrict access to damaging information (Davies, 2005, p. 341). This latter inquiry also 

identified a public sector culture that instigated, condoned and perpetuated “bullying, 

intimidation, threats, and reprisals” (p. 341). 

Other reports identifying bullying as a significant cultural problem in the public 

sector across Australia are similarly widely reported (People matter survey 2005: Main 

report (Victoria), 2005; Report of the Queensland Government workplace bullying 

taskforce: Creating safe and fair workplaces, 2002). 

While bullying behaviours associated with direct aggression tend to be 

recognised in reports and guidelines, the ganging up mobbing behaviours of covert 

psychological assaults, tend to be less well recognised. This argument is reflected in the 

second proposition regarding the use of gossip in an exercise of power over others as 

discussed in Chapter 2.  

3.4 Gossip and power 

The second proposition claims that workplace gossip, rumour, hearsay and 

innuendo are influential forms of power in public sector organisations. This proposition 

is consistent with the discovery by Davenport et al. (1999) that discrediting “rumour, 

innuendo, and hearsay” were powerful catalysts for management action against those 

targeted (p. 137). Additionally, this theory is consistent with the arguments of Ferguson 

(1984) that organisational culture gives high status to rumour over experience and 

ability. The impact of covert and silent assaults in garnering support against those 
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targeted cannot be overstated as a powerful weapon in discrediting and demonising the 

target and ensuring their expulsion (Hockley, 2002). These arguments are in contrast to 

the Habermasian concept of ethical discourse where the validity of truth claims can be 

questioned. In reality, it appears that untruths based on gossip, rumour, hearsay and 

innuendo are more likely to manipulate power in public sector organisations rather than 

tested truth claims. The informal and powerful communication channels through which 

knowledge is constructed are therefore further explored.  

Informal networks 

While organisational hierarchical structures define lines of authority and formal 

means of communication, it is the frequently used informal communication channels 

that are a major source of power and influence. Informal sources of power, accessed 

through participation in social networks, are recognised not only as useful sources of 

information but also as influential in either enhancing or destroying future employment 

prospects (Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf, & Cooper, 2003; Hockley, 2002; Pearson, Andersson, 

& Porath, 2005). In this context, although a more senior person has formal hierarchical 

power, it is argued that they often cannot protect themselves against harmful gossip and 

rumour (Hockley, 2002).  

While gossip has some negative connotations, this discussion is not intended to 

mean that it is always malicious and counterproductive. Indeed, the literature recognises 

that information exchanged through social networks is a useful resource for “gaining 

information that might otherwise not be available” (Ferguson, 1984, pp. 110-111). 

Nevertheless, there are risks, not only for the gossiper and those targeted but also for 

those involved in spreading gossip and rumours including the recipient. For example, 

Ferguson (1984) describes workplace gossip as a “political resource” impacting upon 

“reputations and images” (p. 111). In this context, gossip can be used either for the 

enhancement or the destruction of reputations depending on the intention of the 

gossiper (Kurland & Pelled, 2000). In any case, another researcher (Hockley, 2002) 

suggests that those targeted cannot protect themselves against manipulative and harmful 

rumours perpetrated in influential and social networks. Kurland and Pelled (2000) 

concluded that gossipers enhanced their power and were more highly influential in 

organisations than previously realised.  
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3.4.1 Gossip, rumour and power 

One definition of rumour is when “… a specific (or topical) proposition or 

belief, is passed along from person to person, usually by word of mouth without secure 

standards of evidence being present” (Bordia & Di Fonzo, 2002, p. 50, cited in Brown 

& Napier, 2006, p.2). Another definition describes gossip as “the informal and 

evaluative talk in an organization, usually among no more than a few individuals, about 

another member of that organization who is not present” (Kurland & Pelled, 2000, p. 

430). For the purposes of their discussion on the relationship between gossip and 

power, Kurland and Pelled (2000) focus on the types of power the gossiper has over the 

recipients using the definition of power as “the ability to exert one’s will, influencing 

others to do things that they would not otherwise do” (p. 430).  

They describe the influential power relationships between “negative” and 

“positive” gossip suggesting that there are different types of power associated with each 

type of gossip as depicted in Figure 10, derived from Kurland and Pelled (2000, p. 431). 

Positive Gossip

Negative Gossip

Reward

Coercive

Reward

Referent

Context factors:
Relationship quality

Organizational culture

Gossip features:
Credibility

Work-relatedness

 

Figure 10: Gossip and power relationship. 

Derived from Kurland, N., & Pelled, L. (2000). Passing the word: Toward a model of gossip and power in 
the workplace. The Academy of Management Review, 25(2), 428-438. 
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The relationships between positive gossip and reward power, negative gossip and 

coercive power, and the impact on expert and referent power are indicated by the black 

arrows in Figure 10. 

Likewise, Kurland and Pelled (2000) differentiated between negative and positive 

gossip, arguing that either type enhances the gossiper’s expert, referent, reward and 

coercive power base as indicated in Figure 10. Coercive power is described as that 

where the receiver perceives that the gossiper has the ability to punish them. Reward 

power is described as that where the receiver perceives that the gossiper can provide 

them with desired outcomes. Expert power is that where the recipient perceives that the 

gossiper has special knowledge or expertise that is beneficial to them. Lastly, referent 

power is described as that where the recipient perceives that there are benefits in 

associating with the gossiper. 

Furthermore, Kurland and Pelled (2000) argued that power was enhanced by 

negative gossip because of the implied threat to the recipient that they too may become 

the target of malicious gossip if they did not comply with the expected behaviour. On 

the other hand, positive gossip enhances reward power because of the implication that if 

the recipient complies then they will also be rewarded with positive gossip. Whether 

positive or negative, either type is likely to increase the expert power of the gossiper as 

a source of useful information about the organisation and the people who work there. 

Likewise, referent power is increased because recipients may recognise that the 

gossiper is on the inside of a social network and that they too will become an insider if 

they are liked by the gossiper.  

As well as the extent to which the organisational culture rewards or discourages 

gossip, the credibility of gossip in the workplace is increased if it is work related and its 

effectiveness is dependent on the quality of the relationship between the gossiper and 

the recipients. A quality relationship can be described as one where there is mutual 

support, trust, and a frequent exchange of information through informal networks (Lee, 

1998, cited in Kurland & Pelled, 2000) 

3.4.2 Gender and gossip 

 The relationship between female gender and gossip is discussed in the context 

that women are the major perpetrators of gossip, particularly targeting other women. 

Some researchers suggest that women tend to be more “spiteful” than men and typically 
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“talked behind people's back” and “spread rumours” (Leymann, 1992, cited in Schuster, 

1996, p. 298). Additionally, it has been suggested that women discredit one another 

with “indirect allusions” and “permanent critiques” (p. 298). These views are similar to 

the findings of the US Hostile Workplace Survey (Namie, 2000), that found women 

reported being targeted by other women 84% of the time. Another researcher, 

investigating workplace violence among women in the nursing profession (Hockley, 

2002) concluded that while female violence may be more subtle, the behaviours, 

including the malicious spreading of rumours, are just as damaging as stereotypical 

male forms of aggression (p.18). 

However, others disagree, arguing that links between women and gossip is a 

stereotypical myth rather than an empirically substantiated fact (Michelson & Mouly, 

2000, p. 339). They warn managers to be wary of making assumptions about gossiping 

or “rumour mongering” based on gender (p. 339). While supporting this warning about 

stereotypical assumptions, the gendered nature of the problem is nevertheless 

worthwhile exploring, in view of the reports from women, that they are being targeted 

with psychological assaults from other women more often than from men.  

However, this discussion is not intended to convey the notion that all women 

gossip while men do not, or that all men bully, and women do not. Additionally, while 

recognising that gossip and rumour may be female type behaviours, Ferguson (1984) 

argued that this is most likely the result of a political process of subordination that can 

be described as “feminisation” (pp. 92-93). Explaining further, she stated that 

“feminine” attributes have little to do with biology and have more to do with female 

subordination in social relationships (p. 92). Submissive, deferential, and risk avoidant 

behaviours, associated with femininity, she argues, are skills developed by the 

powerless to protect themselves from harm and to cope with their subordination (p. 

121). Moreover, she concluded that while the skills associated with “femininity” are 

necessary to protect the powerless from the dominant structure, subordination maintains 

and perpetuates the problem (p. 122).  

Subordination 

Ferguson (1984) argues that women have learned submission, as a survival skill, 

to negate the risk of appearing disagreeable or to be seen as the cause of conflict (p. 

120). Survival techniques, she suggests, include the use of rumour and gossip, not only 



Chapter 3: Literature Review 

 

62 
Workplace Mobbing: Expulsion, Exclusion, and Transformation 

to gain information that would otherwise not be available, but also as a form of social 

control to “enforce conventional behaviour” amongst themselves (p. 110). Ferguson’s 

arguments in relation to rumour and gossip inform the proposition in this thesis that 

gossip, rumour, hearsay and innuendo are influential forms of power in public sector 

organisations. 

Similarly, Hockley (2002) suggested that violence can be found at all levels in 

western society and is symptomatic of patriarchal and authoritarian power structures (p. 

4). While men are generally the perpetrators of violent behaviour in direct, overt ways, 

women have been found to use a variety of covert forms of violence, involving feelings 

and expression (p. 4). The professional, social, and economic damage caused, she found 

from her research in the nursing profession, included ostracism, loss of career, loss of 

wages, and third party harm to family members (p.4). Hockley (2002) concluded that 

one of the reasons female violence in the workplace does not receive the attention it 

deserves is possibly because of the constraints and inadequacy of language to describe 

the subtle behaviours involved (p.6). Hockley’s finding is similar to the emergent 

proposition that mobbing is a distinct form of workplace violence that needs to be 

recognised, named, and understood.  

3.5 Organisational Justice 

The third proposition claims that while guidelines have been developed, 

detailing principles of natural justice and due process, these are not enforceable. This 

theory reflects the experience of the participants that despite policy and procedural 

guidelines, management tended to adopt an approach of minimum compliance with 

legislation when dealing with complaints. Good practice policy and guidelines are not 

supported with a legislative framework and are therefore sometimes dependent on the 

goodwill of the perpetrators, and are therefore of little benefit, if any, to those targeted.. 

3.5.1 Perceptions of justice 

A Croatian study of 54 self-identified targets of workplace mobbing, found that 

prolonged exposure to mobbing challenges the belief of a just world (Cubela-Adoric & 

Kvartuc, 2007). The study found that people assume that they live in a just world in 

which everybody gets what he or she deserves and that “personal feelings of security, 

control, and invulnerability” are fundamental to “effective daily functioning” (2007). 
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Mobbing was found to be particularly threatening because those targeted often feel 

“personally selected for being the target of malevolence” and are unable to change their 

fate no matter what they do. When this belief is challenged, the study argues, people 

make a conscious effort to restore justice (2007).  

The role of fairness and procedural justice has also been identified as 

fundamental to maintaining a productive work environment (Folger & Skarlicki, 2004). 

The claim of some studies is that personal behaviour is strongly shaped by perceptions 

of justice and injustice, and that judgements about what is just, fair, or deserved are at 

the heart of people’s feelings, attitudes and behaviours in their interaction with others 

(Folger & Skarlicki, 2004, p.93).  

The retaliatory reaction to unfairness is described as “deontic retaliation” 

indicating that when moral assumptions are undermined, retaliatory behaviours may 

follow (Tyler, 1997). Additionally, some claim that unfavourable outcomes are more 

likely to be accepted if the processes by which the outcome was generated have been 

fair (see for example, Gensler, Spurgin, & Swindal, 2003; Merchant, 2000). 

Furthermore, a fundamental agreement on aspects of procedural justice was found to be 

consistent across a range of culturally diverse social groups (Tyler, 1997).This concept 

is discussed in 2.9 as the golden rule or the fairness principle of “do unto others as you 

would have others do unto you” (Gensler et al., 2003). 

3.5.2 Organisational guidelines 

In response to the importance of ensuring justice and fairness at work, some 

organisations have developed guidelines for dealing with complaints of 

bullying/mobbing. The principles of justice and fairness outlined by WorkCover in 

South Australia are listed in Section 3.5.5 as an example of procedural fairness (Clarke, 

2003). 

In practice, the application of guidelines and fairness principles, as mentioned 

earlier, are dependent on goodwill because there are few legal requirements for 

compliance (see for example, Calvey & Jansz, 2005; Jamieson, 2005; Skarlicki & 

Folger, 1997; van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998). Consequently, there is an 

organisational tension between expectations of fairness, raised in guidelines, and actual 

practice where there seems to be a tendency to favour minimum compliance with 
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legislation, a tension described by some practitioners as “perfect policies and putrid 

practices” (Dann & Grogan, 2002). 

3.5.3 Reasonable management action 

This discussion on the legal construct of reasonable management action is 

partially based on the theoretical concepts of cultural reproduction and bureaucratic 

self-maintenance as discussed in Section 2.3.5. The concept of reasonable management 

action effectively means that organisations can successfully argue before the industrial 

courts that their actions, no matter how appalling they may seem in comparison to 

moral and ethical standards, are reasonable in a legal sense. The benchmark for 

reasonable is not set very high because legal precedent declares that management 

actions only need to be reasonable. This legal escape clause not only denies 

compensation and other forms of redress to those targeted but also rewards the 

perpetrators who are not accountable for their damaging actions.  

The legal system, a form of cultural reproduction as discussed in Section 2.2.2, 

seemingly condones and perpetuates bullying/mobbing behaviours that might be 

considered by some to be unethical and immoral. Public sector practices may lean more 

towards concern with minimum legislative compliance rather than principles of fairness 

and justice as discussed in Section 3.5. Furthermore, guidelines for dealing with 

bullying/mobbing are perhaps of little value in organisational cultures where espoused 

principles are not supported by legislation. 

The legal concept of reasonable management action seemingly condones 

morally and ethically unjust actions without the risk of consequences. In these cases, 

while it is not disputed that the employee has sustained a long-term psychological 

injury, the compensation claim system tends to depend on the employee establishing 

that the employer was at fault. This exemption, for example, is contained in the 

Queensland Workers’ Compensation and Rehabilitation Act 2003. Section 32 (5) of this 

Act states that an injury does not include a psychiatric or psychological disorder arising 

out of “reasonable management action taken in a reasonable way” (p. 45).  

3.5.4 Justice denied 

A basic assumption of moral conduct is the ethic of the golden rule, based on 

principles of respect, life, and dignity (Rost, 1986). This principle is part of a universal 
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belief system upheld in legal doctrine where a person accused of wrongdoing is 

afforded the right to be heard, or to tell their side of the story, before harmful actions 

are taken against them. In contemporary bureaucracies, these beliefs are stipulated in 

codes of conduct to ensure fairness and justice in the workplace. Notions of fair 

treatment are also discussed as fundamental to the preservation of commonly accepted 

moral assumptions.  

These include the principle of natural justice where decision-makers are 

expected to practice procedural fairness. Generally, the principle assumes that decision-

makers will allow a right of reply (NSW Ombudsman, 2005) to those accused of 

wrongdoing. However, in practice, this is not always the case. For example, the office 

of the NSW Ombudsman advises that it is not always necessary to disclose information 

to the person complained about. The reason being that, in rare cases involving serious 

risk to personal safety, disclosure may impede the investigation by “offering too much 

information too early to the person the subject of complaint” (2005). 

However, while this comment suggests the rare use of this exemption for cases 

of serious risk, this can contrast with practice. Short-circuiting of natural justice 

requirements may be more the rule rather than the exception as discussed in Chapter 7. 

By way of contrast with the NSW Ombudsman, the WorkCover Corporation in South 

Australia has issued the following guidance in relation to the concept of natural justice: 

In helping and supporting the person being bullied, it is essential that we do not 

deny natural justice to the person accused of bullying. Just as the person being 

bullied has rights, the person accused of bullying has rights, including the right 

to be considered innocent until proven guilty and the right to be fully informed 

of the complaint and to reply in full to that complaint (Clarke, 2003, p. 32).  

3.5.5 Procedural fairness 

A procedurally fair application of the principle of natural justice is also made 

explicit in the following guidelines issued by an advocacy agency in South Australia. 

The guidelines list the assumptions of natural justice in dealing fairly with complainants 

and respondents when complaints are made. For the complainant, these include rights 

to: 

be taken seriously 
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have a range of resolution options explained and available to them be kept 

informed throughout the process, 

respond to the version of events put by the accused, 

receive advice and representation from their union or other representatives, 

have their complaint subjected to independent and unbiased investigation and 

decision making, and 

be given access to confidential counselling at the employer’s expense. (Clarke, 

2003) 

Just as importantly, the principle of natural justice also means that respondents 

have the right to: 

be presumed innocent until proven otherwise, 

be kept informed about the process, 

receive written details of all allegations made against them, including the name 

of the person who has made them, 

respond to the allegations and have their side of the story heard, 

know why they are being asked to attend any meeting, 

be given time to prepare for meetings, 

receive advice and representation from their union or someone else of their 

choice 

have the complaint against them heard in an independent and unbiased 

investigation and decision making process, and  

be given access to confidential counselling at the employer’s expense. 

The potential injustice inherent in the flexible application of these principles 

becomes more evident when considered in the context of deserving targets and moral 
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exclusion, another dimension of organisational justice relevant to the findings from this 

research. 

3.5.6 Deserving targets 

The concept of moral exclusion describes unfair, unjust and harmful treatment 

perpetrated towards those who are perceived as “deserving targets” (Einarsen et al., 

2003). This can be explained further as a situation of moral exclusion where those who 

are on the inside of an individual’s “fairness boundary” are morally included whereas 

those who are outside their boundary are excluded as undeserving of fairness (Gerson, 

Woodside, & Opotow, 2005; Keashly & Jagatic, 2003).  

Moral exclusion is described by some as analogous with the 1692 Salem witch-

hunt trials where 140 people, mostly women, were accused of witchcraft and where 35 

were imprisoned or were hanged (Sutter, 2000). While in hindsight, it is more likely 

that the baseless accusations were fuelled by politics, religion, family feuds, economics, 

and the fears of the people, rather than wrongdoing on the part of those accused, this is 

cold comfort for those falsely accused (Sutter, 2000). Some of the literature warns of 

the potential for accusations of bullying to arouse a sense of moral panic and outrage 

and the subsequent indiscriminate pursuit of people accused of bullying (McCarthy, 

2003). The potential for those accused to be “trialled by public spectacle” is akin to 

behaviour described by some as “witch hunting” (p. 242). This warning is particularly 

pertinent because some participants described the mobbing behaviours to which they 

were subjected as witch-hunts as elaborated upon in Chapter 7.  

Furthermore, the description of witch-hunting is particularly apt in describing 

the experience of Ms Fingleton, as mentioned in Chapter 1, who was subjected to 

repeated public humiliation in the electronic and print media and wrongfully 

imprisoned for six months after being accused of bullying. However, her claims of 

being the target of mobbing behaviours, as the first woman Chief Magistrate in 

Queensland, were not afforded credibility. Likewise, another participant, the first Anti 

Discrimination Commissioner in Tasmania, also mentioned in Chapter 1, was similarly 

accused of bullying despite the ongoing mobbing behaviours to which she had been 

subjected since she had commenced in the role. Her experience is included as an 
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example of mobbing, discussed in Chapter 6, from the perspective of a senior public 

sector employee engaged to introduce organisational cultural change. 

Partly for these reasons, and following the arguments of McCarthy (2003) that 

unless workplace mobbing is publicly recognised and prohibited, the level of witch-

hunting, in response to unfounded accusations of workplace bullying and harassment, is 

likely to continue unabated without redress or compensation for those targeted and 

without consequences or accountability for those making malicious or vexatious 

complaints. 

3.6 Support systems 

The fourth proposition claims that the support systems for targeted workers are 

not neutral and tend to act on behalf of the employer to the detriment of the employee. 

The support systems referred to include workers compensation, superannuation, 

rehabilitation, medical assistance, legal assistance, ill health retirement, and internal 

grievance mechanisms. This proposition reflects the experience of the participants of 

the damaging processes involved in seeking system support.  

Australian studies undertaken by Lennane (1996) and Barker and Sheehan 

(2000, cited in McCarthy and Mayhew, 2004) conclude that medicos most often blame 

the presenting target rather than questioning organisational behaviour. Lennane (1996), 

a psychiatrist employed at one time to undertake assessments for worker’s 

compensation agencies, examined extracts from the reports, statements, and legal 

documents of 438 claimants from across Australia. Her conclusions support the 

arguments made by other theorists (see for example, Boettcher, 1996) that the 

psychiatric profession tends to contribute to bureaucratic self-maintenance by blaming 

those targeted rather than challenging the status quo of the existing social order (1996). 

Similar findings are reported in other studies, for example, Barker and Sheehan 

(2000) found that claimants have difficulties in proving worker’s compensation claims 

on the basis of psychological damage attributed to workplace bullying. Claim periods 

can be lengthy during which claimants are often without an income creating a 

significant additional stressor (McCarthy, 2004a). 

These additional stressors can lead to deterioration in the claimant’s condition 

and further psychological damage can occur throughout the claim period with 
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“aggressive counter reactions” by management (McCarthy, 2004a, p. 176). Lennane 

(1996) found that in order to fulfil the requirements of the claims process, claimants 

were required to have ongoing interactions with perpetrators, managers and supervisors, 

witnesses, workers compensation agencies, employee assistance providers, and medicos 

and lawyers. These interactions, Lennane suggests, increase the level of psychological 

harm because the targeted worker is involved in a continual revisiting of traumatic 

incidents to an increasing number of people. The study reported, for example, that more 

than four doctors, including general practitioners and psychiatrists, became involved, on 

average, in each case (2004b). 

These findings are validated by another study, where the experience of women 

making claims through the workers compensation process, was explored (Calvey & 

Jansz, 2005). This study found that the compensation system was viewed by claimants 

as unnecessarily bureaucratic and biased against them (2005). Furthermore, in contrast 

to expectations, claimants found that the system seemingly lacked values associated 

with “empathy and caring” (p. 285). However, it can be argued that one of the goals of 

workers compensation agencies is to restrict the number of claims. Additionally, it is 

not unreasonable to suggest that workers compensation agencies may have a vested 

interest in keeping claims to a minimum by tightening eligibility requirements. Another 

issue, raised in the literature, concerns the potential compromising of health 

professional ethics during legal proceedings where the opposing parties are put into a 

position of “shopping around” for sympathetic assessments that tend to favour those 

paying (Seabury, Reville, & Neuhauser, 2006, p. 47). 

The findings of these studies are, on occasions, supported with media reports of 

alleged bias in psychiatric assessments undertaken by workers compensation insurers 

on behalf of employers. For example, in Western Australia the Sunday Times reported 

that psychiatrists were assisting insurers to reject claims by preparing assessments that 

tended to favour employers (Flint, 2004). In addition, the newspaper reported that a 

psychiatrist had already been found guilty of professional misconduct (2004).Consistent 

with the experience of some of the participants, media reports claimed that some public 

sector staff are referred for psychiatric assessments to “bully” them into compulsory 

retirement on the basis of ill health (see for example, Passmore, 2004a, 2004c, 2004d). 
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3.7 Gender and mobbing 

The fifth proposition suggests that there is a gendered pattern to workplace 

mobbing where women are not only more likely to be targeted but are also more likely 

to perpetrate acts of mobbing towards other women. This theory reflects the comments 

of some of the women participants that they were often targeted by other women as 

typified in the following comment: 

I would never again work for or with a group that had a majority of women 

…my experience over the past 40 years of working is that my worst experiences 

have been those where I have had women as bosses and I don’t think I have ever 

been done over at work by a man7

This section therefore explores this proposition with a discussion of the 

literature in relation to the gendered aspects of mobbing. However, before commencing 

the discussion it is important to briefly mention one of the challenges for women 

working in public sector organisations. An assessment of comments about women’s 

leadership style infers that women tend to attract criticism for either being too tough or 

not tough enough (Namie & Namie, 2000, cited in Brunner & Costello, 2003). In 

support of this contention, some literature has reported that women are more likely to 

be derogatively referred to as “bitches” if they display the same behaviour as their male 

counterparts (Wilshire, 1989). However, other researchers have found that women tend 

to be labelled as weak if they are not physically aggressive (see for example, Hockley, 

2002; Leckie, 1998). The issue of gender is relevant because 13 of the 62 participants 

from the crystallisation phase were women managers who reported that a catalyst for 

their expulsion included unfair accusations of bullying being made against them by 

other women. 

. 

While some of the technical publications on mobbing explore the relationship of 

gender and mobbing, for example, Leymann’s (1992) research based on survey 

responses from 2,500 participants in the Swedish workforce, concluded that gender is 

not a significant factor. However, an analysis of the findings identifies that women 

reported being targeted by other women in 40% of cases and by men in 30% of cases 

whereas men reported being targeted by women in only 3% of cases. These percentages 

                                                 
7 [Susan, ID120], 2004, (Dec 11), re: mobbing, email sent to blacksheep@lists.nwjc.org.au, Canberra. 

mailto:blacksheep@lists.nwjc.org.au�
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suggest that there may be some gender issues because it appears that women tend to 

target other women. 

The fifth proposition in relation to gender and mobbing is conceptualised in 

Figure 11 to indicate the increased risk to women of being subjected to mobbing by 

other women, as indicated by the curved arrows, and to bullying by men, as indicated in 

the straight arrows.  

 

Women

Women
Men

Men

 

Figure 11: Gender, bullying, and mobbing. 

Although not explicitly linked with women as perpetrators, some of the literature 

has found that bullying/mobbing is reported mostly in female dominated work sectors. 

These sectors comprise health, education, and social welfare including care for children 

and the elderly, public administration and religious organisations (see for example, 

Chappell & Di Martino, 2001; Einarsen, 1998; Einarsen, Matthiesen, & Skogstad, 

1998; Hubert & Veldhoven, 2001; Keashly & Jagatic, 2003). Similarly, a study from 

Ireland also reported that the highest level of workplace psychological aggression 

occurred in those organisations where mostly women were employed (O'Moore, Lynch, 

& Nic Daeid, 2003). The study found, from an analysis of 1,057 survey responses from 

629 males and 421 females, that bullying/mobbing was reported in those organisations 

where mainly women were employed, while the least incidence was reported in those 
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organisations employing equal numbers of men and women (2003). The reasons for the 

apparent increased risk for women in either becoming targets or perpetrators of 

workplace mobbing can also be explained in the context of the social exclusion of 

cultural minority groups (Young, 1991).  

3.8 Exclusion 

The sixth proposition claims that membership of a cultural minority group is a 

contributing risk factor to being targeted by workplace mobbing. This proposition 

reflects the perception that targets sometimes recognised themselves as being different 

to the dominant group due to their personal characteristics. These included differences 

due to gender, race, culture, impairment, age, marital status, sexual orientation, trade 

union and political activity, sexual harassment, and motherhood including pregnancy 

and breastfeeding, as well as marital and parental status. This review therefore explores 

this theory further with a discussion of the concepts of difference, unconscious 

discrimination, and social exclusion. 

3.8.1 Difference 

The term “difference” in the context of this thesis means those who challenge 

the conventions of the hegemonic mainstream simply by being different to the 

dominant culture. Young (1990) described this as a form of “cultural imperialism” or 

repression where the values, goals and experience of the dominant group are universally 

accepted as the norm while those of the cultural minority are repressed (p. 147). In 

summary, she argued that in the context of cultural imperialism, difference meant 

“otherness” and “exclusionary opposition” to the norm (p. 170). In this context, Young 

(1990) argued that the difference of women from men, Jews from Christians and 

Africans from Europeans tended to be constructed as deviant or inferior by the 

dominant group culture. 

3.8.2 Unconscious discrimination  

Young (1990) explains that while legal and social rules express a commitment 

to the concept that “all persons deserve equal respect and consideration whatever their 

race, gender, religion, age, or ethnic identification”, this tends to be verbalised at the 

level of “discursive consciousness” (Giddens, 1984, cited in Young, 1990, p. 131) 
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rather than at the habitual or unconscious level. Furthermore, she asserted that while 

direct forms of discrimination may have receded from discursive consciousness, 

discriminatory stereotypes and reactions are nevertheless embedded in the unconscious 

mind. Young (1990) discussed this further by referring to the psychoanalytic concept of 

“abjection” described by Kristeva (1982), referring to feelings of loathing and disgust 

and repulsion toward certain “horrible” images, including those associated at the 

unconscious level with the “feared, despised and ugly” Other (p. 142).  

Young (1990) reasoned that subsequent unconscious reactions towards cultural 

minority groups may range from aversion and avoidance to violence and harassment. 

An example of the oppression of cultural minorities can be observed in a study 

undertaken in a fire service in the United Kingdom (Archer, 1999). The study found 

that those who were different to the dominant white male culture because of their 

female gender or race were targeted with bullying behaviours. The research concluded 

that bullying on the basis of gender and race was culturally embedded in paramilitary 

organisations to ensure the continuation or maintenance of the dominant culture (1999). 

The argument that cultural minorities are susceptible to exclusion is also 

recognised in human rights and antidiscrimination legislation in many countries where 

harassment on the grounds of gender, race, culture, disability, age, marital status, sexual 

orientation, trade union and political activity, pregnancy, breastfeeding, marital and 

parental status is unlawful ("Queensland Anti-Discrimination Act," 1991).  

 While the proposition that cultural minority status, or being an outsider or 

different to the dominant culture, is a contributing risk factor for being targeted, this is 

not to suggest that these people are all “fair and innocent” and incapable of perpetrating 

bullying/mobbing behaviours (Zapf & Einarsen, 2003). The trend suggests that 

sometimes perpetrators make bullying accusations because there may be some 

advantage in creating a sense of moral outrage (McCarthy, 2003) against those targeted, 

particularly when the perpetrators are stereotypically cast as innocent victims. 

3.8.3 Organisational policies and programs 

While difference is discussed in the broad context of the Other as a deviation 

from dominant culture, the term “discrimination” is restricted to the intentional 

exclusion, or preference, of people on account of their social group membership 
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(Young, 1990). Efforts to address discrimination are demonstrated in human rights and 

anti-discrimination legislation and in programs and policies promoting workforce 

diversity and equal opportunity (1990).  

Additionally, policies of “valuing difference” have also been championed by 

some organisations to embrace and celebrate diversity (Donkin, 2004; Scutt, 2004a). 

However, despite the introduction of legislation, policies, and programs, research 

suggests that members of cultural minorities continue to be targeted with harmful 

behaviours once they gain access to employment (see for example, Brunner & Costello, 

2003; Mor-Barak, 2000; Naff & Kellough, 2003; Vickers, 2006). While direct forms of 

discrimination and harassment are less likely to be tolerated by the dominant culture, 

there tends to be less understanding of unconscious or systemic forms of oppression 

(Young, 1990). 

3.8.4 Oppression 

While direct discrimination is not acceptable and is often unlawful, the more 

indirect forms of oppression are not as readily recognised. Young (1990) claimed that 

“more profound wrongs” were committed against cultural minorities as a result of 

oppression, rather than discrimination. The oppression of the Other, she maintained, is 

enacted “not in official laws and policies but in informal, often unnoticed and 

unreflective speech, bodily reactions to others, conventional practices of everyday 

interaction and evaluation, aesthetic judgments … jokes, images, and stereotypes” (p. 

148). The proposition regarding exclusion suggests that mobbing can be described as a 

form of oppression where those who are different tend to be discredited and 

marginalised.  

3.9 Naming the problem 

The seventh proposition is that workplace mobbing is a distinct form of 

workplace violence and to give voice to those targeted the phenomenon first needs to be 

recognised and understood. While some of the literature refers to mobbing as another 

term for bullying, the participants in this research recognised their experience as 

mobbing rather than bullying. The following comment emailed by one of the 

participants is typical of those expressions of appreciation forwarded by some of the 

targeted upon finding a name by which their experience could be identified: 
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…I could not find a word or definition for what was happening. It was 

not sexual harressment [sic] , there was some very direct bullying by men in the 

good old catholic tradition … women should work but not speak or else but 

there was this other phenomena we could not put a lable [sic] to it . The male 

overt bullying was really an emotional and psycholocal [sic] form of domestic 

violence at work (all the behaviours except physical violence). As the 

education faculty was mainly women with all men in charge except for me-a 

woman- in the end we also had this other phenomena where certain women 

worked on getting the most powerful man on side and began this process you 

have called Mobbing [sic]. I can describe the process in detail -I know the 

behaviours but I am so glad we have a lable [sic] at last …8

Since the phenomenon was first published in the technical literature (see for 

example, Leymann, 1992), there appear to be few recent journal articles, with the 

notable exception of a clinical study from Turkey (Yildirim & Yildirim, 2007), that 

investigates the emotional, social and physiological effects of mobbing on 505 female 

nurses (Yildirim & Yildirim, 2007). Rather, other sites of knowledge have evolved 

partly in response to those seeking assistance to find meaning from their experience. 

Although the literature recognises the importance of giving voice to those who are 

experiencing difficulties (Leymann, 1990; Schuster, 1996; Zapf & Einarsen, 2005) and 

although the phenomenon is well recognised in some European countries, it remains 

relatively obscure in English speaking countries. Further information on the construct 

of mobbing follows. 

  

3.9.1 The construct of mobbing 

An analysis of the mobbing problem reveals that, historically, the term was used 

to describe the predatory and group attacking behaviour of birds and other animals 

(Davenport et al., 1999). In reference to humans, the term was first used by Lorenz 

(1963) in his description of behaviour directed towards outsiders in schools and in the 

military. Later, another researcher, Heinemann (1972, cited in Schuster, 1996) used the 

term to describe the collective aggression observed in human behaviour where 

                                                 
8 ID110. 2003 (9 December) 3, Thank you sent to blacksheep@lists.nwjc.org.au, Canberra. 

mailto:blacksheep@lists.nwjc.org.au�
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intentional and repeated assaults were directed towards an individual over a long period 

of time.  

However, the problem was widely drawn to public attention by Leymann 

(1996), in studies based in Swedish workplaces where he described mobbing as a form 

of social isolation that often resulted in the target’s expulsion from the workplace. From 

his analysis of 800 survey responses, Leymann (1990) identified a typology of five 

categories of mobbing behaviours as listed in Appendix 1. The categories include 

assaults that prevent self-expression and the way communication happens, assaults on 

social relationships, assaults on reputation, assaults impacting on the quality of life and 

professional circumstances, and direct assaults on a person’s health (Leymann, 1996, 

cited in Davenport et al., 1999).  

Another researcher, Schuster (1996) following on from Zapf and Leymann 

(1996) discussed mobbing as a form of social exclusion. She argued that the 

phenomenon is a method for socially excluding “outsiders” and she identified gender 

and social class as potential risk factors (Schuster, 1996). Additionally, Schuster (1996) 

observed that bullying research tended to focus on “the characteristics of the 

perpetrators” while mobbing, in contrast, is explained in terms of the “work 

environment” rather than the personalities of those involved (p. 293).  

Another dimension of the phenomenon is that anyone can be targeted at any 

organisational level, that is, either upward towards managers, sometimes referred to as 

“mobbing gegen chefs” (Ramage, 1996), or horizontally towards peers, sometimes 

referred to as relational aggression (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995, cited in Leckie, 1998), as 

well as downward mobbing towards more junior staff (Vandekerckhove & Commers, 

2003) 

3.9.2 Hidden discourse 

This research argues that mobbing is a different concept to bullying partly 

because the participants, partly based on descriptions published in magazines, 

newspapers, books, and the internet, recognised themselves as targets of mobbing. 

While the phenomenon is recognised in the non-technical literature, it is not as well 

recognised in the technical literature. Additionally, in a Foucaultian sense, the 

phenomenon of mobbing appears to be a hidden discourse partly because the concept 



Chapter 3: Literature Review 

 

77 
Workplace Mobbing: Expulsion, Exclusion, and Transformation 

seems to have been subsumed to mean the same phenomenon as bullying, thereby 

restricting the voice of those targeted. Furthermore, it appears that while the mobbing 

discourse has almost disappeared from the technical literature, it is appearing more 

widely in the non-technical literature, perhaps in an effort to give voice to those 

affected by the problem. 

In a theoretical context, the near disappearance of the discourse on mobbing in 

the technical literature demonstrates the discussion in Chapter 2, concerning who is 

heard in the construction and validity of knowledge. In a theoretical sense, this research 

attempts to resurrect the concept of workplace mobbing in the technical literature. 

3.9.3 Discontinued discourse 

The mobbing phenomenon can be described in Foucaultian terms as a 

discontinued discourse, because, although the phenomenon was initially reported in the 

technical literature in the early 1990s (Leymann, 1990, 1992) efforts have since been 

made to merge the phenomenon with that of bullying (Zapf & Einarsen, 2005). Some of 

the literature is subsequently unclear about the definitions and concepts of bullying 

(Keashly & Jagatic, 2003) and mobbing (Einarsen et al., 2003). 

An exploration of the technical literature indicates some of the reasons for the 

discontinuation of the discourse as follows:  

Although, the concept of “bullying” as used in English-speaking countries and 

the term “mobbing” as used in many other European countries may have some 

semantic differences and connotations, to all intents and purposes they refer to 

the same phenomenon. Any differences in the use of the terms may be related as 

much to cultural differences in the phenomenon in the different countries than to 

real differences in the concepts. (Einarsen et al., 2003, p. 25) 

However, while the concept of mobbing was recognised as distinct from 

bullying in technical publications in the early to mid 1990s, there are few, if any 

references to the complexities of mobbing in the technical literature since that time. 

Rather the term mobbing appears to have been subsumed to mean the same concept as 

bullying and is attributed to different ‘perspectives’ rather than different phenomenon 

(Zapf & Einarsen, 2005, p. 244). By way of contrast, the significant difference between 

the two concepts is reported in widely acclaimed non technical publications (see for 
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example, Davenport et al., 1999; Moore, 2005; Scutt, 2004b; Shallcross, 2003; 

Sheehan, 2004; Westhues, 2002, 2004, 2005a, 2005b, 2006b, 2006c). 

These researchers share a definition of mobbing as psychological group 

aggression that is “a malicious attempt to force a person out of the workplace through 

unjustified accusations, humiliation, general harassment, emotional abuse, and/or 

terror” (Leymann, 1996, cited in Davenport et al., 1999, p. 40). 

Consistent with the findings of Leymann (1984, cited in Davenport et al., 1999, 

p.21), the propositions suggest that mobbing can be attributed more to organisational 

factors rather than to individual target or perpetrator behaviours. These theories are in 

line with those of Leymann (1990) who identified that once a person is labelled difficult 

or blamed for the problem, the organisation creates further reasons for their expulsion. 

 However, in the bullying/mobbing discourse, the intentional nature of the 

problem, and the role of management in escalating the conflict, does not appear to be 

recognised. For example, the explanation that perpetrators “may not be aware of the 

effects of their behaviour because of little communication between perpetrators and 

victims” (Zapf & Einarsen, 2005, p. 244) directly contrasts with the mobbing 

phenomenon that can be described as a deliberate process leading to expulsion from the 

workplace (Leymann, 1996a). 

Another argument describes mobbing as a situation where a number of single 

perpetrators direct small and “relatively insignificant” incidents towards someone, 

“creating a perspective by those targeted that they are being mobbed” (Zapf & 

Einarsen, 2005, p. 244). An example of mobbing, in this sense, is described as follows: 

teasing, ridiculing, or otherwise negatively treating a particular person, and if 

these individuals do so about once a month, the perpetrators may perceive their 

individual behaviors as occasional and unrelated events. For the person on the 

receiving end, however, this means that he or she experiences the negative 

behaviour six times a month, which meets the criterion of weekly mobbing. 

(Zapf & Einarsen, 2005, p. 244) 

Definitions 

An analysis of recent definitions in the technical literature reveals that little 

reference is made to the distinct characteristics of mobbing. For example, while the 
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following definition refers to mobbing as a form of social exclusion, the definition does 

not refer to some of the other characteristics associated with mobbing including 

collective aggression or ganging up against those targeted and mobbing as a deliberate 

process leading to expulsion from the workplace. The definition comprises the 

following: 

Mobbing at work means harassing, offending, socially excluding someone or 

negatively affecting someone’s work tasks. In order for the label mobbing to be 

applied to a particular activity, interaction or process, it has to occur repeatedly 

and regular (e.g. weekly) and over a period of time (e.g. about six months). 

Mobbing is an escalating process in the course of which the person confronted 

ends up in an inferior position and becomes the target of systematic negative 

social acts. A conflict cannot be called mobbing if the incident is an isolated 

event or if two parties of approximately equal “strength” are in conflict. (Zapf & 

Einarsen, 2005, p. 242) 

Some characteristics not apparent in this definition of mobbing include the 

structure and culture of the workplace; the reasons for, and the purpose of 

mobbing; the blame attributed to the target; the psychological nature of the 

assaults; and the extent to which the organisation escalates the conflict to 

achieve the target’s expulsion. Furthermore, the duration of psychological 

assaults occurring over a number of years rather than weeks and months does 

not appear to be recognised in this definition. (Leymann & Gustaffson, 1996, 

cited in Meglich-Sespico, Faley, & Erdos-Knapp, 2007) 

Also, the concept of mobbing as a process of systematic expulsion and 

psychological terror is not apparent in this definition whereas in the non-technical 

literature, mobbing is recognised as a systematic process of psychological assaults until 

the target is expelled from their employment. One example published in the non-

technical literature is the study undertaken by Davenport, Distler-Schwartz, and Pursell-

Elliott (1999) that was commended by Leymann in the foreword as an important 

contribution to the research on mobbing. Based on their interviews with professionals in 

a range of major companies, universities, and in the healthcare industry, they identified 

a five phased pattern of mobbing as depicted earlier in this thesis in Figure 9. 
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3.10  Legislation 

The eighth proposition is that an absence of specific legislation to address 

workplace mobbing, perpetuates a system that denies legal remedies to those targeted. 

This proposition reflects the experience of the participants that existing guidelines 

detailing principles of natural justice and due process are not enforceable. This review, 

therefore, first explores this proposition with a discussion of the potential benefits of 

legislation and an overview of legislative measures already introduced in The 

Netherlands and some European and Scandinavian countries (Di Martino et al., 2003). 

Second, this review also includes a discussion on a more far reaching global 

way forward for the introduction of legislation to prevent bullying/mobbing (McCarthy, 

2004b). Following this line of argument, legislation may be an effective way of dealing 

with workplace mobbing because it potentially provides a legally binding mechanism of 

redress for those targeted and promotes the introduction of policies and procedures 

promoting healthy workplaces. 

On the other hand, concern is expressed in the literature about the introduction 

of legislation because of the harmful effects on the psychological profile of the target 

arising from lengthy legal processes (McCarthy, 2004a). However, from the perspective 

of those immersed in the problem, this thesis argues that explicit legislation addressing 

workplace mobbing has the potential to provide legal redress to those targeted. Some of 

the benefits of legislation, to be discussed in Chapter 7, include the clarification of 

definitions of the problem behaviours and proscribed timelines for dealing with 

complaints, investigations and methods of conciliation.  

3.10.1 Benefits of legislation 

Current anti-discrimination legislation provides a model of the potential benefits 

to be gained from a legislative framework for dealing with the problem. Legislation has 

the potential to provide legal remedies to those who have been found to be 

discriminated against. Legislation also has the potential of introducing the concept of 

“vicarious liability” where the perpetrators and the employer can be held accountable 

for unlawful behaviours. For example, both employers and employees can be held 

jointly and separately liable for sexual harassment or discriminatory behaviours 

perpetrated by their employees ("Queensland Anti-Discrimination Act," 1991). 
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However, these benefits are not available to those adversely affected by 

mobbing unless the abuse constitutes the legal definition of discrimination. However, 

one proposal, suggesting that complaints of workplace mobbing/bullying be covered 

under existing Anti-Discrimination and Industrial Relations Commissions, was 

unsuccessful and some therefore suggest that the issue may be more effectively raised 

as part of a “global agenda” under the auspice of the UN (McCarthy, 2004b, p. 225). 

3.10.2 International legislation  

In contrast to English speaking countries, the approach taken in many European 

and Scandinavian countries, including France, Germany, Italy, Sweden, Spain, The 

Netherlands, and Norway, has been the introduction of a range of initiatives and 

regulatory responses to deal with workplace mobbing (Di Martino et al., 2003). Sweden 

was the first country to introduce legislation in 1994 followed by Germany in 2001, 

whereby individual workplaces included mobbing as a violation of their collective work 

agreements. Belgium and France introduced legislation against moral harassment that 

included workplace mobbing. The French legislation, despite shortcomings associated 

with its implementation as outlined by Bukspan (2002), makes moral harassment a 

criminal offence with penalties of up to one-year imprisonment and fines of 15,000 

Eurodollars (2003). 

Furthermore, in Finland, a new Occupational Safety and Health Act was 

approved by Parliament in 2000 that included harassment and bullying. Similarly, 

Denmark introduced guidelines in 2002 requesting that risks of mental health 

deterioration due to bullying and harassment be taken into account in assessing work 

performance and identified employers as having responsibility for prevention under 

local collective bargaining agreements. Luxembourg also introduced a similar system of 

collective agreements, where moral and psychological harassment was included for the 

first time in 2001. Similarly, the Netherlands also has legislation covering sexual 

harassment, mobbing, bullying, racism and psychological aggression. Likewise, Italy 

has introduced legislation that established regionally based anti-mobbing units while 

Spain established new case law identifying psychological violence as a work injury  

However, in the United Kingdom, Ireland and Australia, the focus has been on 

addressing workplace bullying under existing industrial relations and workplace safety 
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legislation (Di Martino et al., 2003). For example, in South Australia an anti-bullying 

provision, albeit restricted by the “reasonable management action” proviso, is included 

in Section 55A of the Occupational Health, Safety and Welfare Act 1986. However, 

efforts to introduce legislative provisions in other states and territories have not been 

successful, for example, while legislation was recommended in Queensland (see for 

example, "Creating safe and fair workplaces: Strategies to address workplace 

harassment in Queensland," 2002), a standard with no apparent requirement for 

compliance was rather introduced (Prevention of workplace harassment advisory 

standard, 2004). 

 Similarly, in the United States, claims of psychological abuse, while recognised 

under the doctrine of Intentional Infliction of Emotional Distress (IIED), are rarely 

successful (Yamada, 2000). Moreover, the “failure of existing anti-discrimination and 

other laws to adequately address bullying” in the US resulted in a “workplace bullying 

law campaign” (Namie, Schlicht, & Witt, 2008, p. 107). However, despite the reported 

success of the campaign and the introduction of Healthy Workplace Bills into 13 states, 

this has not resulted in legislation (2008).  

While this thesis suggests that that there are some benefits to be gained with the 

introduction of specific legislation, the motivation for doing so is unlikely to emanate 

from countries where bullying/mobbing behaviours appear to be embedded, condoned, 

and perpetuated at the most senior organisational levels as discussed in Section 3.3. 

Partly for these reasons, the proposal for a global strategy based on the model of the 

introduction of human rights legislation, would perhaps provide the impetus for UN 

member states to legislate against workplace bullying/mobbing. It is partly for these 

reasons, that some authors have argued for a global strategy as a way forward to 

address the problem (McCarthy, 2004b). 

3.10.3 A global strategy 

The initiative to introduce human rights legislation in the mid 1980s was not 

only a response to domestic pressure but was facilitated with the signing of 

international conventions auspiced by the UN. For example, upon Australia’s 

ratification of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

Against Women in 1981 (CEDAW), a range of legislation was enacted across Australia 
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including the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 and the Human Rights and Equal 

Opportunity Commission Act 1986. The UN Convention provided the momentum, not 

only for Australia but also for other countries to introduce legislation to meet their 

international obligations under the Convention.  

A similar process is advocated by proponents of legislation against workplace 

bullying/mobbing (McCarthy & Mayhew, 2004). Advocates claim that support first 

needs to be garnered, for the ratification of a UN Declaration against Workplace 

Violence, providing the impetus for the introduction of legislation by UN member 

states, including Australia. The benefits of a legislative framework for dealing with 

workplace bullying/mobbing is further discussed in Chapter 7 based on the mobbing 

experience of the participants in the absence of legislation. 

3.11 Transformation 

The ninth proposition suggests that surviving the experience of mobbing is 

reliant upon taking risks in the pursuit of problem solving options. Options include the 

exercise of agency, both at the collective and individual levels, to achieve emancipatory 

outcomes. This proposition reflects the experience of the participants in collaborating to 

identify strategies and to facilitate individual agency in the achievement of outcomes. 

The literature informing this proposition draws primarily upon the theoretical 

contributions of the liberation ideology of Freire (1970) and the structuration theory of 

Giddens (2000) as discussed in Chapter 2.  

While these theories have already been discussed in Chapter 2 to inform the third 

theme of transformation, they are briefly mentioned in the context of this literature 

review because they best inform the ninth proposition in relation to the exercise of 

agency and transformation. In essence, the key theoretical concepts include 

conscientisation (Freire, 1970), where those experiencing oppression become conscious 

of the truth of their reality (Smith, 2001), and the exercise of human agency to effect 

social change (Giddens, 1999) following fateful moments. 

While these theoretical concepts were previously discussed in Chapter 2, the 

transformative outcomes arising from this research are discussed in Chapter 10. The 

process of conscientisation, from which transformation was made possible, was also 

discussed in Chapter 2 while a participant example is discussed in Chapter 9. 
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3.12 Summary 

Consistent with the grounded theory approach, this chapter explored the 

technical and non technical literature informing each of the nine propositions. The 

multidisciplinary nature of the approach was first discussed followed with an 

explanation of the inclusion of non-technical publications. Additionally, other aspects 

of the method were explained including the ongoing nature of the review until the 

research was completed. Once the rationale for the literature review was explained, the 

chapter proceeded to explore each of the nine propositions. The occasional use of the 

term bullying/mobbing to more accurately reflect the interchangeable use of the terms 

in the literature was also explained. The propositions in relation to organisational 

culture and gossip and power were discussed drawing upon the theories of Ferguson 

(1984), and Kurland and Pelled (2000). Links between female gender, subordination, 

and covert behaviours, including gossip, rumour and innuendo, were identified. The 

theories of Young (1990) were discussed to explore the proposition in relation to 

exclusion and marginalisation of cultural minorities. Workplace violence, including 

psychological violence, was identified as a form of oppression and unconscious 

discrimination against difference and cultural minorities. 

Government and media reports were discussed to explore the propositions in 

relation to public sector organisational culture, including fairness and justice and 

employee support systems. Public sector culture was identified as one of crises and 

dysfunction where abusive practices towards clients and staff could be expected. The 

tension between the organisational requirements for conformity on one hand, and the 

valuing of diversity on the other was discussed to highlight the propositions in relation 

to organisational culture and exclusion. Some of the guidelines outlining ethical 

standards and codes of behaviour were discussed in the context that, in the absence of 

legislation, there is no means of ensuring organisational compliance. The introduction 

of legislation in European and Scandinavian countries as well as The Netherlands was 

discussed as precedents by which the exploration of legislative frameworks in other 

countries might be explored. This chapter concluded with a summary of theories 

informing the ninth proposition that surviving the experience requires the exercise of 

agency and risk taking in the pursuit of options to reduce the adverse impact of the 

problem.  
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Introduction 

This thesis is derived from a qualitative inquiry using exemplarian action 

research methodology to address the following research questions: 

1. How is workplace mobbing experienced by those targeted? 

2. How can targeted individuals respond to workplace mobbing? 

3. How do organisations respond to workplace mobbing? 

4. How can organisations prevent and address workplace mobbing? 

This chapter takes a wide view, consistent with post-structuralist theories that 

broader social structures ultimately shape everyday experience. This chapter explores 

the theoretical polarities of qualitative and quantitative research methodologies and 

explains the rationale for employing qualitative research. While in theoretical 

discussions there appears to be some movement towards an inclusive approach of 

mixed methodologies, there are also indications of “methodological fundamentalism” 

seeking a return to positivism and quantitative methods (Crotty, 1998, pp. 8-9).  

In response to the methodological backlash, this chapter explains the qualitative 

inquiry movement, that developed out of concern for the oppressed other, in terms of 

nine historical moments (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005a, pp. 6-9). The exemplarian action 

research model is explored and the three stages, that is, the thematic, the crystallisation, 

and the exemplar, are each discussed highlighting the role of the researcher in each 

stage. The position of the researcher, in the exemplarian model, is described as one of 

“jointness” where the researcher is a joint participant experiencing the research problem 

in the same way as the other participants (Boog, 2003, p. 246).  

The discussion then turns towards action research principles and the action 

research spiral of planning, acting, reflecting and observing. This spiralling process is 

characteristic of action research generally and underpins the exemplarian model. This 

chapter summarises the common aims of participatory and exemplarian action research 

and discusses the distinguishing characteristics of the exemplarian model. The chapter 

concludes with an overview of ethical considerations as approved by the Griffith 

University’s Ethics Committee. 
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4.1.1 Contested methodology  

Research methodologies are described as either quantitative or qualitative, an 

apparent dualism described by some authors as “the great divide” (Crotty, 1998, p. 14). 

Quantitative methods tend to be associated with positivism, scientific, objectivity, 

statistics, and masculinity while, in contrast, qualitative research methods are associated 

with interpretivism, non-scientific, subjectivity, and femininity (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2005, pp 6-9).  

Additionally, it can be argued that the qualitative method of inquiry has 

attracted a methodological backlash in this eighth moment of contested methodology 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 2). By way of explanation, qualitative research can be 

conceptualised as nine moments (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 8). These are described as 

follows: the traditional, occurring between 1900 and 1950; the modernist or golden age, 

between 1950 and 1970; the period of blurred genres, between 1970 and 1986; the crisis 

of representation, between 1986 and 1990; the post-modern, between 1990 and 1995; 

and the period of post experimental inquiry, between 1995 and 2003. The eighth 

moment of contested methodology is described as commencing in 2004 and currently 

moving into the ninth moment described as “fractured futures” (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2005, p. 2). 

4.1.2 The eighth moment 

During the eighth moment, qualitative research methods are experiencing a 

backlash from positivist and post positivist ideologies. Denzin and Lincoln, (2005), in 

the introduction to their handbook on qualitative research, make the following 

comments that provide an insight into the goal of qualitative research in the eighth 

moment:  

[It] is concerned with moral discourse, with the development of sacred 

textualities. The eighth moment asks that the social sciences and the humanities 

become sites for critical conversations about democracy, race, gender, class, 

nation-states, globalization, freedom, and community. (p. 3)  

Additionally, Denzin and Lincoln (2005, p. 7) suggest that while qualitative 

research “means different things in each of these moments”, a generic definition is 

provided as follows: 
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Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It 

consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. 

These practices transform the world. They turn the world in to a series of 

representations, including field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, 

recordings, and memos to the self. At this level, qualitative research involves an 

interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world. This means that qualitative 

researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or 

to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them. (2005, p. 

7) 

4.1.3 Criticisms of qualitative inquiry 

One of the criticisms of qualitative inquiry is that it is unscientific and 

subjective. In response, it is contended that while the objectivist stance assumes “a 

stable, unchanging reality” using empirical methods, qualitative research is about “lived 

experience” where “individual belief and action intersect with culture” (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005a, p. 508). The qualitative inquiry movement arose out of concern for “the 

oppressed other” meaning not only people from various racial and religious 

backgrounds associated with the non West, but also women, indigenous peoples, people 

with a disability and those with differing sexual orientations (p. 9). Qualitative 

researchers therefore use a range of interconnected and interpretive methods to ensure 

that these “previously silenced voices” are heard (p. 183). This has resulted in 

methodological perspectives informed by feminism, in its multiple forms, critical race 

theory, and queer theory which refers to lesbians, gay men, and bisexual women or men 

(2005). 

The exemplarian action research methodology reflects those aspects of 

qualitative inquiry sometimes criticised by the positivist and post positivist 

perspectives. Criticisms of action research include that it tends to be subjective rather 

than objective, partly because the role of the researcher is not that of an objective 

outsider but rather that of an active participant. However, qualitative researchers tend to 

be commended for entering into investigations with their assumptions openly stated so 

that there can be no confusion in relation to the “political baggage” brought with them 

to the research problem (Coenen & Khonraad, 2003, p. 445). 
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It is partly for these reasons that qualitative researchers tend to be criticised as 

being non-scientific. However, in response to this criticism, some qualitative 

researchers contend that objectivity is increased because the researcher has made 

explicit any preconceptions, principles, and assumptions brought to the study (Reason 

& Bradbury, 2001, p. 1). Awareness on the part of the researcher, it is argued, facilitates 

a critical examination of one’s own preconceptions and assumptions to ensure that the 

study is verifiable to increase validity and reliability. In any case, qualitative research is 

discussed in the literature in terms of a commitment to action research with inquiry 

directed to “praxis and social change” and it is with this intention that the exemplarian 

action research model provides an effective methodology for this inquiry (Boog, 2003). 

4.2 Action research 

 Action research is grounded in an emancipatory worldview where knowledge is 

gained experientially in the pursuit of goals focused on individual and collective 

empowerment (Kolb, 1984, p. 39, cited in Hall & Hall, 2004). Action research can be a 

catalyst for structural change where the participants can achieve transformation (Boog, 

2003). Furthermore, the concept can be described as the process whereby knowledge is 

created through “the transformation of experience”, sometimes referred to as 

“experiential learning” (Boog, 2003). By way of explanation, action research is often 

described by researchers as a spiralling self reflective four stage cycle of “planning a 

change, acting and observing the process and consequences of the change, reflecting on 

these processes and consequences, and then re-planning” (Atweh, Kemmis, & Weeks, 

1998, p. 21).  

Alternatively, another researcher, Cowan (1998) uses the following verbs to 

describe the four stages of action research: experience, reflect, generalise, and test, and 

these terms are included in Figure 12 to facilitate conceptual clarification of the action 

research cycle (Hall & Hall, p. 196-197).  
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Figure 12: Action research spiral. 

Action research, it is suggested, commences at any stage within the cycle and continues 

on from there in a spiralling sequence. The method requires a gathering of knowledge 

so that outcomes can be continually compared, reflected upon and improved in the 

achievement of emancipatory goals (Boog, 2003). This research spiral underpins the 

various action research methodologies, regardless of their theoretical underpinnings, 

including the exemplarian model used in this thesis. 

Habermas (Coenen & Khonraad, 2003) identified three approaches to action 

research as outlined in Table 3. These separate approaches are distinguished by their 

aims, by the role of the researcher, and by the relationship between the researcher and 

the participants. In the technical and practical approaches, the role of the researcher is 

that of an external facilitator to improve effectiveness and understanding, while in the 

emancipatory approach, the role is one of co researcher and collaborator with the 

participants (Coenen & Khonraad, 2003). The emancipatory model includes the aims of 

the technical and practical approaches but also attempts to change the conditions which 

impede improvement while also increasing the empowerment and self-confidence of the 

participants (Coenen & Khonraad, 2003).  
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Table 3: Types of action research and their main characteristics 

Type of Action  
Research 

Aims Facilitator’s role 

 
1. Technical 

Effectiveness/efficiency  Outside “expert” 
Professional development 

2. Practical As (1) above Encouraging, 
participation and self 
reflection 

Practitioners’ understanding 
Transformation of their 
consciousness 

3. Emancipatory As (2) above Process moderator 
Participants’ emancipation from the 
dictates of tradition, self deception, 
coercion 

(responsibility shared 
equally by participants) 

Critique of bureaucratic systems 

Transformation of the organisation  

4. Exemplarian As (3) above Leadership role 
Participants’ transformation and 
emancipation through action 
research, problem-solving and 
empowerment. 

Varies according to the 
Three stages. 

Reduced impact of adverse 
consequences of social structures. 

Thematic active role 

Exemplar themes that have 
application in other similar 
situations. 

Crystallisation passive role 

 Exemplar critical role 
 

An additional fourth row, indicated with shading in Table 3, is added to the 

Habermasian action research framework to compare the exemplarian action research 

model with the technical, practical and emancipatory approaches. For example, the 

exemplarian model positions the researcher as a participant in the study (Coenen & 

Khonraad, 2003). In this model, the participants aim to achieve emancipatory outcomes 

through the implementation of a problem-solving intervention. Moreover, the 

relationship between the researcher and the researched is one of shared responsibility, 

as in the Habermasian emancipatory model. However, in the exemplarian model, the 

relationship is more than simply one of collaboration. The relationship is described as 

jointness where there is a situation of “mutual adequacy” and empowerment where the 

researcher experiences the research problem in the same way as the other participants 

(Boog, 2003, p. 426). Another key concept, intrinsic to the model, is the principle of 

reciprocal adequacy where scientific knowledge and commonsense are recognised as 
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complementary to one another and have mutual influence in the research process 

(Coenen & Khonraad, 2003).  

4.3 Exemplarian model 

The methods selected for this research are discussed in the context of the three 

stages of the exemplarian action research framework. The methodological framework is 

summarised in Figure 13 and identifies the number of participants contributing to each 

of the three stages of the methodology. The thematic stage is informed by the 

experience of 212 participants, while the crystallisation stage is informed by 62 and the 

exemplar phase draws upon the experience of 21 participants. 

  

Figure 13: Exemplarian action research phases, participants and themes. 

4.3.1 Exemplars 

During the exemplar stage, the researcher’s role becomes active in the selection 

of problem-solving exemplars with applicability in other similar circumstances. 

Exemplars are the strategies or the methods, based on the empirical reality, as 

experienced by the researcher and the researched, as having a problem-solving value 

(Coenen & Khonraad, 2003). The strategy is only an exemplar if it has a meaningful 

application in other comparable situations, where there are strong resemblances as 

regards structural characteristics (2003).  
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4.3.2 Researcher role 

The process of exemplarian action research is characterised by three stages, that 

is, the thematic stage, the crystallisation stage, and the exemplar stage (Boog & Logger, 

2003). In the thematic stage, the researcher explores the problem through a process of 

experience, observation and questioning, leading to a broad view of problems (2003). 

The crystallisation stage is where the participants consider the accuracy of the common 

problems and engage in problem-solving options (2003). The exemplar stage occurs 

once emancipatory outcomes have been achieved (Mills, Bonner, & Francis, 2006).  

An overview of the methodology outlining the stages, methods, purpose, and the 

role of the researcher is listed in Table 4 as adapted from Coenen and Khonraad (2003). 

Table 4: Three stages of exemplarian action research methodology 

 Goal Purpose 
Researcher role: Active 

St
ag

e 
on

e:
 

Th
em

at
ic

 

 
Identification of common problems by the 
participants and the researcher 

 
• Problem 

formulation 
• Problem listing 
 
 
 

Researcher role: Passive 

St
ag

e 
tw

o:
 

C
ry

st
al

lis
at

io
n 

 

 
Identify the exemplars selected from the 
group 
 

 
Diagnosis (of the 
problem) 
 

 
Identify individual actions, plans, 
observations, and reflections as shared with 
the group. 
 

 
Blueprint (action plan) 

Researcher role: Critical 

St
ag

e 
th

re
e:

 
 E

xe
m

pl
ar

ia
n 

 

 
Identify the outcomes for the research parties. 
 

 
Operations (actions) 

 
Identify exemplars that are likely to achieve 
similar outcomes in situations outside of those 
in this study. 

 
Evaluations 
(reflections 
and observations) 
 
 

Adapted from Coenen, H., & Khonraad, S. (2003). Inspirations and aspirations of exemplarian action 
research. Journal of Community & Applied Social Psychology, 13 (6), 439-450. 
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4.3.3 Agency 

The crystallisation phase of the research was primarily undertaken in an online 

virtual community commencing with 30 participants in the crystallisation phase and 

settling at 21 participants across the three years of the study. Knowledge was not only 

shared between the participants but also with anyone else initiating contact through the 

www.workplacemobbing.com website.  

The participants named the group Black Sheep to reflect their perception that 

they were “mobbed out” of their employment because they believed they were in some 

way different to the dominant work group. The motto of the group became “a black 

sheep is a biting beast” (Bastard, 1565 or 6-1618, p. 90)9

4.4 Ethical considerations 

, reflecting a sense of 

empowerment, individual agency, and a sense of humour in dealing with the serious yet 

seemingly absurd reality of their situations (Coenen & Khonraad, 2003). The identity of 

Black Sheep was consolidated when the group organised a conference about workplace 

mobbing. This self-affirming action was a proactive step towards metaphorically 

“biting back” at the problem. The conference was a success with over 200 attending and 

resulted in national media coverage across Australia and additional interviews with 

magazines, newspapers, and radio. A copy of the conference program as well as the 

logo adopted by Black Sheep is included in Appendix 2. 

This research gained ethics approval from Griffith University’s research ethics 

committee in February 2004 as a qualitative research project based on the exemplarian 

action research methodology to collect data for analysis of participants’ experience of 

the research problem. Approval was gained to gather data from a wide variety of 

sources including email archives, hard copy correspondence, electronic and print media, 

meetings, conversations and audio-visual recordings. The collection of data approved 

by Griffith University’s Ethics Committee and used in this study is listed below. 

Emails and hard copy correspondence from 212 people 

10,000 emails between the members of Black Sheep on-line virtual community  

Hard copy documents and correspondence  

                                                 
9 Citation as recommended by the publishers. 
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Non-identifying data collected in relation to visitors to the 

www.workplacemobbing.com website 

Audio-visual recordings of conference presentations in October 2004 

Media stories including newspaper and radio stories about mobbing behaviours 

Interviews with 15 participants. 

Obtaining participant consents and ensuring privacy and confidentiality as well 

as protection from harm throughout the research are among the primary responsibilities 

expected of researchers (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). To ensure ethical standards were 

met, formal hard copy signed consents were obtained from all participants involved in 

major contributions to the study, while email reply consents were approved, by the 

research committee, for the collection of emails comprising the potential research pool. 

Copies of the consent form and the information sheet are included in Appendices 3 and 

4 and a copy of the email reply consent, with a typical response, is included in 

Appendix 5. 

Additionally, ethics approval was provided on the basis that relationships had 

already been established with some of the potential pool of participants thereby 

minimising the risk of emotional distress as some had already shared their experiences 

with the researcher. The interviews were followed with an informal debriefing period 

and breaks were taken as often as required (Smith, 1995). Conversations were steered 

back to positive outcomes and achievements before the completion of the interview. In 

addition, the participants were assured that they could withdraw from the study at any 

time without any questions being asked and that they could amend their interview 

transcripts to ensure accuracy, confidentiality, and privacy. Confidentiality has been 

protected throughout the period of research and individual participants are identified by 

pseudonym. 

4.5 Summary 

In response to the methodological backlash against qualitative research, this 

chapter explained qualitative inquiry as a reform movement that developed in response 

to perceptions of social injustice. The exemplarian action research methodology was 

explained as one model of action research consistent with the underlying action 

research spiral of planning, acting, reflecting, and observing. Additionally, this chapter 
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summarised the common assumptions of action research and discussed the 

distinguishing characteristics of the exemplarian model. 

This chapter also addressed contextual details about the study, particularly in 

relation to the position and involvement of the researcher, as discussed in 1.5. 

Congruent with the exemplarian action research model, the background of the 

researcher was made explicit to establish the joint relationship with the participants in 

experiencing the same research problem. Finally, the chapter concluded with an 

overview of ethical considerations as approved by the University’s Ethics Committee. 

This chapter shifts discussion from the theoretical, methodological, and literature 

frameworks informing this thesis, to an exploration of the process of grounded theory 

and the identification of propositions and themes to be discussed in Chapter 5.  
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CHAPTER 5: METHOD 

5.1 Introduction 

 The purpose of this chapter is to outline the grounded theory method and its 

application in this thesis. This chapter explores grounded theory as a five phased 

systematic process of research design, data collection, data ordering, qualitative data 

analysis, and theory building (Pandit, 1996). The discussion This includes an overview 

of the qualitative methods used to gather, code, and sort textual data including the use of 

computer mediated communication (CMC) as a method of gathering textual data from 

over 10,000 emails exchanged by participants in the online virtual community, Black 

Sheep, during the three year period of this research. 

 Following on from the explanation of CMC, this chapter discusses the data 

ordering and storage methods including the use of internet and PC computer based 

systems. Additionally, the data collected during the thematic and crystallisation stages is 

discussed in terms of its validity, credibility and reliability. This chapter concludes with 

a discussion of theory building from which the nine propositions and three themes were 

identified. The discussion includes a description of the coding and sorting of data with 

MAX qualitative data analysis (QDA) software. 

 Earlier in this thesis, in 1.4.2, the process of theory building was conceptualised 

as a pyramid (refer to Figure 3) commencing with the identification of concepts at the 

first step, the formation of categories at the second step, the development of 

propositions at the third step, and the evolution of themes at the fourth step. The steps 

are now refined to conceptualise the application of the theory building process as 

represented in Figure 14. 
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Figure 14: Theory building (applied).  

The concepts referred to in Step 1, Figure 14, are the open codes generated from the 

coding of the data during the thematic stage, an extract of which is included in 

Appendix 6. The categories referred to in Step 2 are the axial codes identified during the 

crystallisation stage, an extract of which is included in Appendix 7. The propositions 

referred to in Step 3 are the selective codes identified during the crystallisation phase. 

These can be summarised as organisational culture, gossip and power, organisational 

justice, support systems, gender and mobbing, exclusion, naming the problem, 

legislation, and agency and transformation (refer to Table 2 in Chapter 1). The themes 

referred to in Step 4 comprise the three themes of expulsion, exclusion, and 

transformation identified in the exemplar phase. While this process of theory building is 

expanded upon in this chapter in 5.8, this chapter first explains grounded theory in the 

framework of a five phased systematic process. 

5.2  Grounded theory  

Grounded theory can be explained in terms of a five phased systematic process 

of research design, data collection, data ordering, qualitative data analysis, and theory 

building (Pandit, 1996) as summarised in Table 5.  
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Table 5: Grounded theory overview 

Phase Activity Rationale 
Phase one - research design 

1 Initial 
review of 
literature 

Develop research 
questions 

Focuses efforts 
Constrains irrelevant variation and 

sharpens external validity 
2 Research 

population 
Self selected 

Theoretical sampling 
Focuses efforts on theoretically useful 

cases 
Phase two - data collection 

3 Develop 
rigorous 

data 
collection 
protocol 

Create participant 
database 

Employ multiple data 
collection methods 

Qualitative and 
quantitative data 

Increases reliability 
Increases construct validity 

Strengthens grounding of theory by 
triangulation of evidence. 
Enhances internal validity 

Synergistic view of evidence 
4 Entering 

the field 
Overlap data collection 

and analysis 
Flexible and opportunistic 
data collection methods 

Speeds analysis and reveals 
helpful adjustments to data collection 

Allows investigators to take advantage of 
emergent themes and unique case features 

Phase three – Data ordering 
5 Data 

ordering 
Archived chronology of 
experiences and events 

Thematic, crystallisation, 
and exemplar stages 

Allows examination of processes 

Phase four – qualitative data analysis 
6 Analysing 

data 
relating to 

the 
thematic 

stage of the 
study 

Open coding 
Axial coding 

Grouping into three 
themes 

Develop concepts and categories 
Develop connections between a category 

and its sub-categories 
Integrate categories to generate theory and 

identify propositions 
All forms of coding enhance internal 

validity 
7 Theoretical 

sampling 
Literal and theoretical 

replication across cases 
(go to step 2 until 

theoretical saturation) 

Confirms, extends, and sharpens 
theoretical framework 

8 Reaching 
closure 

Theoretical saturation 
when possible 

Ends process when marginal improvement 
becomes small 

Phase five – theory building and propositions 
9 Compare 

proposition
s with 
extant 

literature to 
identify 

gaps. 

Comparisons with 
conflicting frameworks 

Comparisons with similar 
frameworks 

Improves construct definitions, and 
therefore internal validity 

Also improves external validity by 
establishing the domain to which the 

study's findings may apply 

Adapted from Pandit, N. (1996). The creation of theory: A recent application of the grounded theory 
method [Electronic Version]. The Qualitative Report, 2. 
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Grounded theory relies upon multiple types of data from multiple perspectives. 

For example, Glaser (2005) claimed that “all is data” including informal interviews, 

lectures, seminars, expert group meetings, newspaper articles, internet mail lists, 

television shows, and conversations with friends. In this context, grounded theory 

recognises the legitimacy of non-technical information including biographies, diaries, 

documents, manuscripts, records, reports, catalogues, and other materials that can be 

used as “primary data” to supplement interviews or to stimulate thinking about concepts 

(Glaser & Corbin, 1967). The approach also encourages researchers to be interviewed, 

thereby contributing their knowledge to the study area by treating that interview like 

any other data, coding and comparing it and generating concepts from it (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998). 

5.3 Phase 1 Research design  

5.3.1 Research population 

The research population for the three stages of the study comprised 212 

participants. These people, who initiated contact as self-identified targets of workplace 

mobbing, generated textual data for the thematic and crystallisation stages of the study. 

Exemplars were then selected, based on theoretical sampling techniques, to highlight 

some of the outcomes of this study that may usefully be applied by others in similar 

circumstances. The majority of the 212 pool of potential research participants made 

contact from an email address link on the www.workplacemobbing.com website. The 

site was promoted in the electronic and print media, resulting in 10,339 unique visitors 

to the site, with 1,720 of those comprising return visits, and with 34,898 page loads 

between 1 January 2004 and 31 December 2005 as listed in Table 6. 

Table 6: Web site visitors and page loads  

Year Page loads Unique 
visitors 

Returning 
visitors 

2004 18,778 5,388 985 

2005 16,120 4,951 735 

Total 34,898 10,339 1,720 

 

http://www.workplacemobbing.com/�
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There were 230 website visitors initiating email contact from the website and of 

those 212 consented to participate in the research. Each of those consenting were 

allocated an identity number (ID) and participants are listed chronologically by the date 

of initial contact as included in Appendix 8.  

5.4 Theoretical sampling 

Theoretical sampling is described as sampling on the basis of concepts that have 

proven theoretical relevance to the evolving theory (Mann & Stewart, 2003). Relevant 

concepts are given the status of categories if they are “repeatedly present” or “notably 

absent” during the coding and categorising of data This contrasts with the method of 

representative sampling where the findings are “automatically generalizable” to the 

whole population (1998, p. 176). Theoretical sampling does not seek to be 

representative of a population but rather is concerned with a sample that is meaningful 

in a theoretical sense. The selection of cases is based on the relevance of the incidents 

to the study, the findings of which can be extrapolated to other similar situations 

(1998). 

5.5  Phase 2 Data collection 

5.5.1 Computer mediated communication (CMC) 

The data collection for the thematic and crystallisation stages of the study 

consists of textual data generated through online methods including emails, described in 

the literature as CMC (Mann & Stewart, 2003). The breadth and depth of this research 

was made possible by CMC, including increased access to a wide geographical 

distribution of research participants throughout Australia. The use of CMC methods 

permitted self-selected participants to volunteer as participants in this research, thereby 

reducing some ethical risk as it was not necessary to initiate invitations for participant 

contributions.  

However, along with the benefits, there are a number of criticisms that portray 

CMC as an impoverished form of communication that is not conducive to establishing 

trust and rapport (Mann & Stewart, 2003). Criticisms include an increased potential for 

miscommunication because of the lack of face-to-face interactions where verbal cues 

and emotional reactions can be observed and that the process is time consuming (2003). 

The increasing use of new technologies, however, has given rise to linguistic 
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conventions and there are now booklets available, similar to dictionaries that provide 

meanings for connected strings of letters or symbols. For example, the string of letters 

“IDK”, “IDC”, or “IC” used in short message service (SMS) text means “I don’t 

know”, “I don’t care” and “I see” respectively. The increasing use of symbols and 

“emoticons” such as  (smiley) represent common linguistic conventions in CMC.  

5.5.2 Benefits and limitations 

The increasing use of minimalist international symbols, to describe emotions, 

has benefits for researchers and participants in facilitating trust and rapport (Blanchard, 

2004). Some researchers, in fact, explain that some people prefer the anonymity of 

online methods where they are able to share more of their experience without the 

pressures of a face-to-face interview (2003). Some of the benefits are that participants 

can read, respond, print, forward, and file communications at any time they choose 

using email or SMS (2003).  

Other benefits include a sense of email intimacy where full answers can be 

provided in response to queries because there is more time to consider and explore 

issues. To some extent, it is also reasoned that the validity of the data is likely to be 

increased because it is continually tested throughout the length of the communication 

process. For example, it is harder for participants to maintain a deception in regard to 

their experience over a lengthy research period (Flick, 2002). 

Additional benefits of CMC include reduced costs and time involved in travel, 

interviews, meetings, and in transcribing interviews. There is also simplicity in follow-

up communication with participants that can be undertaken using CMC technologies 

including email and web-based facilities. For example, in this study, information was 

made available to participants through publications on a website as well as email and e-

list communication.  

However, the major limitation of the method is that it is time consuming. This 

research project was undertaken over a period of 3 years including the collection, and 

analysis of data.  

5.5.3 Black sheep virtual community 

Another benefit of CMC during the problem identification, or crystallisation 

relates to the functioning of the Black Sheep online virtual community. The creation of 
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the virtual community provided a safe environment where the participants during the 

crystallisation phase discussed their experiences of workplace mobbing. During the 

three year study, the participants reflected on their experiences and were able to gain a 

broader understanding of their situation, a process similar to that described by Freire 

(1970) as conscientisation, and elaborated upon by Giddens (1976) as transformation. 

The sense of ownership and belonging to the community is evident in the various 

contributions participants made including a Black Sheep logo and the collection of 

items with images of black sheep including mugs, key rings, fridge magnets, placemats, 

socks, and the like. Also, some members of Black Sheep who lived in close proximity 

to one another were able to meet on a regular basis throughout the three years. Black 

Sheep remains active at the time of writing as most of the participants have shared their 

feelings, emotions, and hardships, that has resulted in the establishment of enduring 

relationships. 

In a conventional community, members have been identified as performing 

different roles in an online community depending on their experience and interests. An 

overview of the roles is listed in Table 7 to further explain the method of 

communication (Flick, 2002). During the crystallisation stage of the research, the 

participants performed multiple roles including that of participant, private 

communicator, and as informational leaders. For example, one of the participants in 

Black Sheep, Hayley (ID86) performed the social leader role, while another participant, 

Nikki (ID9) undertook the technical leader role. 

Table 7: Online virtual community categories of participation  

Category Participant Type Definition 
Leader Technical leader Ensures that the technology that 

supports CMC functions. Also known 
as moderator. 

Informational 
Leader 

Major provider of expertise and 
knowledge about a topic. 

Social Leader Major provider of social support 
among members. 

Participant Participant Contributes along a continuous range 
of communication 

Lurker Private 
communicator 

Communicates to other participants 
through private email. 

Never Never communicates to other 
participants or to the community. 

Source: Derived from Flick, 2002. 
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5.5.4 Episodic interviews 

In addition to CMC, individual face-to-face interviews were also undertaken 

with each of the 15 participants during the exemplar phase. Interviews, guided by the 

episodic narrative interview method, were conducted over a 12 month period between 

March 2005 and March 2006. Episodic interviewing is a technique that elicits 

descriptions of particular episodes or incidents from the participants (Flick, 2002). The 

key elements of the episodic method are firstly to create rapport with the participants, 

explain the research method and clarify any queries. In this research, rapport was 

established over a period of 18 months thereby creating a sound relationship with 

participants prior to interviews. This was achieved through interaction with Black 

Sheep as well as during coffee shop meetings with some of the participants. This was in 

addition to individual email and phone contact, and the sharing of personal experiences, 

from which trust and rapport were established.  

The interview process was discussed with the members of the Black Sheep 

virtual community as well as during a coffee shop meeting with those members who 

lived in close proximity. The intention of the research and the methodology were 

outlined to the group and this discussion prompted queries about the interview process 

and the nature of the questions to be asked. The interview procedure was outlined, with 

an explanation that participants could withdraw at any time should they feel 

uncomfortable with any aspect of the interview. It was also explained that more than 

one interview could be undertaken, if necessary, to alleviate the anticipated intensity of 

the situation.  

The episodic method has some flexibility because it does not require the same 

questions to be asked of each participant and permits the interviewer to interrupt and 

bring the discussion back to a particular issue if necessary (Crotty, 1998). However, a 

list of questions with a focus on the key issues was prepared as an interview guide to 

generate discussion as included at Appendix 9. The episodic interview method is 

intense for the interviewee and the interviewer because there is a focus on the problem 

experience that has caused psychological harm. Participants were asked to describe the 

working environment that they had left and, in accordance with in-depth interviewing 

techniques, they were invited to elaborate on key points they raised. The interviewer 

usually reflected verbally on the content and feelings raised and then asked for further 

details. Participants were also asked if there was anything that they would like to add. 
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Combined with the exemplarian action research methodology, where the 

researcher is immersed in the problem in the same way as the participants (Boog, 2003) 

the episodic interview has the potential to become an emotionally uncomfortable 

experience (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 276). It is therefore necessary that sensitivity is 

exercised throughout and that parties to the interview understand the visual and verbal 

cues that indicate signs of emotional distress. The episodic interview method requires 

sensitive closure toward the end of the interview by focusing discussion on positive 

outcomes (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In this research, appropriate closure was 

achieved with statements, explaining at the outset that one hour had been allowed for 

the interview and that, if necessary, another interview time could be arranged.  

The opportunity to provide participant feedback and to add any further 

information is a requirement of the episodic interview method (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, 

p. 276). In this study, there was time allowed for debriefing immediately after the 

interview while relaxing with some refreshments. Additionally, interviewees 

maintained contact through participation in Black Sheep for another 12 months, 

providing additional information for the study. 

5.6 Phase 3 Data ordering 

The preparation of data for QDA required the safe storage of emails and later 

their translation from web-based archives to text suitable for import into the MAXqda 

software program. While it would have been preferable to have a single archive system, 

providing secure storage and an efficient system of file translation, this was not 

available. However, the problem was overcome by using three separate archiving 

systems that between them provided the combination of features to enable the efficient 

storage and transfer of data.  

5.6.1 Archives 

The emails received during the thematic stage were archived in a locked file at 

the web hosted email address, workplacemobbing@dodo.com.au, while those received 

during the crystallisation stage were archived in a locked file on the NWJC server at 

www.nwjc.org.au.  

The benefit of using these two web-based systems was not only the secure 

storage of original emails, but also increased accessibility to the password protected 
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archives on any PC computer connected to the internet. Additionally, these systems 

provided reliable archival backups thereby reducing the risk of potential loss of data 

that may occur on a less reliable PC computer hard drive prone to system failures or 

“crashes”.  

However, the home based PC computer became a useful tool to overcome the 

time inefficiencies arising when translating email content into text for import by the 

QDA program. This was achieved with the use of the MS Outlook program where all 

emails could be selected for export in one step rather than the web-based system where 

only one email could be saved at a time.  

Another MS Outlook time saving feature was the translator function enabling 

the almost instant transfer of all emails in one step from MS Outlook to a Microsoft 

Excel (MS Excel) spreadsheet system. The advantage of the transfer to MS Excel was 

the automatic sorting feature where emails were instantly separated into columns by 

sender, data, subject and email content, thereby increasing the manoeuvrability of the 

data between systems. A summary of the archive systems, including the benefits and 

limitations of each, is listed in Table 8. 

Table 8: Archive system benefits and limitations 

Archive system Benefits Limitations 

Web-based 
email system 
with internet 
service provider 
(ISP) 

List of emails stored in 
chronological order. 
Permanent and secure data 
storage in an online archive. 

Time inefficiencies in saving 
individual emails to a text 
document for export to a QDA 
software program. 

MS Outlook PC 
hard drive email 

Access to “translation” time 
saving features. 
Direct translation of emails to 
MS Excel spreadsheet 
Formatting maintained in 
transfer from MS Outlook to 
the text document. 

Insecure storage of emails due to 
computer hard drive system 
failures or “crashes”. 
Loss of some email content in the 
transfer from MS Outlook to the 
text document. 

MS Excel 
spreadsheet PC 
hard drive 

Direct export of all emails 
from MS Outlook to MS 
Excel. 
Email data sorted 
automatically into columns. 

Loss of formatting resulting in 
meaningless strings of 
nonsensical text and pages of 
unnecessary lines and blank 
spaces requiring stripping prior to 
export to QDA. 
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5.6.2 Web host server 

The 10,000 emails generated during the crystallisation phase are archived at the 

National Women’s Justice Centre (NWJC) host server. The emails are listed 

chronologically across 200 web pages, with each page hyperlinking to 50 emails. The 

major benefit of using the NWJC web host server was the ready access to a reliable and 

secure online database of archived emails accessible from any computer connected to 

the internet. 

However, the time involved in the conversion of the emails to a text document 

ready for coding presented a challenge. This was overcome, first by copying and 

pasting each of the 200 pages from the NWJC site into an MS word document, on a 

home-based PC, providing a 380 page chronological list of the date, e-list name, subject 

heading, number of emails in the discussion thread, and the name of the sender of each 

email. An example of the data stored at the site is indicated in Figure 15 with an ID 

number replacing the sender’s name for confidentiality reasons. The underlined subject 

heading, when selected, hyperlinks to the body of the email in the archives. 

 

Date  Email subject  heading   ID number 
25/01/2004  black sheep] Meeting Wednesday (3)  ID9 
24/01/2004  black sheep] Psychs (0)    ID101 
24/01/2004  black sheep] Psychs (0)    ID28 
24/01/2004  Re: black sheep] some advise needed (0)  ID113 
24/01/2004  Re: black sheep] some advise needed (1)  ID9 
24/01/2004  black sheep] some advise needed (1)   ID113 
22/01/2004  Re: black sheep] Short update (0)   ID52 
22/01/2004  black sheep] Short update (1)   ID101 
21/01/2004  RE: black sheep] Disgusting investigations (0) ID52 
21/01/2004  black sheep] Letters to Pollies (0)   ID28 

Figure 15: Extract from archived emails. 

While these processes facilitated the retrieval of data lists by subject heading, 

senders, and quantities, the subject headings did not necessarily represent the content of 

the email. To overcome this problem, the email files, archived on the MS Outlook 

account were used for content coding by saving the emails into one text document 

converted and exported to MAX. 

http://www.nwjc.org.au/avcwl/lists/secure/women-speak-qld/msg00157.html�
http://www.nwjc.org.au/avcwl/lists/secure/women-speak-qld/msg00156.html�
http://www.nwjc.org.au/avcwl/lists/secure/women-speak-qld/msg00155.html�
http://www.nwjc.org.au/avcwl/lists/secure/women-speak-qld/msg00154.html�
http://www.nwjc.org.au/avcwl/lists/secure/women-speak-qld/msg00153.html�
http://www.nwjc.org.au/avcwl/lists/secure/women-speak-qld/msg00152.html�
http://www.nwjc.org.au/avcwl/lists/secure/women-speak-qld/msg00151.html�
http://www.nwjc.org.au/avcwl/lists/secure/women-speak-qld/msg00150.html�
http://www.nwjc.org.au/avcwl/lists/secure/women-speak-qld/msg00149.html�
http://www.nwjc.org.au/avcwl/lists/secure/women-speak-qld/msg00148.html�
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5.6.3 Textual data 

The interview data collected from 15 participants during the exemplar phase 

were transcribed and stripped of identifying information and saved in an RTF document 

for import into MAX for textual analysis.  

5.7 Phase 4 Qualitative data analysis (QDA) 

The process of identifying commonly occurring concepts and propositions was 

facilitated with the use of QDA computer software to code, sort, and categorise textual 

data. The textual data includes over 10,000 emails generated over a three year period, 

15 interview texts, and validating confidential document texts. The data was stored and 

managed partly in PC computer based files created with MAXqda software.  

The software provides the technology whereby the multiple sources of data are 

ordered, structured, and retrieved in an “electronic container” where data can also be 

visualised through the use of computer maps and models (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 

143). While there is some debate about the use of QDA software, it is important to note 

that the software is a research tool only and is not capable of conceptual analysis or data 

comprehension (1998). In addition, apart from enhanced management of data, the value 

of using the software is that it increases the reliability of the data because there is a 

readily accessible recorded trail of the generated theory from which the propositions 

were identified. 

The QDA software does not replace the grounded theory inductive process but 

rather assists the researcher with the management and organisation of data. QDA 

involves coding the text through a process of scrolling through each document and 

colour highlighting relevant text passages and assigning codes and memos to them. The 

software application generates lists of codes (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 143) that can 

later be opened to retrieve the text segments indexed at that code. The mechanical 

process allows for sorting of different sets of data, for example, the number of text 

segments at a code (1998, p. 277) can be quickly sorted and saved into a text document. 

 The data is categorised using open, axial, and selective coding processes. The 

raw data are first coded to discover concepts that are then categorised using a process of 

axial coding. The system involves the identification of central categories that link other 

codes together (Chamberlain, 1995). This process of open and axial coding and the 

identification of a central category are conceptually represented in Figure 16.  
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Figure 16: Axial coding.  

Categorisation is complete at the point of theoretical saturation when there are 

no new properties, dimensions, or relationships (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) emerging 

from the data. At the conceptual level, the use of concept maps, displaying graphic 

representations of coded segments, categories, and memos, is useful for explaining the 

relationships between the data and the logical ordering of categories (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998). The researcher is thereby able to create a well-developed set of concepts in an 

integrated framework that can be used to explain or predict phenomena (1998). The 

three themes identified in this thesis are explained with the use of graphs in the 

following section.  

5.8 Phase 5 Theory building 

The quality of the generated theory can be measured against four criteria (Corbin 

& Strauss, 1990). These four criteria require, first, the appropriate application of the 

methodology to the study and the use of multiple sources of data. Second, an enhanced 

understanding of the phenomenon is required from the researcher. Third, the general 

application of the generated theory to a wide variety of contexts is required, and finally, 

the conditions under which the theory applies are to be stipulated (1990). Grounded 

theory is not generated and then subsequently tested, rather, it is: 

inductively derived from the study of the phenomenon it represents. That is, 

discovered, developed, and provisionally verified through systematic data 

collection and analysis of data pertaining to that phenomenon. Therefore, data 

collection, analysis, and theory should stand in reciprocal relationship with each 

other. One does not begin with a theory, then prove it. Rather, one begins with 
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an area of study and what is relevant to that area is allowed to emerge. (Strauss 

& Corbin, 1990, p. 23) 

With the axial coding technique, concepts were identified, coded and 

categorised ultimately resulting in the identification of three themes of expulsion, 

exclusion, and transformation. The percentage of coded segments on the theme of 

expulsion at the point where theoretical saturation was reached is identified in Figure 

17.  

Theme one: Expulsion  

4%
4%

7%

7%

7%

8%

9%
11%

12%

13%

18%

management above the law lack of ethics
gossip forced out
blame the target restructure
culture of fear spoke up
critical incident deliberate
abusive culture

 

Figure 17: Expulsion. 

The percentage of coded segments on the theme of expulsion include an abusive 

culture (18%), the deliberate nature of the expulsion (13%), the critical incident (12%), 

the impact of speaking up (11%), a culture of fear (9%), restructure (8%), blame the 

target (7%), forced out (7%), gossip (7%), lack of ethics (4%), and management above 

the law (4%). This theme is elaborated upon in Chapters 6 and 7 in the context of 

mobbing as a process of expulsion. 



Chapter 5: Method 

110 
Workplace Mobbing: Expulsion, Exclusion, and Transformation 

Theme two: Exclusion 

The percentage of coded segments on the theme of exclusion at the point of 

theoretical saturation is listed in Figure 18.  

4% 4%

7%

10%

10%

13%
13%

16%

23%

unfair accusations corrupted process sexual harassment

denial of natural justice compulsory retirement terror tactics

pscyhological damage point of difference investigations

 

Figure 18: Exclusion. 

The percentage of coded segments on the theme of exclusion include 

investigations (23%), point of difference (16%), psychological damage (13%), terror 

tactics (13%), compulsory retirement (10%), and denial of natural justice (10%), sexual 

harassment (7%), corrupted process (4%), and unfair accusations (4%). This theme is 

elaborated upon in Chapters 7 and 8 in the context of mobbing as a process of 

exclusion. 
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Theme three: Transformation 

The percentage of coded segments on the theme of transformation at the point of 

theoretical saturation is listed in Figure 19. 

3% 5%

7%

9%

14%

14%
15%

33%

industrial advocates workplace change financial outcomes

legal appeals psychiatrists proactive self help

professional assistance individual actions
 

Figure 19: Transformation. 

The segments include individual actions (33%), professional assistance (15%), 

proactive self-help (14%), psychiatrists (14%), workplace change (5%), and industrial 

advocates (3%). This theme is elaborated upon in Chapters 9 and 10 in the context of 

conscientisation, agency, and resistance. 

5.9 Validity, credibility and reliability 

In addition to textual data, generated from interviews and emails, this thesis has 

drawn upon formal correspondence from government departments and medical 

professionals as well as court records, legal documents, parliamentary Hansard reports 

and media reports, as listed in Appendix 10. Many of the documents are personal and 

confidential and have been sighted and signed by the supervisors of this thesis as well as 

a Justice of the Peace to add credibility to the claims of the participants. These 



Chapter 5: Method 

112 
Workplace Mobbing: Expulsion, Exclusion, and Transformation 

documents are indexed as listed in Appendix 10, and are sourced throughout the 

remainder of this thesis with their index number. For example, (K2, p.20) is an index 

reference to Kim, document 2, page 20, that has been sighted and signed and a hard 

copy archived in a locked file in my home office.  

5.9.1 Code validity 

 To check on reliability, the coding scheme was explained and an interview 

transcript coded by an independent rater with research training. Once completed, both 

sets of coding were examined independently by a third person with research training 

and content knowledge. Overall consistency was very high. On the few occasions where 

disagreements occurred, the third person examined the relevant transcript section and 

made a decision in relation to the code/s. Coding accuracy was confirmed, with 

consistency well over 90%, indicating an appropriate level of inter-rater reliability 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994) .  

 The reliability of grounded theory coding can be further validated by comparing 

the number of grounded codes with those generated using an automated sorting system. 

Using the textual data from the crystallisation phase, the grounded codes were first 

sorted by frequency as listed in Appendix 11. The data was also sorted automatically, 

with MAXqda software, generating a word frequency as listed in Appendix 12. A 

proportional comparison of the grounded codes and automatically generated words is 

depicted in Figure 20. Consistent with the line of argument by Silverman (1993), this 

method of checking code validity allows researchers to revise their assumptions and 

confirm their accuracy.  

The comparison highlights proportional consistency, as indicated in Figure 20, 

between the grounded codes automated word count with four areas of significant 

discrepancy including bullying, suicide, depression, and income protection. The source 

data for this figure comparing grounded codes and the automated word count is 

included in Appendix 13. 



Chapter 5: Method 

113 
Workplace Mobbing: Expulsion, Exclusion, and Transformation 

1

10

100

1000

m
ob

bi
ng

re
po

rt
co

m
m

iss
io

n
bu

lly
in

g
ju

sti
ce

de
pa

rtm
en

t
un

io
n

co
m

pl
ai

nt
gr

ie
va

nc
e

go
ve

rn
m

en
t

le
av

e
m

an
ag

er
go

ve
rn

m
en

t m
in

ist
er

ac
cu

sa
tio

ns
O

ffi
ce

 o
f p

ub
lic

 se
rv

ic
e

ha
ra

ss
m

en
t

di
re

ct
or

In
du

str
ia

l a
dv

oc
at

e
m

ai
l

do
cu

m
en

t
pe

rfo
rm

an
ce

fu
tu

re
pr

oc
es

se
s

fig
ht

ps
yc

hi
at

ris
t

co
lle

ag
ue

s
su

ic
id

e
de

pr
es

se
d

Q
Su

pe
r (

in
co

m
e 

pr
ot

ec
tio

n)

Automatic
Grounded

 

Figure 20: Code validity comparison. 

The highest discrepancy, depicted in Figure 21, occurs between the automatic 

count of the word bullying (186 counts) compared with zero counts from the grounded 

codes. The automatic word count has identified the discrepancy and by way of 

explanation, a comparison of the bullying and mobbing automated count is highlighted 

in Figure 21. 

 

Figure 21: Mobbing and bullying codes compared. 
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The bullying:mobbing ratio, indicated in Figure 21, is 186:600, highlighting that 31% of 

the discussion on mobbing included references to bullying.  

An exploration of the context of the discussion explains the rationale for the 

grounded coding. Bullying was often discussed in the context of unjustified accusations 

of bullying made by perpetrators. For example, the following text segment was coded as 

mobbing rather than bullying because the discussion was in the context that bullying 

accusations were unfairly made against this participant. 

…you know on the website there’s a list of bullying complaints. I reckon they 

got that list and they went through and they just populated every one of those 

things with examples, it didn’t matter if they were made up or not didn’t matter 

it was totally irrelevant to them. (Interview, ID187) 

While the validity, credibility and reliability of a qualitative inquiry are 

dependent on the rigour of the research processes and the trustworthiness of the 

findings, the quality of the theory generated is also an indicator of validity (Jones, 1984, 

cited in Leymann, 1996b). Additionally, validity in exemplarian action research is 

demonstrated through empowerment, in this context meaning “the contribution of the 

knowledge gained to one’s capacity to act” Boog (2001, p.2). In this context, the 

validity of this research is measured by the outcomes achieved, indicating 

empowerment and the exercise of individual agency as elaborated upon in Chapter 10. 

5.10 Summary 

This chapter signifies a turning point in this thesis from discussions of 

theoretical, methodological, and literature frameworks to discussions of methods and 

propositions. This chapter commenced with an overview of the four stepped process of 

theory building elaborating on the identification of concepts, categories, propositions, 

and themes as introduced in Chapter 1. This was followed with a discussion of the 

grounded theory method as a systematic five phased process comprised of research 

design, data collection, data ordering, and data analysis, and theory generation. The 

discussion in the chapter was framed to address each of these five phases and 

commenced with a discussion of the self-selection process from which the participants 

were drawn. Additionally, the process of theoretical sampling was described to partially 

explain the selection process for participant interviews during the exemplar phase. 
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The data collection process was discussed including the benefits and limitations 

of CMC and the characteristics of the episodic interview method. The discussion of 

CMC included an overview of the on-line virtual community, Black Sheep, highlighting 

the crystallisation stage of the research. The data ordering methods were explained 

including the use of QDA software for coding and sorting the textual data. The three 

archival systems created for the storage of data, including their benefits and limitations, 

were compared and discussed. 

This was followed in the fourth phase with an analysis of the data collected 

during the thematic and crystallisation stages and included an examination of the 

validity, credibility and reliability of the data collection and data analysis. The chapter 

commenced with an overview of the four stepped process of theory building and 

concluded with a discussion of the grounded theories identified as nine propositions 

from which the three themes of expulsion, exclusion, and transformation emerged. 

These themes are further explored with expulsion in Chapters 6 and 7, exclusion in 

Chapter 8, and transformation in Chapters 9 and 10. 
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CHAPTER 6: THEME 1 - EXPULSION 

PART A WORKPLACE MOBBING 

6.1 Introduction  

Following on from the previous chapter that identified the propositions and 

themes, this chapter focuses on the first theme of expulsion from the workplace and 

encapsulates the experience of 62 participants identified during the crystallisation phase 

of the research methodology. Additionally, this chapter addresses Research Question 1: 

how is workplace mobbing experienced by those targeted? The five phases leading to 

expulsion are first discussed followed with examples of upwards and downwards 

mobbing. This chapter explores the process that seemingly commences as an unresolved 

conflict that remains an ongoing source of resentment, escalating over a period of time, 

with psychological assaults in the second phase. This appears to be followed by the 

third phase, when management seemingly escalates the conflict to an unmanageable 

level, and later, in the fourth phase, the target is blamed as the one at fault resulting in 

their expulsion from the workplace in the fifth phase. In addition to the five phased 

process of expulsion, a sixth phase is identified that can be described as the post 

expulsion phase where, despite the psychological pressure to comply or to silently 

acquiesce, transformation can take place. This chapter first explores the participants’ 

combined experience leading to their expulsion followed by three examples that 

highlight the problem. While this chapter discusses the process of workplace mobbing 

as Part A of the expulsion theme, the impact of workplace investigations is discussed in 

Chapter 7 as Part B to elaborate on the expulsion theme. 

6.2 Five phases leading to expulsion 

This chapter addresses Research Question 1: how is mobbing experienced? This 

thesis concludes that mobbing is experienced as a five phased process leading to the 

target’s expulsion from their workplace that typically includes workplace investigations 

as discussed in Chapter 7. 

The process of expulsion is consistent with the five phases identified in the 

literature, as discussed in Section 3.2, where the problem commences with an 



Chapter 6: Expulsion 

117 
Workplace Mobbing: Expulsion, Exclusion, and Transformation 

unresolved conflict that escalates over a period of time during which those targeted are 

subjected to psychological group assaults. The situation becomes increasingly 

detrimental when the conflict is escalated by management, who seemingly join in with 

the perpetrators, blaming the target as the problem. The psychological assaults continue 

until the target is eventually expelled from the workplace.  

The volume of grounded codes identified at each of the five phases is depicted in 

Figure 22 where the intensity of discussion is highlighted by the red peaks and 

indicating that the highest intensity occurs during the third phase with management’s 

escalation of the conflict. 

 

Figure 22: Coded segments at each of the five phases.  

Phase 1: Initial conflict  

The process commences with an initial conflict, which in hindsight, is identified 

as an unresolved conflict that remains a source of resentment. Although the initial 

conflict appears to have been dealt with at the time, the resolution was not to the 

satisfaction of the aggrieved party. For example, as indicated in Figure 22, 16 of the 62 

participants (26%) during the crystallisation phase, identified that an unresolved conflict 
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escalated over time to the extent that they were eventually forced to exit, or were 

expelled from their employment.  

Phase 2: Psychological assaults 

The second phase is characterised by group psychological assaults as indicated 

in Figure 22, where 23 of the 62 participants during the crystallisation phase (37%) 

suggested that they had been targeted with malicious gossip, emotional abuse, covert 

behaviours, and psychological assaults. This phase can be conceptualised as a process of 

social isolation where the target is discredited with malicious behaviours as indicated in 

Figure 23.  

 

 

Figure 23: Social isolation.  

The perpetrators, the gossipers and the hearers of gossip, appear to band together 

with covert communications to discredit and isolate the target, creating a 

communication barrier or a wall, as indicated by the black arrows, surrounding the 

target at the centre of Figure 23. The experience of isolation is exacerbated when the 

powerful influence of the network expands to include additional hearers of gossip that 

further isolate and discredit the target. While the solid black arrows in Figure 23 

represent the wall isolating the target, the grey arrows, by contrast, indicate the 

communication flow between the perpetrators. The following reflection of one 

participant typifies the perceptions of targets during this phase of covert psychological 

assaults where they tend to be dismissive of the behaviours to which they are being 

subjected. 
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I was so busy trying to keep things going I did not really notice this hostility at 

first. I then told myself I was being overly sensitive and reading too much into 

there [sic] behaviour. They enlisted a few of the longer standing members of the 

group and things went from bad to worse. Eventually I was locked out of the 

office and told not to return. (ID17, DS1, p.98). 

Phase 3: Management’s escalation of conflict 

Thirty of the 62 participants identified during the crystallisation phase (48%) 

that they had been targeted with unjust or unfair accusations once management became 

involved during the third phase. The nature of the assaults that characterise phases 3, 4, 

and 5 are indicated in Figure 24 and include multiple investigations, rejection of 

compensation claims, disciplinary action, compulsory psychiatric assessment, and 

expulsion from the workplace. 

 

 

Figure 24: Collective aggression and target expulsion.  

The combined forces of the system continually assault the target over a period of 

time until their expulsion is achieved. The systems deployed by management include 

multiple investigations, disciplinary action, compulsory psychiatric assessment, and 
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rejection of claims for compensation as depicted with the dotted black arrows in Figure 

24.  

Thirteen of the 62 participants in the crystallisation phase (21%) identified 

themselves as managers who had been accused of bullying as one aspect of their 

mobbing experience. Their experience is elaborated upon in Chapter 7 because of the 

seemingly high number of managers being investigated for expulsion purposes on the 

basis of vague, and sometimes nonsensical, accusations as part of the mobbing 

phenomenon. Furthermore, these 13 participants suggested that managers that are more 

senior engaged consultants to conduct investigations that some of them described as 

witch-hunts (see for example, DS1, p. 45.) 

This finding in relation to management’s escalation of conflict is consistent with 

the literature where it is identified that: 

When management eventually steps in, the case becomes officially "a case". Due 

to previous stigmatization, it is very easy to misjudge the situation and place the 

blame on the mobbed person. Management tends to accept and take over the 

prejudices produced during previous stages. This very often seems to bring 

about the desire to do something in order to "get rid of the problem", i.e. the 

mobbed person. This most often results in serious violations of the individual’s 

civil rights. In this phase, the mobbed person ultimately becomes 

marked/stigmatized. Because of fundamental attribution errors, colleagues and 

management tend to create explanations based on personal characteristics rather 

than on environmental factors. (Davenport et al., 1999, p. 39) 

Phase 4: Target blamed  

During the fourth phase, senior management are again identified as perpetuating 

further harm by blaming those targeted as the source of the problem. While the 

participants reported nervous breakdowns (18%), visits to psychiatrists (7%) and ill 

health compulsory retirement (13%), neither they, nor their treating psychiatrists 

attributed their ill health to inherent mental illness but rather assessed their illness as a 

normal reaction to the emotionally abusive behaviours they had endured in their 

workplace over a lengthy period of time. For example, one participant, reported that she 

was subjected to “daily intimidation, harassment, isolation, and discrimination” by 
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senior management until she was “forced to leave” as she was at the point of “near 

collapse” (ID126, PC, A1).  

During this phase, the target is not only subjected to multiple workplace 

investigations but sometimes is also subjected to compulsory psychiatric assessments. 

Additionally, those targeted are often denied workers compensation claims for 

psychological damage on the basis that management actions towards them meet the 

legal definition of “reasonable management action”. During this phase, the perpetrators 

appear to be protected and are sometimes even promoted into the position vacated by 

the target’s expulsion as described by Nikki (ID9) in her claim for worker’s 

compensation. 

The complainants did not have to reveal their identity or give specifics to their 

vague accusations and were able to hide behind their claims that they feared 

reprisals, without any explanation as to why they feared me. The complainants 

remained in their positions, and at least two were promoted to my position while 

the matter was still under investigation, thereby creating the impression that they 

were innocent victims of a bully boss. (ID9, PC, p. 24) 

Phase 5: Expulsion  

The fifth phase of workplace mobbing, the expulsion, was reported by 32 of the 

62 participants (52%) during the crystallisation phase. The remaining 28 participants, 

although continuing in their positions, indicated that their ongoing employment was 

tenuous. Some of the expulsion methods whereby participants were forced to exit their 

employment during phase 5 are identified in Table 9.  
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Table 9: Participant expulsions 

Method Participant description 

Character 
assassination 

I was a manager for some ten years… I took a package 
… this year … I was the subject of innuendo, gossip, 
character assassination and disciplinary action. My 
complaints to senior staff were ignored … my staff were 
allowed to continue their assault on my character, both 
working and personal. (ID67, DS1, pp. 105-106) 

Extended 
investigation 

I was removed from my positions [sic] and after an 
extended investigation lasting more than a year I was 
cleared of all allegations but I am still unable to return 
… (ID122, DS1, p. 236) 

Psychological 
breakdown 

I'm a late middle-aged man, working in the public 
sector and I have been subjected to … mobbing in the 
workplace … This happened over a number of years … 
and culminated in my having a psychological and 
physical health breakdown. I was off work for over 4 
months … (ID73, DS1, pp. 116-117) 

Sick leave I am currently on sick leave and have applied for 
workers compensation. (ID110, PC, p.16) 

Unfair dismissal The upshot of all of this has been that I have been 
summarily dismissed and am now involved in unfair 
dismissal proceedings. (ID201, DS1, p.40) 

Made redundant … the Uni has now classified me as a “OH&S risk” to 
staff … (that is why I was banned from entering 
buildings) and that I will be made reduntant [sic] (the 
reason being as I am a OH&S risk I cannot be allowed 
to return to teaching. (ID130, PC, p.1) 

Workers 
compensation 

I have effectively lost my job as a direct result of the 
workplace mobbing and have been horrified at how 
quickly the management … continue to push me out 
despite singing my praises … I am endeavouring to get 
some closure on the many issues (ID189, DS1, p.183) 
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Degrees of damage 

The degree of mobbing or damage, is analogous to the 3 degrees of skin burns, 

that is, first, second, and third degree burns where the latter is the most serious 

("Discrimination and sexual harassment complaints: Your rights and responsibilities," 

2003) . In this study, 32 participants from the crystallisation phase claim they were 

forced to exit their employment completely and can therefore be assessed as having 

experienced third degree mobbing compared to the remaining 28, who, although 

experiencing first or second degree mobbing, returned to other alternative employment 

some time after their expulsion.  

6.3 Psychological damage  

The symptoms of psychological damage are not explored in this thesis because 

this aspect of inquiry is addressed in the literature as referred to in Chapter 3. 

Nevertheless, the experience of the participants is consistent with the psychological 

“terror” identified by Leymann (1996a). For example, one participant described his 

symptoms of “purging”, “disassociation”, “pacing” and becoming emotionally 

“unstable” and “sobbing” (ID189). Another participant described the experience as 

“soul destroying” and being pushed to the “brink of suicide” (ID9). Additionally, 3 

participants reported that they were admitted to hospital in a distressed state, while 

others, including 12 of the 13 managers were diagnosed by psychiatrists with “severe 

major depression”, “panic disorder” and “adjustment disorder” (see for example, 

confidential documents N8, p.1 and M8, p. 5). 

Another participant suggested that in his case, mobbing was a process whereby 

management disregarded all psychiatric reports that he was at high risk of suicide and 

continued to harass him because they wanted to be rid of him. During his interview, he 

commented that: 

the psych reports said things like “he's at risk of suicide … high risk of suicide” 

… that went in to [the department] and we got a letter back saying we disregard 

all psychiatric reports … they said that there'd been “reasonable management 

practice” … and what really angered me was them … continuing with the whole 

process … they wanted me dead … they wanted me to kill myself … and then 

they went and leaked it all to the media … and it was all about making sure … 
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that I was tainted, and ruined, and making sure that [they] got rid of me. 

(Interview, Mick, ID201)  

6.4 Downward mobbing  

Some examples highlighting the problem are discussed to elaborate on the 

findings that characterise mobbing as a five phased process leading to expulsion. The 

first example can be described as a typical case of downward mobbing involving the 

cooption of other staff by management to make unfounded accusations against the 

target. An overview of the mobbing in this example is summarised in Figure 25 where 

the first phase commenced with an unresolved conflict that Hayley (ID86) attributed to 

her being a witness for a colleague who made complaints of bullying against a more 

senior manager. The second phase followed with fault finding and management’s 

escalation of the conflict with a “show-cause” notice as to why she should not be 

disciplined as indicated in Figure 25. She was subsequently blamed as the problem and 

expelled from her position after which her compensation claim was rejected on the basis 

of “reasonable management action”.  

 

 

Figure 25: Mobbing concept example.  

 
To contribute to the validity of Hayley’s perceptions, extracts from supporting 

documents against each of the five phases, are herein cited. The documents are 

referenced in brackets at the end of each citation to correlate with a signed list of 
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documents, the originals of which have been sighted by a Justice of the Peace as well as 

the supervisors of this thesis, included in Appendix 10.  

Phase 1: Unresolved conflict 

The following comments to a compensation review agency describe the initial 

conflict that Hayley attributed as the commencement of her mobbing experience. 

Hayley appeared as a witness for a colleague against her supervisor, the team leader, as 

described in the following correspondence from her treating psychiatrist to the then 

Minister for Health.  

Hayley outlined for me a process of nit-picking and daily criticism … following 

[her] support of a fellow … team member Karen]… last year in an inquiry 

initiated by the Area Manager [B]. Karen] had complained of being bullied 

relentlessly for two years] by [B]. After Hayley’s support for Karen], [A] and 

[B] began victimizing Hayley. (H32, p. 1) 

Phase 2: Psychological assaults  

The second phase comprised psychological assaults that escalated the conflict to 

an unmanageable level. In Hayley’s case, some of the psychological assaults, identified 

from the records of the case are listed below:  

Requiring her to fill out a leave form for being 20 minutes late for work rather 

than making up the time later in the day as is common practice in such 

situations. (H27, p. 2) 

Requesting her to come into work on her rostered day off to work the additional 

20 minutes. (H30, p.1) 

Directing her to participate in a performance improvement plan (PIP). (H6, p.1) 

Forwarding her a notice to “show cause” why she should not be “formally 

disciplined”. (H9, p.1) 

Deducting 20 minutes salary from her pay. (H27, p.1) 

Presented with anonymous and unsubstantiated accusations by two line 

managers, without prior warning, in a closed door meeting. (H20, p. 2) 

Coercion of at least one member of staff to make unfounded accusations against 

her. (H32, p.1) 
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The psychological damage caused by these assaults is summarised by a 

psychiatrist, in his statement to the superannuation authority (H33) during their 

investigation of Hayley’s claim for the continuation of an income protection payment. 

The psychiatrist reported that Hayley “cannot return to her workplace because of severe 

anxiety symptoms. She is totally and temporarily unfit to return to her job”. (H33, p. 7) 

Furthermore, he commented on the behaviour of the line managers, suggesting 

that they:  

behaved like predators who had wounded their quarry, and who intended to 

continue inflicting more and more wounds in the hope that their prey would 

haemorrhage and die. (H33, p. 4) 

The line managers however, rationalised their actions to a more senior manager, 

the District Manager, using inflammatory language, including “fraud”, (H45, p.4) 

“absenteeism” and “tardiness” (H9) to describe Hayley’s arriving at work 20 minutes 

late. In relation to the lateness incident, the line managers reported the situation as 

follows:  

[B] and myself needed to inform Hayley that her AVF10

[B] and I attempted to find out why the falsification of the AVF had occurred 

contrary to a directive from myself on the day of the unauthorized absence form 

[sic] duty. (H23, p. 1) 

 had been corrected for 

the time she was late to work without authorization on 20 January. She was 

informed that this correction had been done by myself, and countersigned by 

[B]. She was also informed that [another manager] had been briefed regarding 

the issue as it was a requirement in these situations to inform relevant 

authorities. (H23, p. 1) 

These documented comments, it can be argued, highlight the escalation of an 

incident with discrediting terms, including “falsification”, “without authorization”, 

“unauthorised absence” combined with references to “directives” and forms being 

“countersigned” by “relevant authorities” seems to unnecessarily exaggerate Hayley’s 

offending behaviour (H23, p.1). The tone of this extract is not conducive to fostering 

good relationships or resolving the matter and the impact on Hayley is one of anguish 

                                                 
10 Authorized variation form (AVF) 
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and torment. However, the tone is seemingly justified by the managers on the basis that 

she is deserving of harsh treatment because she was late for work.  

Phase 3: Management’s escalation of conflict  

The third phase occurs when management becomes involved and escalates the 

conflict to the detriment of the target. In Hayley’s case, the two line managers claimed 

that the matter was “so serious” that it was reported to the Executive Officer (H21, p. 3). 

Hayley was then directed to participate in a Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) as a 

measure towards correcting her behaviour. However, she was unable to comply due to 

the state of her mental health and anxiety attacks (H21, p.6). There was seemingly little 

consideration given to her deteriorating health and instead it appears she was further 

intimidated for taking two days sick leave in that she was phoned at home by her line 

manager and angrily told that her taking sick leave was not acceptable (H44, p.5). 

These comments were followed by the line manager’s request to the District 

Manager requesting her to “escalate” the situation by forwarding a notice to Hayley 

inviting her to show-cause as to why she should not be formally disciplined. In this 

correspondence, the line manager claimed that Hayley had failed to “complete the 

appropriate leave and attendance variation forms” and had also failed to participate in a 

PIP with the Acting Area Manager [B] and the Team Leader [A]. (H9) 

Shortly thereafter, the District Manager forwarded a show-cause notice to 

Hayley advising her that she had failed to “comply” with “reasonable and lawful 

directions” by “failing to participate in a Performance Improvement Process as directed 

by the Executive Officer”. The correspondence also advised that “it appears you may be 

liable to disciplinary action pursuant to the Public Service Act 1996” (H12, p. 1). 

Phase 4: Target blamed 

During the fourth phase, the target is blamed as the one at fault. In this example, 

Hayley requested that her participation in a PIP be delayed until she could obtain advice 

and support. This may have been interpreted as “difficult” behaviour to which 

management responded by forwarding a show-cause letter as to why she should not be 

dismissed for “failing to participate in the PIP”. This approach suggests that 

management had little consideration for Hayley’s deteriorating health because she was 

deemed to be deserving of discipline regardless of the damage it may cause. 
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Phase 5: Expulsion  

Management achieved their goal of forcing Hayley out of her employment. The 

psychological assaults resulted in a nervous breakdown, after which she did not return 

to her employment again. During the period of post expulsion, that is the time between 

exiting the work location and resigning or being dismissed, the mobbing appears to have 

continued, in Hayley’s case with compulsory psychiatric assessments for an 

unsuccessful compensation claim. Some months after her forced exit, she resigned from 

her position and sought redeployment elsewhere in the department. However, she was 

not able to return to the department and she resigned from the position two years later.  

6.5 Position targeted  

This study identified that sometimes staff holding positions with responsibility 

for financial accountability may also be at risk of being targeted with bullying 

accusations. The following comment made by a line manager, about one of the 

participants, Megan (ID56), refers to this risk as follows: 

I have experienced similar conflicts in the various … offices throughout the 

department where an administration officer such as Megan has authority to give 

some direction to a [practitioner] such as the allocation of a vehicle, a caseload 

or annual leave … I recall putting to Megan at the time that her situation was 

difficult… (M5, p. 1) 

Phase 1: Unresolved conflict 

The argument that it was Megan’s role that caused resentment was demonstrated 

in one example where she was responsible for implementing technological change. In 

her position, Megan was required to introduce a digital dictation system into a 

workplace that had been using a manual system. While Megan realised that this 

technological shift may have given rise to feelings of resentment, senior management 

did not appear to recognise any connection between this role and her subsequent 

mobbing experience. (M5, p. 4) 

Phase 2: Psychological assaults  

Unlike some of the other participants who were unsuccessful, Megan’s claim for 

compensation was upheld. (M10, p.1). The compensation report revealed a history of 

resentment towards Megan; one example included the distribution of a poster by some 
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staff portraying her as being grotesque and animal like (M10, p.5). While she raised her 

concerns with management at the time, she claims that “nothing ever happened” (M10, 

p.42) 

The malicious intent to force Megan out of her position is demonstrated with comments 

emailed to Megan by one of her colleagues:  

[name] came into my office yesterday morning and her words were "I hear that 

[Megan] is under siege"? I asked her what she meant by that and she said "I hear 

that everyone … [in the section] … is putting in complaints trying to get her the 

sack, I thought perhaps you would like to know so you could let her know"! 

(M2) 

Phase 3: Management’s escalation of conflict  

Management’s escalation of the conflict commenced when the senior manager 

met with staff to gather complaints against her. Although there were no particulars, 

Megan was later advised that a number of staff had complained about her bullying 

management style. The Director, in Megan’s case, openly supported the perpetrators; 

siding with them against Megan on the basis of their claim of Megan’s bullying 

behaviour. From the records of the case, it appears that the level of upset of one of the 

complainants appears to have persuaded the senior manager to give credence to her 

version of events while the supportive statements, made by Megan’s line managers and 

other staff, were dismissed.  

While procedural fairness suggests that complaints should first be tested for 

substance, as discussed in Section 3.5.5, it seems that in mobbing situations, 

complainants are not required to provide evidence to support their allegations before 

punishing actions are taken. Furthermore, the onus is on those targeted to prove that 

they are innocent; for example, in Megan’s case it appeared that she had already been 

found guilty and deserving of the hostile behaviours directed towards her without the 

benefit of a right of reply. The lack of procedural fairness evident in this situation led 

the respondent to conclude that she no longer had “… faith, along with most other 

people I deal with, in this grievance process being anything but one sided and definitely 

not in my favour” (M10, p. 19). 
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Phase 4: Blame the target  

When conflict arises in the workplace, it appears that it is sometimes less 

difficult for management to blame the person who holds the position, in the belief that 

the problems will disappear once they are replaced. However, this may not be the case 

when it is the duties of the position, rather than the person carrying them out, that causes 

resentment.  

It appears in Megan’s case, that despite the psychological assaults directed at her 

over a number of years, it is she who was accused of being the difficult person and 

responsible for the emotional upsets in the office. Although it is Megan who has been 

psychologically damaged and forced to exit her employment, the reason provided for 

the senior manager’s refusal to allow a return to work program is the distress this will 

cause her perpetrators. There appears little, if any, consideration for Megan’s 

circumstances and it appears that for some reason she is excluded from the senior 

manager’s fairness boundary and has become a deserving target, as discussed in Section 

3.5.6, and is therefore deemed to be deserving of harsh and unfair treatment. 

Double standards  

Megan makes reference to her experience of double standards with the following 

comment, made in her compensation claim, stating that she was “getting the message” 

that the senior manager was “saying my behaviour is unacceptable, but the person who 

started all this, [her] behaviour is acceptable” (M10, p.44). 

In this example, Megan was referring to comments that while her behaviour had 

been labelled “disgusting”, the assaults to which she appears to have been subjected 

over a period of time, seemed to be acceptable. 

The concerns raised with Megan were that her behaviour was intolerable and 

that she should leave her employment. The complaints supporting this contention were 

expressed in the following terms:  

She goes “head on with everything” she does (M10, p.41) 

She is not flexible or understanding enough and “rubs everyone up the wrong 

way” (M8, p.2) 

Her behaviour towards some other staff is “disgusting” particularly in telling one 

of the [solicitors] that she was behaving like a “collegiate [sic] girl” (M10, p. 22). 



Chapter 6: Expulsion 

131 
Workplace Mobbing: Expulsion, Exclusion, and Transformation 

These complaints invite the question as to which of the following behaviours a 

reasonable person might find more offensive: 

The email accidentally forwarded to Megan, where one of her perpetrators states 

that she “hates” her (M1) 

Megan’s response that the sender was behaving like a “collegiate [sic] girl” (M10, 

p. 22)  

The abovementioned [senior manager’s] comments to Megan that she is 

“disgusting” and that she should leave because she “rubs everyone up the wrong way” 

(M8, p.2) 

A reasonable person might conclude that Megan’s comments appear to be the 

least offensive. Furthermore, while her perpetrators remain in their positions, Megan is 

forced to leave due to ill health and additionally, refused the opportunity for 

rehabilitation.  

Phase 5: Expulsion  

Efforts to prevent Megan from returning to her position appear to have been 

undertaken by the more senior manager on the basis that some staff complained to him 

about her management style. Their discrediting opinions, perceptions, and level of upset 

possibly created a sense of urgency on the part of the senior manager in telling Megan 

that she should leave. In summary, in this case, the perpetrators were successful in the 

achievement of their deliberate goal to ensure that Megan was permanently removed 

from her position. 

6.6 Upward mobbing  

One participant, Nikki (ID9), explained that she was aware of two previous 

managers who had similarly been accused of bullying and expelled from her position, 

while another, following her own expulsion, was similarly ousted. In this case, it was 

reported in witness statements, taken during one investigation, that one of the 

perpetrators “hated” managers (N4, pp. 1-3). The following comments are from 

retracting statements made after Nikki’s expulsion and demonstrate the powerful 

influence of gossip, hearsay, rumour, and innuendo in causing harm (N2 pp. 5-9). 
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6.6.1 The power of gossip 

In her retracting statement, made two years after Nikki’s expulsion, one 

complainant identified the manipulative behaviours into which she was drawn at the 

time. In her statement, she makes the following comments: 

I felt bad about my involvement, that I had been manipulated……. I saw a 

pattern of bitching that didn’t stop when Nikki left – she [the perpetrator] found 

someone else. (N4, p. 5)  

I feel I was coopted … to make a complaint against Nikki. (N4, p. 1)  

[she] would portray Nikki as abusive and bullying towards her. (N2, p. 1)  

The same thing occurred with [the new acting manager]……I saw a pattern over 

time … [she] was trying to get others to hate [the new acting manager]…. (N2, 

p. 2) 

 The success of manipulation is also demonstrated by another 

complainant in her comments that, “[the perpetrator] built up the impression that 

Nikki hated me and so I was scared of [her]” (N11, p. 12). Another witness 

similarly refers to her “cooption” to make a grievance commenting that “I don’t 

know that I would have had the idea to make a grievance … but I opted to go 

along with the process once the procedure started…” (N4, p.9) 

The serial nature of resentment may also be directed at the position rather than 

the holder of the position as suggested in the following comments: 

the intense bitching behind one’s back kept on going [after Nikki’s 

expulsion]….the focus of the perpetrator’s] hatred just turned to someone 

else……I noticed a pattern between Nikki and [the new acting manager] … (N2, 

p. 2) 

When the perpetrator was appointed to act in Nikki’s position, this complainant 

reported that she became the target of attack commenting that:  

[she] started doing to me what she had done to [another acting manager] and to 

Nikki, causing conflict and talking behind my back and telling lies…this is a 

pattern for [her]. (N2, p. 3) 
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6.6.2 Malicious intent 

 The malicious nature of the psychological assaults is highlighted by the 

following comments made by one complainant that “… if people challenged her 

… or contradicted her, she would say things such as ‘I hate that bitch, I’ll take 

her down’” (N2, p. 8).  

I have seen [the perpetrator] sacrifice other’s credibility and lie and say others 

have not done something so that she would not be exposed … sometimes I think 

she … is the most malicious woman in the world…I do not think Nikki was the 

evil archetype that [she] would have liked us to think. (N4, p. 12). 

6.6.3 Blame the target  

Despite the retracting complainant witness statements, management pursued 

Nikki as the one at fault and at the same time appeared to protect the perpetrators. For 

example, the retracting statements were not brought to Nikki’s attention until 6 months 

after they had been made. From the perspective of those targeted, this management 

response contributed to unnecessary anguish that could have been alleviated if these had 

had been made available in the first instance. In any case, management were dismissive 

of the retractions commenting that they did not influence the outcome of their 

investigation (N25). Rather, the vague complaints of the perpetrator were upheld while 

she remained unaccountable for her own counterproductive behaviours (N25).  

The influence of power and gossip in Nikki’s situation is indicated in the 

following comments from the Public Service Commission’s investigation: 

The interviews conducted by [the investigator] with [two of the complainants] 

some eighteen months after first being interviewed are significant, in that they 

show a workplace in which people's behaviour to each other was influenced by 

rumour, innuendo and gossip. [one complainant] is recorded as stating: 

I don't know what Nikki was doing or could have done better … [the 

perpetrator] built up the impression that Nikki hated me and so I was scared of 

[her]. If there had been mediation it would have been okay. There was a lot of 

resistance by [the perpetrator] to reach a resolution through mediation. (N11, p. 

12) 
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However, these comments were also dismissed by the Department who 

continued to portray Nikki as the cause of the problem. Nikki, along with some of the 

other manager participants, was denied rehabilitation assistance during the post 

expulsion phase, and was subsequently compulsorily retired from the public sector on 

the basis of ill health. However, this was without compensation because of the 

reasonable management action rule (N22, pp 3-6). 

The experience of managers is typified in the following comments from another 

participant suggesting that:  

[we] … rarely if ever hear the stories of those people who are victims of false 

accusations of bullying. These people are truly voiceless. I am one such person, 

and having been a victim of a false accusation of bullying, I have suffered 

trauma, depression, self-doubt, lowered self-esteem, and the powerlessness that 

comes from that. Every time I hear the word “bully” I have an almost traumatic 

response - I become anxious and angry. (ID56, DS1, p. 87) 

This participant further comments that the perpetrators appeared to make 

unfounded accusations in an effort to unseat her because: 

making a false accusation of bullying could be an extremely effective means of 

intimidating, or undermining, or getting rid of an employee, or a boss. 

Investigations are often managed like witch-hunts. There is nothing constructive 

or restorative about current approaches being taken. (ID56, DS1, p. 87)  

6.7 Summary 

This chapter addressed Research Question 1: how is workplace mobbing 

experienced by those targeted? The collective experience of 62 participants in the 

crystallisation phase identified mobbing as a process of expulsion. This chapter 

explored the five phases leading to expulsion with examples of upwards and downwards 

mobbing. The discussion identified that, consistent with the literature, the process 

commenced as an unresolved conflict that remained an ongoing source of resentment, 

escalating over a period of time, with psychological assaults in the second phase. This 

was followed by the third phase, when management escalated the conflict to an 

unmanageable level, and later, in the fourth phase, management seemingly blamed the 

target as the one at fault resulting in their expulsion from the workplace in the fifth 
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phase. The findings also revealed a sixth post expulsion phase that can be described as 

one of resistance where transformation is possible. 

The chapter concluded with participant examples of the five phased process 

leading to expulsion. Their experience was validated with correspondence and other 

formal documents as listed in Appendix 10. The concept of mobbing included upwards 

mobbing towards managers, downwards mobbing towards staff and sideways mobbing 

of colleagues. In addition, sometimes the position, rather than the holder of the position, 

appears to be targeted. While this chapter has briefly mentioned the organisational 

practices and processes that perpetuate mobbing, this aspect is elaborated more fully in 

Chapter 7 in response to the high occurrence of open codes in regard to false 

accusations, workplace investigations, and the denial of natural justice identified in this 

research.
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CHAPTER 7: THEME 1 - EXPULSION 

PART B: WORKPLACE INVESTIGATIONS 

 Ostensibly, workplace tribunals existed to provide ‘arbitration’ and 

‘reconciliation’ services to employees who felt uncomfortable or threatened by 

the behaviour of a colleague. In reality, they were kangaroo courts transparently 

manipulated by office bullies to settle scores and secure advancement, mini 

show trials in which Temple favourites could destroy anybody they wished to, 

simply by accusing them of socially unacceptable thinking. Any person at any 

time could themselves be accused suddenly of racism or sexism and be forced to 

appear before these tribunals, usually without understanding what it was, they 

were supposed to have done. The charges were impossible to deny because over 

the years the words had come to be so widely and loosely interpreted as to be 

almost meaningless. In fact blatant racial discrimination and sexual harassment 

continued unchallenged, entirely separately to these trials, and often perpetrated 

by the very people who were claiming to be their victims (Elton, 2007, p.195). 

7.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore Part B of the expulsion theme 

concerning the role of workplace investigations in the expulsion process. While the five 

phased process of workplace mobbing was explored in Chapter 6, this chapter 

elaborates on the third phase where management becomes involved to the detriment of 

those targeted. Furthermore, this chapter explores the proposition that the absence of 

specific legislation to address workplace mobbing, maintains a system that effectively 

denies justice and legal remedies to those targeted. Another proposition discussed is that 

although guidelines have been developed, detailing principles of natural justice and 

procedural fairness, these are not enforceable and do not match with public sector 

practice. This chapter argues that the introduction of a legislative framework for dealing 

with complaints would be more effective in dealing with the mobbing phenomenon 

compared to current practices.  

While the discussion in the previous chapter was based on the 62 participants 

during the thematic stage, the discussion in this chapter is based on the experience of 13 
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managers, identified during the crystallisation phase, whose mobbing experience 

included workplace investigations involving unjustified accusations of bullying. This 

was found to be characteristic of the third phase of mobbing to facilitate the expulsion 

of those targeted.  

This chapter also responds to Research Question 4: how can organisations 

prevent and address workplace mobbing? This chapter concludes that the introduction 

of a legislative framework, establishing fair and just investigation practices, could 

contribute to a sense of organisational justice thereby reducing the adverse impact of the 

phenomenon. The anticipated benefits of a legislative framework, based on existing 

anti-discrimination legislation, is first discussed followed by participant examples that 

highlight the problems arising in the absence of legislation.  

7.2 Benefits of a legislative framework 

The benefits of a legislative framework are explored in reference to a model 

proscribed by the Queensland Anti-Discrimination Act 1991 (the Act). While this 

legislation addresses harassment on specific grounds, including gender, race, age, 

parental status, and impairment, and sexual orientation, similar legislative provisions 

may be suitably applied to address workplace mobbing. Some benefits generally include 

clarification of terms, definitions, and the establishment of procedures. Legislation, 

similar to the Act, for example, specifies that conciliation is the preferred method for 

dealing with complaints. Proposed legislation, consistent with the Act, might introduce 

the vicarious liability principle where the employer and the offending employee, can be 

held separately or jointly liable for their conduct. Another important provision 

proscribed by legislation might be in relation to dealing with malicious, vexatious, and 

trivial accusations. This chapter compares the reality of current practice with that which 

is possible with legislation and discusses a global agenda as a way forward for dealing 

with the problem. Some of the benefits of practices undertaken within a legislative 

framework compared with existing practice are listed in Table 10.  
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Table 10: Comparison of complaint handling procedures 

Complaint 
handling stages 

Legislation Absence of legislation 

Definitions Legal definitions clarifying:  
 Unlawful behaviour 
 Context of the behaviour 

Absence of legally binding 
definitions.  
Definitions in policies and 
procedures are not legally 
binding. 

Complaints Complaints in writing 
Substantiated 
Complainant identified 
Based on facts 
Subject to reasonable person test 

Verbal complaints 
Unsubstantiated 
Complainant/s anonymous 
Based on perceptions 
Not subject to reasonable person 
test 

Malicious, 
vexatious, and 
trivial complaints 

Decision made to accept or reject 
the complaints based on an 
assessment of the facts. 
Malicious, vexatious and trivial 
complainants are not accepted. 
 

The accused person is suspended 
or moved out of their place of 
employment on the basis of 
malicious, vexatious, and trivial 
complaints. 
Lack of consequences for those 
making malicious and vexatious 
complaints 

Timelines on 
decisions 

Decision whether to investigate 
made within 28 days. 
Provisions made for progressing 
matters not resolved within six 
months. 

Decision to investigate is 
immediate. 
Investigations take months and 
years. 
Matters remain unresolved. 

Burden of proof Presumption of innocence. 
Onus on complainant to prove 
guilt. 

Presumption of guilt. 
Onus on the accused to prove 
innocence. 

Investigations Explicit. 
Trained investigators. 
Consistent and legally defined 
procedures. 
All parties have the right of reply. 

Covert.  
Untrained investigators. 
Inconsistent and unjust 
procedures. 
The accused person is denied the 
right of reply.  

Alternative 
dispute resolution 

Conciliation required. Conciliation and mediation not 
an option. 

Vicarious 
liability 

Management and the offender/s 
are held liable for unlawful 
behaviour. 
Redress available to those harmed 
by the offence. 

Management has recourse to 
“reasonable management action”.  
Lack of consequences for the 
perpetrators. 
Lack of redress for those harmed 
by the offence. 
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7.3 Investigation practices 

While the benefits of legislation have been highlighted, this is not intended to 

imply that the system would be flawless. However, it is suggested that in order to gain 

recognition of the problem, legal redress, or compensation, engaging with the systems 

world would be an effective way to achieve those goals. Current practice, as 

summarised by one participant, (Joe, ID78), suggests that it is not enough to have 

guidelines without accountability requirements. The following extract is Joe’s summary 

of practices that she observed as a participant in Black Sheep. 

Complainants are guaranteed that they need not be identified when making a 

complaint.  

Allegations are accepted for investigation without substantiating evidence.  

Complainants are not required to provide complaints in writing.  

Vexatious, malicious, and trivial accusations are given credence.  

The perceptions and feelings of the complainants are given credence over facts 

and substance. 

Complainants are not held accountable for malicious, vexatious or false 

accusations. 

The accused person is not required to have the specifics of the allegations 

provided to them in writing.  

The accused person is removed from their workplace without right of reply. 

Consultants are appointed to undertake multiple investigations. 

Allegations from past years are investigated even though they may already have 

been investigated. 

Departments are not held accountable for the long-term psychological harm and 

loss of employment caused to employees arising from flawed and unjust 

investigation procedures. (ID78, PC, N12) 
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 This inquiry reveals that expulsion is effectively achieved through lengthy and 

multiple investigations in response to anonymous complaints, and where the person 

complained about is denied natural justice. While common law principles of a 

presumption of innocence and the right of reply are assumed as basic rights for those 

accused of wrongdoing, as discussed in Section 3.5.5, this chapter highlights that 

organisational processes and practices are contributing factors to workplace mobbing. 

Management rationalisation of unfair practices as reasonable management action is also 

explored. 

7.3.1 Lengthy investigations 

This inquiry identifies that investigations can take two or three years and 

allowing for appeal processes, the period of investigation can sometimes extend to four 

or more years. For example, in Nikki’s (ID9) case, there was a two year period of 

investigation between the appointment of a consultant and her report to senior 

management (N24, p. 285). The investigation process is also subject to lengthy delays 

because of multiple investigations over a number of years, for example, Kim (ID28) 

was subjected to multiple investigations over a period of years. These comprised a 

preliminary investigation, a second follow up investigation, and a third investigation 

into various aspects of the first two investigations (K2, p.23). While Kim was eventually 

cleared of the allegations, the investigations into her alleged bullying behaviours 

continued for two years. During this time, she was expelled from her employment and 

her health deteriorated to the extent that she was receiving treatment for long-term 

psychological damage as a result. Meanwhile, the perpetrators were supported by 

management, despite the malicious nature of their allegations.  

The examples of mobbing discussed so far, highlight that there are seemingly 

indefinite timelines for public sector investigations compared to good practice 

guidelines that establish relatively brief timelines. The Act for example, establishes a 28 

day timeline for a preliminary investigation during which a decision is made to either 

accept or reject a complaint (Sections 141 and 167).  

Joe (ID78) describes her experience of upward mobbing as follows: 

I was in a managerial role and 12 months ago I was accused of workplace 

bullying and was moved out of my job. I was not told what I had done …despite 

many requests for this information in writing… I was directed to attend 
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interviews and answer questions despite not knowing what I had done. I refused 

to answer questions and the department then decided to proceed with 

disciplinary action. I hired a solicitor to assist me and my union has also 

provided me with assistance. A consultant was paid a fee of about $24,000 to 

investigate the allegations against me. At the end of March, 5 months after I was 

removed from my job, I received a show cause notice and an 8cm thick wad of 

documentation including the allegations against me. Most of the allegations 

were not particularised so that I had to guess when they occurred or were up to 

two years old and I could not recall or had difficulty recalling the alleged 

incidents. It took me a month to reply to this. My reply pointed out the 

department’s lack of adherance [sic] to natural justice principles and processes 

and other legal issues and I described the action against me as a witch hunt. 

(DS1, p. 213) 

7.3.2 Complainant anonymity 

This study revealed that despite good practice guidelines, complainants tended 

to be guaranteed anonymity in making allegations. The managers in this study were not 

permitted to know the names of the complainants, sometimes on the basis that the 

complainants “feared” victimisation. At other times, withholding the names of the 

complainants along with the allegations was justified on the basis that the accused 

person might gain an unfair advantage with “advanced warning” of the complaint where 

they “might stack the response” (N24, pp. 309-310). Another participant in this study, 

who was suspended on the basis of bullying accusations, was informed that the 

complainants had been guaranteed anonymity on the basis of the “extreme concern 

expressed by three staff members should a record of anything they said be accessed by 

her” (K2, p. 8).  

These claims are further elaborated upon in a report prepared during a second 

investigation, stating that “that the complainants felt unable to deal with any real or 

imaginary repercussions from her should she access this information” (K2, p.8). 

Additionally, the investigators reported “that staff would not speak with us unless there 

were guarantees that any written records were destroyed” (K2, p.8). While it can be 

argued that withholding the names of complainants is for the protection of the staff, this 

is at the expense of procedural fairness for the person complained about. The practice of 
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withholding the names of complainants during workplace investigations is seemingly 

common in the public sector. 

This covert approach to making complaints is in direct contrast to legislatively 

proscribed principles, for example under Section 136 of the Act, it is required that: 

A complaint must: 

(a) be in writing; and 

(b) set out reasonably sufficient details to indicate an alleged contravention of 

the Act. (p. 58) 

Additionally, guidelines reinforce this requirement by advising complainants to 

sign and date their complaints and “to keep in mind that these will be forwarded to the 

respondent” (Clarke, 2003) 

7.3.3 Out of date complaints  

Another area of concern is that allegations were sometimes years old and had 

already been investigated and dealt with. However, for some participants, these 

complaints were reinvestigated without reference to prior investigations. The acceptance 

of out of date complaints is in contrast to the time limits set under legislation. For 

example, under Section 138 (1) of the Act, it is stated that “a person is only entitled to 

make a complaint within one year of the alleged contravention”, although, in certain 

circumstances, provision is made for the acceptance of a complaint after one year if the 

complainant “shows good cause” (p. 58). 

However, there were no time restrictions with some complaints resurrected for 

further investigation from four, five, or more years before (see for example K2 and D1). 

The historical context of past complaints tended to be dismissed by investigators to the 

detriment of those targeted. For example, in Kim’s case, the investigators reported that 

they “did not investigate all the circumstances surrounding the departure of another staff 

member] four years ago”. However, they concluded on the basis of “anecdotal 

evidence”, that Kim was instrumental in the departure because she made it “clear to 

staff at that time on a number of occasions” that she believed her to be incompetent (D1, 

p.2). Furthermore, they reported that staff perceived this participant as having “cleverly 

manipulated circumstances” to have her removed (D1, p.9). 
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To further illustrate the lack of time restrictions for the making of complaints, 

another participant, Dana (ID144), reported that when she received the investigator’s 

report, she “could not believe what [she] was reading” because the report was “about 50 

pages long” with an “unbelievable … twisting of lies” “… [going] back five years or 

more” (LB, p.5). 

The investigator, in Nikki’s case (ID9) justified a “casting of the net … over a 

three year period” on the basis that she was “trying to establish the context in which the 

allegations arose … because … bullying is associated with a pattern of behaviour rather 

than … specific incidents” (N24, p. 281). 

During a hearing at the Industrial Relations Commission, Nikki’s barrister cross 

examined the investigator, and suggested that her method of investigation was flawed 

because she had not investigated “specific allegations – that is as to date, time, place, 

and person” and that she had rather “developed themes that had arisen from the material 

supplied by the complainants” (N24, p. 281). In response, the consultant replied, “Yes, 

clearly it was, in this case” (N24, p. 295). However, there was no explanation as to the 

purpose of withholding the specifics that also denied Nikki the right of reply. Nikki 

reported that it was if she had already been found guilty of an offence. 

7.3.4 Covert investigations 

Investigations were sometimes undertaken covertly, with the use of misleading 

terms that did not accurately reflect the true purpose of meetings and interviews. For 

example, one participant, Kim (ID28), reported that she and other staff were informed 

that they were contributing to “a visioning process” when a consultant was employed. 

This perception was validated in a departmental report (K2) explaining that a consultant 

had been employed “to assist with a visioning process for the … Department”. (K2, 

p.22)  

 In this example, the consultant was instructed by senior management to 

undertake interviews with all staff over a period of 2 days, upon which a report was to 

be made. The dominant issue arising from the interviews was related to staff behaviour 

rather than visions for the future. Specifically, the report concluded that “the behaviour 

of one staff member represents an unacceptable risk to the health and safety of other 

staff members”. (K2, p.1) The report alleged that “features of her behaviour may 

constitute harassment and bullying and that there are concerns for the workplace health 
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and safety of certain staff”. (K2, p.1) This style of covert investigation is not consistent 

with good practice guidelines that require open, explicit, and accountable processes, as 

discussed in Section 3.5.2. 

Following on from the purported first visioning exercise where the initial 

allegations were reported, and after further interviews undertaken by a specialist doctor, 

another new investigation commenced. In a third investigative process, the method of 

gathering complaints included further interviews with staff where they were invited to 

complete a 3 page questionnaire with their opinions and comments about this 

participant’s behaviour (K1). For example, the complainants were invited to comment 

upon the impact that this participant’s behaviour had on them professionally and 

personally, attracting the following anonymous responses: 

She’s scarey [sic]. I find the staff room unhappy; non-supportive work 

environment; very negative; you have to take sides (K1, p. 51); 

Don’t look forward to coming to work (K1, p. 51); 

Aware of what it would be like if you decided to take her on (K1, p. 30); 

[name] has admitted she is scared of [her]. 2 occasions when Coke was on car, 

suspicious that [she] was responsible even though she was helpful (K1, p. 47); 

I believe [she] sets up other people to do her “dirty work” (K1, p. 53); 

My ideals have been shattered and both my children were affected by the 

behaviour, marriage affected, stress related [sic] (K1, p. 54). 

Moreover, the covert style of the investigation was indicated in the final 

question that invited opinions about the purposefulness of this participant’s 

communication style, specifically seeking responses to establish whether she “sets out 

to achieve particular goals or whether her communication style is more generalized and 

if so why?” (K1, p.12). This question attracted the following anonymous responses: 

“non-verbals” including “reading and not engaging” at staff meetings and “rolls 

the eyes” (K1, p. 11)  

she is very up-down (K1, p.12)  
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insensitive to the way she impacts on others (K1, p.12) 

 [her] behaviour is very considered (K1, p.57)  

[her] behaviour is pre-meditated (K1, p. 44)  

I think it is purposeful. She needs to show people she has control over others 

(K1, p.66) 

behaviour purposeful – just nasty (K1, p.69)  

This third process of interviews with staff was followed by another report to 

senior management into the complaints. This participant reported that she only became 

aware of the completed questionnaires two years after the event when the file was 

forwarded to her after she made a request to the department under the provisions of the 

Freedom of Information (FOI) Act. (Interview, ID28)  

7.3.5 Vexatious and malicious complaints  

While serious allegations of workplace bullying were sometimes made, these 

were later found to be without substance. While unsubstantiated complaints do not 

necessarily mean that complaints are false, they were nevertheless found to be baseless. 

A commonly accepted standard for proving vexatious complaints is that the 

complainant has knowingly made false statements (Vickers, 2006, p. 267). Some of the 

participants provided documentation to prove that complainants had knowingly made 

false allegations against them, although this evidence tended to be disregarded by 

investigators who were seemingly more interested in establishing their guilt (see for 

example, ID9, N25). For example, in one appeal document Nikki (ID9) reported that: 

I have provided evidence in the form of emails from the complainants that 

demonstrate that their accusations were not only false but were known by them 

to be false. For example, in relation to [their] claims that they were not allowed 

to go to meetings and therefore knew little about what was happening across [the 

department], I have provided email evidence from the accusers where they 

discussed participating in many team meetings and events and where they 

complained that they were all “meetinged out”. I have provided the dates of 

these meetings, who attended as well as email replies from those complainants 

who were unwilling to go to any more meetings. This is concrete evidence that 
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not only was this accusation untrue but it was known by the complainants to be 

untrue. (N19, p.25) 

Despite the proven vexatious nature of some allegations, some participants 

identified that investigators were dismissive of them and instead continued in their 

efforts to establish their guilt. Although this approach appeared unethical, it was not 

unlawful and is supported as reasonable management action. Furthermore, while good 

practice guidelines ("Queensland Anti-Discrimination Act," 1991, p. 64) require 

management to reject vexatious, trivial, and unsubstantiated complaints, this is in 

contrast to public sector workplace investigations where the participants have suggested 

that any complaint, no matter how trivial or vexatious, was investigated. 

Some good practice guidelines for dealing with complaints of workplace 

bullying explain that malicious and vexatious complaints have the potential to 

undermine efforts to deal successfully with workplace bullying (Griffiths, 2005). While 

guidelines suggest that there should be consequences for those making malicious 

accusations, this was not the experience of those falsely accused. Rather, in some cases, 

the perpetrators were promoted, sometimes into the position vacated by the target 

(N33). Additionally, some participants identified that complaints were manufactured 

against them as “payback” because they had challenged the ethics of the workplace. For 

example, Kim (ID28) became unpopular when she reported the ongoing theft of 

equipment and questioned the wide availability of keys to the storeroom. She became 

even more unpopular when she raised concerns about the common practice of “making 

up marks” for students (Interview, ID28). The gravity of her situation escalated when 

she rejected the sexual advances of her line manager. Kim describes one of these 

incidents with the following description: 

he’d come and sit right on top of me so that his leg was actually right on top of 

my leg. He’d drop down in front of me on his hands and knees, crawl across the 

floor on his knees…and he doesn’t deny it in the investigation, he admitted he 

did that…he would sit on top of me and touch me all the time. (Interview, ID28). 

However, despite her concerns, the investigators, into the allegations against 

Kim, did not address these issues. By way of contrast, the allegations against Kim, 

reported by the investigators (K2), appear less serious. The allegations are listed in full 

as follows: 
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Speaking to students about colleagues in a derogatory manner; 

Speaking about people after they have left the staffroom;  

Intimidates others through reference [to the union];  

Participation in voodoo;  

Milkshake over the Mercedes; 

Acting out telephone call; 

Affecting careers in the artistic community;  

Disorganised and ad hoc manner with [the event];  

Lack of clarity and instruction and unprofessional and aggressive manner. (K2, 

p. 16) 

Kim was unable to make sense of the allegations as there was no other 

information as to the particulars or context. Additionally, she was unclear about which 

of the allegations were deserving of suspension. 

7.3.6 Hearsay, gossip, and rumour 

Kim’s example highlights the credence given to hearsay, gossip, and rumour 

during workplace investigations. For example, one of the investigators sought 

comments from the complainants in relation to behaviour that they had either 

“personally witnessed” or “had heard about” from others (K2). Responses identified that 

while 64 of the complainants had heard about the behaviours, only 24 reported having 

personally witnessed the behaviours (K2, p. 8). The following question was put to the 

complainants: 

We are going to list a number of behaviors attributed to [Kim in the report 

provided to the senior officer] by investigator’s [name]. We would like you to 

comment whether you have personally witnessed these behaviours. The number 

of yes (y) and no (n) responses is indicated in parenthesis at the end of each of 

the behaviours 

Verbal abuse of colleagues; y (6) n (12) 
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Talking to students about the teaching performance of colleagues; y (1) n (17) 

Encouraging students to complain about other teachers; y (1) n (17) 

Encouraging parents to complain about other teachers y (2) n (16) 

Being highly critical of other teachers after they have left the staffroom y (14) n 

(4) 

The responses indicated that while there were 24 “yes” responses that 

behaviours had been personally witnessed by staff, another 64 had not personally 

witnessed the behaviours but had rather only heard about them. Furthermore, 14 of the 

24 “yes” responses refer to the allegation that Kim was highly critical of other teachers 

after they had left the staffroom. The remaining ten “yes” responses are distributed 

across the four other areas of behaviour that were personally witnessed.  

However, despite the apparent hearsay nature of the allegations, the investigators 

nevertheless reported that “a significant number testify that they have either seen, or 

heard of, [Kim’s] verbal abuse of colleagues”. While only 16 of the 36 responses 

indicate that complainants had either personally witnessed, or heard about the 

behaviour, the investigators concluded that this constituted significant evidence in 

support of the allegations (K2, p. 9). 

This participant’s experience also demonstrates the seemingly trivial nature of 

allegations that are investigated when accusations of workplace bullying are made. The 

investigators reported the following examples to support allegations of workplace 

bullying: 

When principal talking to students re costumes, [she] was rolling her eyes. (K1, 

p. 40). 

“she slurs ADMIN during staff meetings” (K1, p. 56) 

She [Kim] said “just tell her to butt out”. This conversation was in earshot of 

other people. The teacher aide who heard this dialogue is very much involved in 

the program and by her hearing this info would provide a negative impression of 

another person]. The aide responded: “needs to have a massage and relax”. The 

interviewee advised the HOD [head of department] of this outburst (K1, p. 41). 
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However, while these responses are cited as evidence to prove workplace 

bullying behaviours, they are evidence from this participant’s perspective that rather she 

was targeted with hearsay, rumour, and gossip. The adverse consequences have been 

multiple investigations, long-term psychological damage, loss of employment, court 

costs in defending an unsuccessful workers compensation claim, and compulsory ill 

health retirement.  

7.3.7 Unsubstantiated allegations 

Moreover, the burden of proof about the validity of the complaint does not rest 

with the complainant but rather with the accused person to prove that the claims are 

false. For example, the investigator in the abovementioned example required this 

participant to answer “yes” or “no” to the following questions: 

Can you think of any circumstance where you have verbally abused a colleague?  

Can you think of any circumstance where you have talked unprofessionally to 

students about the teaching performance of a colleague?  

Have you ever encouraged students to complain about other teachers?  

Have you ever encouraged parents to complain about other teachers?  

Can you think of any circumstance where you have been highly critical of other 

teachers or administration to colleagues in the absence of those people? (K2, p.20) 

The questions seem to expect Kim to identify situations that might prove the 

allegations against her.  

When accused of workplace bullying, some of the participants claimed that they 

were not given the specifics, or the particulars, of the allegations made against them. 

Their expectations were that they would be provided with the name of the complainant, 

the context of the allegations, the dates and any other supporting evidence that might 

substantiate the complaint. These expectations are not unusual and are consistent with 

those identified in good practice principles. For example, under Section 136 of the Act 

complaints are required to be in writing and to “set out reasonably sufficient details” to 

indicate a breach of the Act. By way of contrast, the complaints made against the 

participants tended to be vague and required them to guess the context of the complaint. 

While this approach may be considered unfair and contradict organisational guidelines, 
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the approach is not unlawful, and is rather supported as reasonable management action 

within some jurisdictions of the Australian industrial relations system. (N22, pp. 3-6) 

7.3.8 Blame the target 

Although participants were eventually cleared of bullying allegations, they were 

nevertheless blamed for the perceptions held by the participants. For example, the two 

consultants investigating complaints against Kim (ID28) reported, in K2, that the 

following allegations were made against her:  

We were told that [Kim] participates in voodoo but there was no evidence that 

this was true and it was absolutely denied by [Kim]. It is possible that these are 

examples of some of the mythology that may have developed around [her] over 

the past four or five years. (K2, p. 24) 

Some staff describe [her] as extremely charismatic, recruiting disciples from 

staff, students and parents but at the same time thriving on division and 

disharmony. (K2, p. 5) 

We found some staff express almost irrational views about [Kim] and what she 

may be capable of doing to them. This ranged from destroying their careers to 

possible death threats to themselves or their families. (K2, p. 24) 

However, despite the abovementioned investigator’s comments that the 

allegations against Kim were at times mythical and irrational, he nevertheless concluded 

that: “the truth of that [i.e., the claims] is less important than the fact that these were 

commonly held perceptions” (K2, p. 24). Furthermore, the investigator proceeded to 

blame Kim’s communication style for keeping the myths alive. He reported that while 

Kim “describes her style as direct. Others perceive it as aggressive and intimidating. We 

were convinced by staff that it is demanding, persistent and typically negative” (K2, p. 

24). The basis on which they have been convinced that there is a connection between 

the myths being kept alive and Kim’s communication style is not, however, made clear. 

Another example is drawn from Joe’s (ID78) experience to highlight the 

argument that the perceptions of the complainants seem to take precedence over 

substance. Joe was required to respond to a show-cause notice and explain why she 

should not be dismissed in regard to the following allegations: 
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You exhibited a demeanour which from time to time, other staff found 

confrontational, adversarial or uncivil. Examples include: 

You spoke to [name] about a draft cabinet submission in a manner which was 

insensitive and unreasonable maintaining that she had missed the point 

completely. 

You acted improperly at a [name] managers meeting on [date] by discussing at 

length matters which were unrelated to the business of the meeting, making 

statements that were negative about the [name] project and senior management 

generally, and arguing. 

You made 4 or 5 angry outbursts, and exhibited a negative and unsupportive 

demeanour during conversations with [name]. (J3,PC, p. 1). 

7.3.9 Adversarial processes 

Alternative dispute resolution processes of conciliation and mediation were not 

options made available to managers accused of workplace bullying. Rather, they were 

subjected to adversarial processes, including suspensions and investigations, that 

escalated conflict rather than seeking a resolution through a more “peaceful settlement” 

(Hunter, 2004, pp. 145-147). By way of contrast, good practice guidelines encourage 

conciliation as the first step to be pursued in the resolution of complaints for 

harassment. For example, Division 2, Section (4) of the Act requires an attempt to be 

made to conciliate the matter. It is only after this attempt proves to be unsuccessful that 

the matter escalates to a more adversarial process as discussed in Division 2, Section (5) 

(Hunter, 2004). 

The legislation requires trained conciliators to undertake an expert advisory role 

in assisting the parties to a grievance to reach a settlement, while the role of mediators is 

purely facilitative. In any case, neither conciliation nor mediation were options 

generally available to the managers. For example, the following comments indicate that 

even when mediation is recommended, this option can be denied. 

The recommendations of [the consultancy] report included mediation between 

the parties. All of the recommendations of [the consultancy] report were ignored 

by [the departmental officer], yet he said he had accepted all of its “findings”. 
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Instead of being consistent and acting on its recommendations, he made a 

personal decision to issue a “show-cause” letter against me instead. This is 

obviously a targeted decision because [the consultancy] report states that I have 

done “the same thing as others”. [the departmental officer] has shown significant 

bias in his decisions by ignoring the “same” actions of others and only issuing a 

“show-cause” letter against me. (PC, ID96, p.6) 

However, in the three cases where participants referred to their mediation 

experience, the reference was in the context that the process created additional 

difficulties rather than making progress towards a resolution. Relevant training and/or 

qualifications are not required of consultants in fulfilling the role of investigators or 

mediators. This is demonstrated in the case of Judy (ID187) who comments that the 

mediator “overstepped her role” in “telling” her to “seek an exit strategy” when she was 

seeking to return to her position. The mediator told her that she would “ring the HR 

person… and get a meeting sorted” to discuss the exit strategy. Later she had a phone 

call “from the HR person to say... oh you’re coming to meet with me about an exit 

strategy, and I said actually no I’m not … I don’t want to know anything about this, I’m 

so confused” (Interview, ID187). The mediator, in this case, was perceived to be 

overstepping her role, in pursuing an exit strategy rather than a return to work strategy.  

Judy was confused about the intentions of management and later invited the 

mediator to explain whether or not the exit strategy idea had been suggested by 

management that is more senior. The mediator replied “…well, I have to say yes, there 

are some managers who feel that it would be better if you went” (Interview ID187). 

However, when Judy raised the matter with the mediator the following day, she 

responded with the comments “oh no, no, no … I didn’t mean to say that, what I meant 

was that I’ve heard that there are some managers that think maybe it's not you…and she 

started to tone it right down …” (Interview ID187). 

Additionally, the experience of another participant highlights some other 

problems that may arise when mediators are not trained or experienced. For example, 

Jill (ID126) reported that: 

the people who mediated at the workplace] had no idea what they were 

doing…she tried her best, but she burst into tears during the mediation …had a 

second meeting, and she burst into tears again… the two of them i.e. the 
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mediator and [the perpetrator] ended up in tears during the mediation and they 

said, oh if you would just come and have a hug with us, everything would be 

alright. And I said I can't hug the perpetrator, I have been injured. (Interview 

ID126) 

7.3.10 Hired guns 

The participants claimed that, despite departmental assurances that consultants 

were independent and impartial, in practice, investigations seemingly defaulted to a 

complaint gathering exercise, described metaphorically by some participants as witch-

hunts. Consultants were also described by some participants as “hired guns”, a term 

suggesting that consultants were appointed by departments to deliberately gather 

complaints against those targeted using biased methods that tended to favour 

complainants over respondents.  

I refer to [psychiatrist] as a hired gun for several reasons. One is that he is very 

well known around [the state] in legal circles and by the union. He has a 

reputation. While he does not go as far as giving employers everything they 

want, like retirement recommendations straight off, he does give them part of 

what they want. What he can be relied upon to do is remove a person from the 

workplace temporarily. I base this claim on my knowledge of other … cases as 

well as mine. (PC, E1, p.25) 

Sometimes these extreme hired guns … go as far as labelling the employee with 

a mental illness they don't have, without any diagnostic reasoning. The 

psychiatrist I described that [the employer] wanted to send me to is the worst, 

and she is also used by some departments for compulsory ill health retirement 

purposes. I know of others who are almost as bad. (Interview, ID101) 

Additionally, consultants do not seem to be formally held accountable for their 

methods. In those cases, where a psychologist or psychiatrist is employed to carry out 

workplace investigations, they are able to avoid accountability with their professional 

associations by arguing that they were not acting in their professional role. For example, 

Nikki (ID9) commenting on the response she received from the Psychologist’s 

Registration Board stated that: 
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[consultants]…market themselves as psychologists but then if complaints are 

made to the Psychologists’ Registration Board they then argue that they were not 

acting as a psychologist but merely as an investigator. (N16, p. 1)  

The participants discovered that, in practice, the term “independent”, that they 

assumed to mean “impartial”, simply meant that a consultant, external to the 

department, had been employed. Additionally, departmental terms of reference provided 

to consultants also tended to suggest bias. For example, the terms of reference for one 

investigation were as follows: 

1. Investigate allegations that have been brought to the attention of 

management in relation to the behaviour of [Nikki] towards employees at 

[named agency], and 

2. Evidence that [Nikki] behaved inappropriately towards employees. (N30, p. 

1) 

Another problem identified by some of the participants is that consultants, like 

many of the mediators, do not appear to be trained or qualified in conducting 

procedurally fair investigations. Consultants are seemingly contracted based upon their 

reputation and previous experience in undertaking a variety of human resource 

management roles. While this may appear to be a reasonable course of action from a 

management perspective, the process appears fundamentally flawed to the participants 

in this study. They argued that consultants may have a “vested interest” to achieve 

departmental outcomes in order to secure future contract employment. This perception 

was supported by one consultant contributing to this study with her comments that “… 

DGs11

Investigation reports 

 make it very clear what outcome they’re after …” and if “… you give them a 

report based on natural justice principles, they’ll shake your hand and say thanks very 

much, but you’ll never hear from them again”. (ID29, PC)  

One aspect of investigations that some of the participants found to be a 

devastating experience was the style of report that was most often provided to them by 

departments at the end of the investigative process. After many months or years of 

investigation into the allegations against them, they were provided with the 

                                                 
11 Directors General 
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investigator’s summary of events from the perspective of the complainants. Without 

seeking a reply from the accused person, the report was forwarded to the DG for their 

consideration and recommendation (N24, pp. 333-334).  

The reports tend to be based on the perceptions and emotions of the 

complainants rather than on facts and substance. Furthermore, the reports detail 

allegations in a manner that shows little regard for their harmful impact on those who 

have been falsely accused. The matter for investigation tends to be the behaviour of the 

person complained about from the perspective of the complainants only. This imbalance 

is reflected in Tim’s comments made by way of complaint to the department in 

describing the report prepared by an investigator as “biased and inaccurate and flawed 

… while all other interviews were included, the views of anyone who supported me 

were disregarded” (Interview, ID96). This view is typical of the experience of the other 

participants that despite overwhelmingly supportive evidence, consultants tend to be 

dismissive of any supporting documentation they provided on the basis that it was not 

relevant to their investigation. Consequently, reports tend to be comprised of 

summarised records of interview with any member of staff, past or present, in relation to 

any complaint they may have about the targeted person.  

The refusal to include any supportive statements and evidence on behalf of the 

accused person has a devastating impact on personal feelings of security, control, and 

vulnerability, as discussed in Section 3.5.1. The denial of justice is particularly 

threatening to those targeted with workplace mobbing because they seem to be singled 

out for unfair treatment and because they are unable to change their fate no matter what 

they do. Investigation reports were invariably described as devastating and in some 

cases, participants were “pushed to the brink of suicide”. (ID184, PC, L1) 

For example, after receiving the investigators report, Dana made the following 

comments:  

I am still having days that are ok and days that are very bad. I had a very bad day 

yesterday; crying all day. When I have very bad days I think of things I shouldn't 

- if you know what I mean. I think I am still in shock about not only the report 

but the entire matter. (ID199, PC, p. 6) 

The following comments from a confidential investigation report into grievances 

against Joe demonstrate the credence given to the feelings and perceptions of the 
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complainants regardless of the potential for psychological harm to the accused person. 

For example, in Joe’s case, comments from one complainant were that “I don’t think 

she deserved to be treated nicely, after she was so horrible to me”. When asked to 

describe Joe’s horrible treatment of her, the complainant stated: 

the way she delivers the news to me [that is, when Joe refused to support her 

attendance at a course because she was shortly leaving the department] when, 

you know, that I wasn’t going to be there anymore. The little support was, you 

know obviously, that’s an everyday thing of not having much interaction, pretty 

much ignoring us, well ignoring me, so that was obviously an ongoing thing that 

was just building up over time. (J2, 2003, p. 8)  

Another complainant also comments about Joe’s treatment of her as follows: 

I don’t believe [Joe] should go back to her role. She should not be in charge of 

people full stop … if she loses her job out of this, then that’s her own doing … I 

think you’ll find when you talk to other people, okay, I’m not talking for them 

but it’s one thing if it was one or two people that have been affected by [Joe] and 

her actions but it’s been many people, not just one or two, but many, many, 

people and I don’t necessarily believe that she should have the right to work in 

this organization ever again … she is not a very nice person … she’s almost to 

the point of evil … she appears to me to purposely go out of her way to make 

people upset. (ID78, J2, p. 18) 

Another complainant in support of Joe, stated that “I am sure that [John’s] 

distress was not entirely due to Joe” and rather described him as “an extremely sensitive 

… person … who takes things very much to heart.” However, the complainant also 

stated that [John] “felt embarrassed and intimidated by her behaviour” and that after one 

incident “he felt depressed and had even considered suicide”. (ID78, J8) 

Shortly thereafter, Joe was forwarded a notice to show-cause why disciplinary 

action should not be taken. (ID78, J3) 

These types of reports are not conducive to conciliation and are not required 

under the Act. Additionally, under Section 207 (3) of the Act, copies of reports must be 

provided to the complainant and the respondent. Furthermore, Section 207 (2) does not 

allow for oral statements made in the course of conciliation to be included in reports. 
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The investigation reports pertaining to the participants in this study, although they were 

not undertaken for the purposes of conciliation, included those oral statements from 

complainants that supported the case against them.  

Lack of accountability 

This study reveals that consultants engaged by departments to investigate 

complaints were not accountable to either departments or professional bodies governing 

ethics and integrity for the processes they undertook during an investigation. For 

example, in the present study, participants claimed that consultants, referred to as hired 

guns, were appointed to gather complaints against the accused person using methods 

that were psychologically damaging to those accused. This included lengthy 

investigations based on flawed processes that denied them natural justice. Legislative 

provisions, on the other hand, establish the principle of vicarious liability where not 

only the employee but also the employer can be held responsible for their actions under 

the Act. In other words, they can be held either jointly or separately liable under Section 

133 (1) of the Act that states: 

If any of a person’s workers or agents contravenes the Act in the course of work 

or while acting as agent, both the person and the worker or agent, as the case 

may be, are jointly and severally civilly liable for the contravention, and a 

proceeding under the Act may be taken against either or both. (p. 56) 

However, this level of accountability is only available to those matters covered 

by the Act and is not required of employers in relation to workplace mobbing.  

7.3.11 Perceptions and feelings 

Furthermore, allegations made against some of the participants appeared to be 

based on the perceptions and feelings rather than upon substance or tangible incidents. 

For example, while sworn affidavits and witness statements supporting the participants 

appeared to have been disregarded during investigations, the perceptions and feelings of 

the complainants were paramount to investigators. This focus is indicated in the 

following examples of behaviour provided to Nikki (ID9) in an investigation into 

allegations against her of workplace bullying (N5, p. 3) 

Being seen to be extremely upset during your first months there [that is, two 

years before this complaint], frequently bursting into tears and crying, leaving 
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staff feeling awkward, embarrassed and concerned (e.g. You being perceived to 

be] unpredictable [sic], quite emotional at times and crying. You would appear 

really calm, really spacey and vague on some days and dismissive, short and 

abrupt on others). 

Being seen over time to become increasingly dismissive and sarcastic in tone 

when interacting with [section] staff and responding to their queries (e.g. Ending 

meetings abruptly and without prior signal by turning to your computer and 

staring [sic] to work when you decided that the meeting was at an end; You 

allegedly saying in a rude and sarcastic way “Are there clients banging down the 

door?” in response to a question, making the person feel really stupid even 

though she had done what she had been asked) (N5, p. 3) 

The investigator, in her report, recommended that Nikki be “counselled” about 

“the impact that having been seen to have cried” would have had on staff (N23, p.89). 

However, 6 months later, another investigation reported that there was no evidence to 

suggest that she had been seen crying (N13, p. 15). In any case, the behaviour of crying 

is not usually described as bullying and it is not clear, how “having been seen to have 

cried” can be construed as bullying.  

By way of contrast, evidence and facts in support of Nikki are seemingly dismissed. 

For example, the investigator was dismissive of a statement from another psychologist 

who had previously worked with the group. Some of his points are as follows: 

Nikki was trying to have everyone do a good job and be happy; 

They used strategies of bullying against her; 

To portray Nikki as a bully is to be out of touch with reality; 

I believe that she was done in badly, big time; 

[Another staff member] was more defensive and garnered support against [her]; 

There was a history of unrest and dissatisfaction that had gone on for a long time; 

Nikki’s management style was not the issue here. (N7, pp. 7-8) 

However, despite this witness statement and 12 sworn affidavits from other staff, the 

investigator reported that “you demonstrated a pattern of behaviour” which resulted in 

other staff having: 



Chapter 7: Workplace Investigations 

159 
Workplace Mobbing: Expulsion, Exclusion, and Transformation 

Lowered self esteem and self confidence; 

Lowered feelings of morale; 

Feelings of intimidation and abuse; 

Feelings of being part of a divisive workplace; 

A desire by them to be absent from and/or not wish to continue working at [named 

agency] (N5, p.1) 

While these feelings suggest psychological harm was caused, it is not clear from 

the behaviours listed, how these feelings of being bullied arose.  

Double standards 

It appears that while the feelings and perceptions of the complainants are of 

concern to management, similar concern is not shown towards the person complained 

about. For example, psychiatric reports suggesting that Nikki was being targeted with 

false accusations and that she was being bullied rather than the other way around were 

apparently ignored during the investigation. 

For example, one psychiatrist reported, some 18 months after her expulsion that 

“[Nikki] is totally incapacitated for being able to perform the duties of her position 

efficiently. However, with appropriate resolution of the stalemate, she would be able to 

engage in return to work planning” (N5, p. 6). Another psychiatrist, 9 months later, in 

response to the question as to whether [she] could return to her position, replied that “If 

the bullying has been extinguished, I consider [she] could work in that environment” 

and furthermore” she is capable of quite a high level of performance” (N9, p. 3). 

 Moreover, despite a Public Service Commission report that described Nikki’s 

workplace as one “in which people's behaviour to each other was influenced by rumour, 

innuendo and gossip” (N15, p. 10), the department successfully argued at the Industrial 

Relations Commission that their management actions were reasonable (N26). 

Furthermore, the department argued successfully at the Industrial Relations Commission 

that management handling of the situation was contained within the parameters of 

reasonable management action. It is suggested, therefore, that the industrial relations 

system, including workers compensation agencies, appears to condone psychologically 

damaging behaviours (N22, pp 3-6). 
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7.3.12 Disproportionate punishment  

There is a disproportionate punishment of targets perhaps, because they are 

considered to be “deserving targets”, highlighted by the experience of Di (ID193) who 

was “wrongly jailed for six months” because she “threatened a subordinate in an email” 

(Hunter, 2004). The Supreme Court found that she had “retaliated against a witness” 

when she “sent an email” to him “asking him to show cause as to why he should not 

lose his position” (Hunter, cited in Mancuso, 2005). The plaintiff argued that the email 

was sent in retaliation because he had provided “an affidavit to a judicial review 

criticizing her policies….” However, the defendant argued unsuccessfully that “it was 

because their working relationship had become untenable” (Hunter, 2004). 

After serving 6 months in prison, the High Court set aside the conviction and Ms 

Fingleton was reappointed to the magistracy although not as the Chief Magistrate. In her 

interview for this thesis, she denied that she was a bully commenting that: 

I understand bullying as a progressive, consistent pattern of behaviour addressed 

at a particular person and I absolutely, categorically deny that I ever did that …I 

was Chief Magistrate for three turbulent years. I was … charged with … 

threatening a witness, and convicted and sentenced to twelve months, reduced to 

six months …I applied to the High Court of Australia, and just recently … it was 

held that I should never have been charged, or sentenced and that] it had been ... 

a huge miscarriage of justice. (Interview, ID193) 

She was jailed under Section 119B of the Criminal Code (1995) Qld, in 

circumstances that some authors suggest was “somewhat removed from its original 

intention”, that is, to protect witnesses from reprisals (Mancuso, 2005). Section 119B 

was a new provision introduced under Di’s leadership and she remains the only person 

to be prosecuted under the code (p. 150). Some commentators have therefore inferred 

that there may have been some resentment and malice directed towards her resulting in 

her wrongful imprisonment (Koch, 2005).  

Moreover, her female gender was publicly discussed as a possible factor in her 

wrongful imprisonment because the belief was that a man in the position of Chief 

Magistrate would be unlikely to be imprisoned in similar circumstances. One 

explanation for the wrongful imprisonment was that not only because she is a woman 

“but a woman chief magistrate who was perceived to have jumped over the heads of a 
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number of other people to be awarded the job…she was never considered to be a 

legitimate incumbent” (Koch, 2005, p.17) 

Other explanations for her harsh treatment included her “passionate commitment 

to social justice issues”, for example, in organising “… a formal apology by the 

Magistrates Court of Queensland to Aborigines [sic] for past injustices” (Tomei, 2003). 

Additionally, Ms Fingleton attributes some of the resentment to her decision to establish 

a special court “to deal with guilty pleas for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 

… with a local elder sitting by the defendant]” (Jureidini & Poole, 2003, p. 294), about 

which “ the other magistrates] perceived to be [her] bad practices” (Devine, 2005). 

7.4 Summary 

This chapter continued the expulsion theme from Chapter 6 discussing the 

propositions in respect to organisational justice, legislation, and the influential power of 

gossip. In response to Research Question 4: how can organisations prevent and address 

workplace mobbing?, Chapter 7 concludes that the introduction of a legislative 

framework recognising the problem could contribute to the implementation of good 

practice thereby reducing the adverse impact of the phenomenon.  

The discussion in this chapter focused on the proposition that the absence of 

specific legislation to address workplace mobbing maintains a system that effectively 

denies justice and legal remedies to those targeted. Current departmental practices in 

dealing with complaints of bullying against 13 managers were explored identifying that 

investigations tended to favour the complainants regardless of the seemingly trivial, 

malicious, and vexatious nature of the allegations. The pattern identified includes 

lengthy investigations where consultants are contracted to document the perceptions and 

feelings of the complainants. The process is adversarial rather than conciliatory with 

managers being suspended, forwarded show-cause notices, and only months or years 

later are they provided with the information that led to investigations being undertaken.  

While the investigations often conclude that bullying allegations cannot be 

substantiated, those targeted are nevertheless blamed for the feelings and perceptions of 

the complainants. However, the perpetrators remain in their employment while those 

targeted are expelled and are unlikely to return to their workplace again.  

The identified practices undertaken by departments were contrasted with those 

practices outlined in legislative provisions, in this case the Act, for dealing with 
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complaints of unlawful harassment and discrimination. This chapter, therefore, argued 

that the introduction of a legislative framework for dealing with complaints may result 

in a more just process for complaint handling. The benefits of a legislative framework 

were therefore explored with reference to the good practice model of investigative 

practices proscribed by the Act. While this chapter explored the problems arising from 

workplace investigations in the absence of legislation, the issue of intolerance towards 

difference and the exclusion of those unconsciously discriminated against is discussed 

in Chapter 8.
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CHAPTER 8: THEME 2 - EXCLUSION 

8.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the theme of exclusion, focusing on the grounded theory 

that belonging to a cultural minority increases the risk of being targeted. The term 

cultural minority, as referred to in Section 1.8.3, is used to identify those groups of 

people who are most likely to experience oppression, harassment, and violence within 

the dominant culture (Young, 1991). This theory is not concerned with proportional or 

equal representation, as indicated by numbers, but rather refers to those with a minority 

in the power and decision-making structures of organisations. Therefore, those 

identified as cultural minorities include women even though numerically they may 

outnumber men in some organisations. Some of the characteristics distinguishing 

cultural minorities include gender, race, disability or impairment, sexual orientation, 

age, and religious belief as discussed in Section 3.8.  

In addition to expulsion, this thesis identified that workplace mobbing is 

sometimes experienced as a process of exclusion on the basis of cultural minority status. 

For example, one of the participants (Amy, ID23) argued in an anti-discrimination 

commission hearing (N31) that she had been discriminated against in her employment 

on the basis of her Chinese accent and because of racist attitudes towards people of 

Chinese descent. She claimed that because she was the only Chinese person in her place 

of employment and because of negative stereotypical views towards Chinese people, 

she had been socially and professionally excluded.  

This response addresses Research Question 1: how is workplace mobbing 

experienced by those targeted? Similar to the instinctive group attacking behaviour of 

birds to isolate and destroy potential threats, in some circumstances, human behaviour 

tends to isolate and destroy those who represent a threat to the control and power held 

by the dominant group. 

8.2 Unconscious discrimination 

Despite legislation to prevent discrimination in employment and occupation, the 

problem remains an enduring feature of labour markets across the globe. It is argued by 

some, that the prevalence of particular forms of discrimination, based on race, sex, 

disability, or religion, tend to typify the experience of those who do not enjoy equal 
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status with members of the dominant culture (Jureidini & Poole, 2003, p.124). 

Furthermore, intolerance appears to be embedded in organisational culture where even 

those discriminated against do not always recognise the problem (2003). For example, 

one participant, (Lynne, ID16) although not describing the mobbing behaviours she 

experienced as racial discrimination, commented that there was little respect for her 

cultural values or the community expectations of her in performing paid employment 

(Interview, ID16). However, an analysis of the breakdown of occupational and 

employment patterns by class, gender, and ethnicity identifies categories of inequality 

that some might attribute to discriminatory attitudes in employment. Women, for 

example, are over represented in the part time and casual labour force “caring 

professions” while men are predominant in the more lucrative mining, building and 

construction industries (Jureidini & Poole, 2003).  

Additionally, unconscious discrimination is reflected in organisational 

conformity requirements, as discussed in Section 2.3.6, including style of dress, 

appearance, mannerisms, and speech. The level of intolerance in regard to mannerisms 

and speech is indicated in the following example, reported in the print media, in relation 

to the appointment of a new metropolitan radio announcer. The complaints against her, 

published on the internet and in newspapers, included her “ocker” voice, that is, an 

Australian accent, and her use of the terms “bye-bye” and “I’m very well”. Complaints 

included that she could be heard “breathing” and she was described by some listeners as 

“annoying” and “irritating” (Devine, 2005). Furthermore, highlighting the embedded 

discrimination, one listener complained that the announcer “sounded like an old lady” 

while another complained that she was “sick of only hearing women”. The announcer’s 

demise and resignation were described by some as a “public crucifixion” and 

furthermore, there was a “gleeful” reaction with critics celebrating that she had been 

forced to leave (Devine, 2005, p.17). 

 Similarly, an extract from one of the participants in this research, Kim (ID28), 

demonstrates the level of submission with which members of a cultural minority are 

sometimes expected to conform. Kim reports that in meetings with her line manager, 

she was told to adopt a  

“posture” that was “non-threatening” and “to sit with [her] hands flat on the 

table with [her] head tilted downwards and eyes downcast … every time [she] 
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lifted [her] hands [she] was made to stop and repeat the posture before [she] 

could speak. (K3, p.1). 

These examples highlight the arguments of Ferguson (1984), as discussed in 

Section 3.5.2, that organisations require their employees to be submissive and 

deferential, and to demonstrate risk avoidant behaviours to please organisational 

superiors.  

The requirement for conformity in organisations was also identified by some 

other participants who described their mobbing experience in terms of a lack of 

diversity. For example: 

What I see day in and day out tells me that mob rule is subtle and insidious at 

work and is on the increase. It is little understood and to be frank it is not 

believed - at least not in this department or indeed in this unit. Codes of conduct, 

ethical and fair treatment, courses on individual difference etc [sic] do not come 

close to dealing with this issue. There are too many loop holes in legislation at 

present to address this type of behaviour. (ID65, DS1, p. 233) 

 The comments of another participant (ID73) similarly highlight the 

requirement for conformity of thought and opinion. He describes his 

disappointment with a newly elected government that “set about fixing up the 

public service” (ID73, DS1, pp. 114). He comments that:  

I, along with many others, welcomed this and thought a new era, embracing 

diversity, open thought and free speech across the public service was about to 

begin. I couldn't have been more wrong … If anybody expressed any opinion 

which might appear to not be totally in support of the new government’s values, 

they were immediately marginalised and then destroyed. There was clearly no 

room for alternative points of view … If you look a bit different, or if you have a 

different language, culture or religion, some people think that's enough to justify 

persecution. To me at least, it has been so disappointing that those who espouse 

politically correct beliefs and values have mobbed together to persecute some 

poor old schmuck like me. (ID73, DS1 pp. 115) 
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8.3 Intolerance towards difference  

The participants identified intolerance towards difference as a contributing risk 

factor for being targeted with mobbing behaviours. Referring to themselves as 

“outsiders”, they sometimes identified their point of difference from the dominant 

group. Although not claiming that they may have been discriminated against, 

nevertheless, in response to the question “are you different in some way to the people 

you work with?” they mentioned their age, gender, race, sexual orientation, parental 

status, pregnancy (and breastfeeding), disability or impairment, politics, religion, and 

trade union activities. Furthermore, one participant, Jill (ID126) referred to incidents of 

sexual harassment as the cause of initial unresolved conflict, while another, Kim (ID28), 

mentioned that her workplace difficulties commenced once she rejected the sexual 

advances of her line manager.  

This apparent lack of conscious recognition of the problem is consistent with the 

theories of Young (1990), as discussed in Section 3.8, that discriminatory stereotypes 

and reactions are embedded in the unconscious mind where they are not recognised 

even by those adversely affected. Young (1990) suggested that there are varying 

degrees of unconscious reactions towards cultural minorities ranging from aversion and 

avoidance at one end of the spectrum to violence and harassment at the other. For 

example, some of the participants were seemingly feared or despised by the dominant 

group in their workplace to the extent that they were “hated” as discussed earlier in 6.6. 

These fears are consistent with the concepts of Young (1990) in relation to the “hated” 

Other (p. 142).  

 Despite efforts by industrialized countries, including Australia, to deal with 

discrimination in employment and education, with legislation, policies, and procedures 

for prevention and intervention programs, the problem remains. Discrimination is 

described by the ILO as: 

 

Any distinction, exclusion or preference made on the basis of race, colour, sex, 

religion, political opinion, national extraction or social origin, which has the 

effect of nullifying or impairing equality of opportunity or treatment in 

employment or occupation. ("Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) 

Convention," 1960) 
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In theoretical terms, although there has been rational debate and condemnation of 

discrimination with the introduction of legislation, policies, and guidelines, in reality the 

problem has not been effectively addressed. By way of validation of the theme of 

unconscious discrimination, extracts of participant comments are presented in the 

remainder of this chapter as examples of intolerance and/or discrimination identified by 

43 of the 62 (69%) participants during the crystallisation phase.  

Sexual harassment  

 Sexuality is a major part of social life that some argue is not a matter of 

individual choice but is rather socially organised and controlled (Jureidini & Poole, 

2003). The attention given to sexual behaviour in popular culture and the media, it is 

suggested, infiltrates routine aspects of everyday life including the workplace (2003). 

However, while the problem of sexual harassment at work is well recognised and 

addressed in legislation, there remains an harassment culture, described by some as a 

“rape culture” (p. 418). While this may seem extreme, the expression refers to an 

Australian study that revealed that women who have been sexually harassed have a 

heightened fear of rape (Holgate, 1989, cited in Jureidini & Poole, 2003, p. 418).  

 The rejection of sexual advances from male colleagues was identified, in 

hindsight, by some participants as coinciding with the commencement of their 

workplace problems. For example Jill (ID126) commented that she “would never have 

reported it [sexual harassment], but it came up in my workers comp case … (Jill, 

ID126). Having raised the matter of sexual harassment in the context of her claim for 

compensation, Jill lodged a complaint with an anti-discrimination commission tribunal, 

that ruled the situation did not constitute unlawful sexual harassment and she was 

ordered to pay costs of AUD 7,500.  

 While the tribunal accepted that the defendant “was probably rude, 

insubordinate and resistant” to Jill’s attempts to manage him, the tribunal ruled that: 

…even if all the allegations made in respect of [the defendant], of 

insubordination, failure to follow college practices and policies about 

photocopying and such-like, rudeness to staff or students, asking students to 

dress up as pimps and prostitutes, writing cryptic messages on a whiteboard and 

offensive emails, were substantiated, they do not lead to a finding that [she] had 

been sexually harassed. (Lampathakis, 2007) 
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Furthermore, the tribunal seemingly blamed Jill, claiming that she “was a person prone 

to exaggeration”, as reported in the Perth Sunday Times newspaper, a copy of which is 

included at Appendix 14. Jill described the incidents of sexual harassment to which she 

was subjected as follows:  

The very first week that I started … [the senior officer]… sexually harassed me 

in my office stroking my face, and he was touching my hair … I was sitting in 

my chair, and he would come in … and …would finger through my hair and go 

‘oh you're a redhead, redheads really turn me on’. He said “my first girlfriend 

was a redhead and she really turned me on”. Then he'd look at me and he'd look 

down at my lap and he said “are you a real redhead?” … I asked … for help, to 

help this stop, after he did it several times … I could never tell when he was 

going to come in, so I had to find defence strategies…. 

… I went in to photocopy … he was in there, and the machine wouldn't work … 

and he was joking and he was cavorting in front of the photocopier and slapping 

it and going ‘come on baby, give it to me … he was doing pelvic thrusts at the 

same time. And he was saying oh, you're playing up again. You never give it to 

me when I want it. Spit it out. Do I have to get rough with you? It was all sexual 

connotations. 

And he was writing nasty sexual messages on the whiteboard every day and my 

colleague was seeing it all … we couldn't work when we'd seen all this sexual 

stuff. And he got away with it because he was a male … 

Management refused to protect me. … they said we can't have any rumours here. 

We can't afford it. That's what I'm fighting now, the lack of protection from 

management, who didn't know what sexual harassment was … (Jill, ID126, 

Interview). 

This example highlights the difference between the perception of the person who 

has experienced sexual harassment with that of a legal tribunal and highlights the 

Foucaultian theoretical concept that power determines who is heard in the construction 

of truth and knowledge. The male tribunal judge in Jill’s case commented: 
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that people who had complaints transferred to the tribunal after the Equal 

Opportunity Commissioner had already found them to be without substance, as 

was the case with [Jill], risked having costs awarded against them. 

(Lampathakis, 2007) 

Claiming victim status 

The literature refers to the situation where sometimes perpetrators can gain some 

benefit in claiming victim status, as discussed in Section 3.8.2, by making false 

accusations of bullying. An example of this is provided from Madeleine’s (ID211) 

experience where her mobbing commenced with an incident involving a colleague with 

multiple disabilities. Madeleine first outlines incidents of unacceptable behaviour, 

where she recognised that she would be “hauled over the coals” if she were to speak up. 

She described the situation as follows: 

A few days later he came back to his desk … and he looked at me as he picked 

up the phone, pressed a button and said "Hi Mate, Just want you to know all 

women are holes and the only thing they are good for is plugging ... he hung up, 

still looking at me. From that day on I have not spoken to him ... though he did 

apologise four times for calling me a fucking bitch … (ID211, PC, D1) 

Just before the telephone/hole incident he began twiddling his thumbs over his 

zipper ... you sort of can't miss it as his physical limitations means he has to lean 

back to reach the zipper.... I did not say anything to that ... I would have been 

hauled over the coals for sure. (ID211, PC, D1) 

However, the perpetrator “made an official complaint about my not speaking to 

him...” thereby claiming victim status. Colleagues were drawn into the conflict and 

Madeleine states that “… two women (supporters of my co-worker) pretty much 

attacked me at my desk … and I said would they give me a fucking break”. Madeleine 

was subsequently “reported for using the 'f' word”. 

In response, Madeleine explained what had happened. She states that  

He was told why I was moved (sexual harassment) and ... he told all the women 

in the section … that I had accused him of sexual harassment [sic]...  
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Additionally, in rejecting that his behaviour was inappropriate, he talked to other 

colleagues suggesting that “if he had normal sexual urges” he would prefer her 

supervisor because she is “a stunning woman”. Madeleine comments:  

I'm sort of older (53) wrinkled, definitely more silver than brown (not the foils 

either) and fat, so I must be full of myself. I wonder if people who are sexually 

harassed [sic] in the workplace are like me...not your first choice? 

Since my holidays … not one of them has spoken to me, except to answer work 

questions … (ID211, PC, D1) 

Sexual orientation – Gay men 

 Until the early 1970s, sexual acts between men were illegal in many 

countries including Australia. However, despite the decriminalisation of 

“homosexuality” in recent times, homophobia is evident in many aspects of 

Australian society (Jureidini & Poole, 2003), and sometimes those perceived to 

be gay or lesbian are subjected to “gay bashings” and harassment whether male 

or female (p. 412). The homophobic attitudes towards gay men and lesbian 

women are reflected to some extent in this thesis. While 36% of those self 

identifying as targets of workplace mobbing were male, 7% disclosed that they 

were gay.  

 The susceptibility to mobbing that gay men may experience at work is 

highlighted in the following behaviours to which Adam (ID189) was subjected. 

One of the supervisers [sic] would call me the bitch and when something would 

need my approval he would say things like don't worry the bitch will do as I say. 

[he] called me at home when I finally went on work cover and made a 

suggestion. He said that I should come into work, grab a government car, drive 

to the top of the Westgate Bridge and take that step which would end my 

suffering and make all my problems go away. He also said, to prevent a long 

delay in the traffic to make sure I leave the key in the ignition. There were two 

other staff in the office who were horrified, and despite me being distressed by 

this call, and reporting it, the CEO simply put it down to his sense of humour. 

(ID189, DS1, pp 50-51) 
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I now realize I was doomed from the start. I was never given a chance. I think 

the fact that I came from the outside was the bigger problem to start with and my 

sexuality secondary. 

… my … Manager overheard him … on my very first day … saying … oh look 

there is the poof on the hill, so that was day one, and it just didn’t get any better  

Another incident that indicates the deliberate nature of the harm inflicted is 

described as follows: 

I [was] adviced [sic] that staff were going to set me up with sexual misconduct 

with a client. I am a gay male and probably do not meet the stereotypical 

ideology of masculinity. 

It just seemed the higher I went the greater the mob grew, the more people were 

exposed as [not being] able to manage in the positions they had been able to 

secure. 

The impact on Adam of this and other behaviors are described by him as 

follows: 

…I actually for the first time in my life started feeling ashamed that I was gay, 

because it had become such a big issue … 

I couldn’t tell people because I was embarrassed to tell people that being gay is 

something that I can't be [at work]. 

I didn’t connect with anyone; I didn’t feel that I even belonged in the gay world 

anymore. I just felt so alienated and isolated. (Interview, ID189) 

Sexual orientation - Lesbians 

In response to the question “are you different in some way to the people you 

work with?” another participant responded that she was “a lesbian, a … parent, the 

highest qualified member of staff [and just received] … a grant” (ID88, DS1, p.242).  

Sometimes women are derogatively referred to as “man-hating” lesbians when they 

express feminist views (Pharr, 1998, cited in Jureidini & Poole, 2003). This stereotyped 

view is reflected in the case of another participant (ID193) who commented that she was 
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marginalised when she first commenced because she was derogatively labelled a 

“feminist” and perceived to be a man-hating lesbian although she was married with 

children. She comments that the gossip: 

was around [the workplace] within a few days. You know [she’s] a feminist … 

everyone knew I was involved in the [named agency], because, domestic 

violence [and] things like that … one of them said “But she's married isn't she?” 

So the fact that they linked my being [a feminist] with lesbianism just shows that 

in 1995 how much these guys needed to catch up … (Interview, ID193).  

 Another lesbian woman (ID179) also commented that she was isolated 

by her colleagues and stated in an email distributed to Black Sheep that: 

One of the … women I worked with told me … that they had been saying a lot 

of nasty things about me from the time I first started there. I also suspect that 

[another staff member] had been telling people that I was a lesbian. But I can 

only guess that from the way some of them would leave including the manager 

when I did go into the tea room. I won't ever go back there again. (ID179, DS1, 

p.52) 

Age 

While 64% from the research pool of 212 participants were women, with a 

disproportionate number in the 45+ age group, they did not claim to have been 

discriminated against on the basis of age or gender. Additionally, while demographic 

data was not systematically collected, many of those self-identifying as targets, both 

men and women commented that they were in the 45+ age category. While this is an 

area that would benefit from further research, it is not unreasonable to suggest that 

unconscious discrimination and stereotyped attitudes towards older women and men 

may be a contributing risk factor for mobbing. 

While unconscious discrimination may be a contributing factor, there are also 

instances of direct discrimination including derogatory comments made to some 

participants in relation to their female gender. For example, a comment made by one 

member of the teaching staff to a commencing female head teacher was that they 

“didn’t want another female head teacher” and “wanted a real one this time [i.e. male]” 

(ID110, PC, p.17). Another participant commented that she had been the subject of a 
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“mob campaign” by “seven men” that almost destroyed her “soul” leaving her with 

“deep scars” (ID19, DS1, p.70). 

The extent of discrimination against female gender appears to be recognised in 

some instances, as indicated in the experience of one participant who was informed by 

the union organiser that “there was no hope of justice … because [she is] a woman”. 

This participant commented that at first she thought he was a “wimp” but in hindsight, 

she now realises that he had “told her the truth” (ID103, DS1, p. 125). 

In the last two years, a lot of good managers have been brutalised to the point of 

physical and emotional breakdown, leaving their jobs, and the towns they live in 

because they can no longer cope with the personal and professional attacks made 

against them. The department will not acknowledge that mobbing is occurring, 

choosing simply to believe that the managers are incompetent because it is 

politically expedient to keep the support of the union. (ID122) 

I, personally, had a large number of allegations made against me in a single 

grievance submitted to the department in 2002. The allegations included 

corruption, nepotism, rigging selection processes, allowing client abuse to occur 

etc. I was removed from my position and after an extended investigation lasting 

more than a year I was cleared of all allegations but I am still unable to return to 

my position. (ID122, DS1, pp. 236-237). 

Pregnancy and breastfeeding 

 Following the arguments of Young (1990) in relation to the dichotomy between 

the public and private sphere, where emotions, desire, needs, and affectivity tend to be 

confined to the private sphere (p. 109), it can be argued that breastfeeding and 

pregnancy are not fully accepted in places of employment because pregnant and 

breastfeeding women tend not to fit the model of the rational citizen. A major purpose 

of sex discrimination legislation in Australia is to prevent discrimination against women 

on the basis of their sex, marital status, or pregnancy (see for example, the Federal Sex 

Discrimination Act 1984).  

 However, discrimination claims on the grounds of breastfeeding in employment 

are unlikely to be successful because of the caveat, in state and territory anti-

discrimination laws, that allows employers the legal defence that breastfeeding is not 
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“reasonable in the circumstances” (Richards, 2001). To address this problem, New 

South Wales (NSW) recently introduced the Anti-Discrimination (Breastfeeding) Bill 

2007 partially with the intention to remove this caveat. The legislation indicates the 

degree of “unsympathetic attitudes” towards breastfeeding women in Australia 

(Richards, 2001). 

This dimension is reflected in this thesis when one of the participants (ID88) 

explained that she was attempting to continue with breastfeeding when she returned to 

work with her baby. An extract from her comments suggests a possible connection 

between her mobbing experience and her requests in relation to breastfeeding.  

I was refused a room to express breast milk last year and I made a complaint. 

Consequently, I lost my acting management position and was the subject of a 

vexatious complaint. I was accussed [sic] of "mentioning staff qualifications in 

class" and was found to be unprofessional and a poor communicator. The 

sentence was a reduced contract, supervision of all my teaching plans and a 

reprimand on my personel [sic] record. My boss, who I used to work closely 

with every day, has hardly spoken to me all year and has enlisted other staff 

members to support her position and freeze me out. (ID88, DS1, p. 242) 

 Similarly, while it is unlawful to discriminate against pregnant women, 

they remain susceptible to more subtle forms of unconscious discrimination and 

derogatory attitudes. For example, another participant (ID113) referred to the 

problems she experienced during pregnancy and breastfeeding as follows:  

I was pregnant with my first child when I was there, and there was a change of 

manager … and she … was someone that hadn't had children … I went through 

a stage of real exhaustion about half-way through the pregnancy … we were in 

court every day … I asked [her] if I could be out of court for two days, and just 

work in the office two days a week ... everyone else on the team was saying that 

would be so good, because my work would mean that] they just got handed a file 

ready to go to court … and her response was “You're pregnant, not ill”. 

And then when I got pregnant the second time … I was part time, [she] was 

making comments about it's too hard to have part-timers here. 
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Then after I had [my second child] I went back to work after-hours and did night 

shift … I just went back as being casual … because he didn't breast-feed over 

night at that point, so I could work, and then [my husband] would bring him to 

me to feed during the day. (Interview, ID113) 

Disability 

While it is not within the scope of this thesis to explore concepts associated with 

the “rejected” or “stigmatised” body (Wendell, 1996), these themes are mentioned in 

this section because they are fundamental to understanding discrimination on the basis 

of disability or impairment (p.57). For example, in some societies, that aim to achieve 

perfect bodies, those people with a disability tend to be regarded as “imperfect” Others 

(p. 63). Additionally, imperfect bodies tend to be associated with failure, weakness, 

helplessness, passivity, and shame (1996). These perceptions of people with disabilities 

are consistent with the arguments of Young (2000) who theorised that, at the 

unconscious level, there is a fear and repulsion of the “feared, despised and ugly” Other 

(p. 142). 

To address the problems experienced by people with disabilities, a major 

purpose of anti-discrimination legislation in Australia is to prevent discrimination in 

employment against people with a disability, see for example, the Federal Disability 

Discrimination Act 1992. While legislation and public sector policies tend to create a 

perception that people with a disability will not be discriminated against in 

employment, the experience of one participant (ID52) highlights some of the 

underlying tensions between the diversity agenda and the organisational requirement 

for conformity (Ferguson, 1984). Her comments describing her situation are as follows: 

 

I think, that when you’re different … when … you’re dyslexic … this is where it 

really goes home to you … [for example] there was … pressure placed on us to 

do the electronic diary. Electronically, I’m not particularly good. I learn by 

someone sitting down and showing me. I have to take notes otherwise I forget 

… there was no understanding of that. There was no understanding that I need a 

paper diary … It’s actually one of my strategies … to retain that information … 

there was no understanding … [and] … while she hasn’t said it … that I’m a bit 

thick because I use a paper diary, she’s told me that people don’t do that 
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anymore. She’s insisted that I put things into the electronic] calendar and really 

talked down to me … so she thinks that she’s superior … [and even though] … 

I’ve got a PhD she’s certainly making value judgments about me, about not 

being bright …(Interview ID52) 

 In response to the question: if you were to tell people that [you] had 

dyslexia, would they be more empathetic? this participant responded as follows: 

I think that it would depend where you were … I can say to my [academic 

supervisor], who I have a long relationship with … about certain things, because 

I can trust her. But that relationship has taken a long time. I can say to friends 

who I trust … while a lot of people understand difference in a lot of different 

ways; people see the whole concept of disorder and disability in a very strange 

way. They either don’t understand it or, when you tell them, they sort of try to 

say to you, oh but that’s not true … so, unless you trust people, and even if 

they’re close to you, even they don’t always know. (Interview, ID52) 

Race  

Australia is a country populated with immigrants primarily from Britain, but also 

from Europe and Asian countries (Morris, 1989, cited in Jureidini & Poole, 2003, p. 

295). This is despite the introduction of the “White Australia Policy” in the early 

twentieth century, that restricted the entry of non-European immigrants, particularly 

Chinese (2003, p.296). Although the policy no longer exists, some studies suggest that 

high unemployment rates of immigrants from Southeast Asia and the Middle East and 

Africa reflect “institutional racism” and “xenophobia” meaning “fear of strangers” and 

hostility “based upon beliefs around cultural differences” (Jureidini & Poole, 2003, p. 

295). For example in 1996, the unemployment rates of immigrants from the UK and 

Ireland was 12%, compared with 29% from Southeast Asia and 53% from the Middle 

East and Africa (p.297). 

For example, one of the participants in this thesis (Amy, ID23) claimed that she 

was subjected to institutional racism and xenophobic views because she is Chinese and 

one of the few Asians in the Department. Her situation was exacerbated when her line 

manager assigned another nurse to care for one of Amy’s clients because he complained 

that he did not like “Chinese”. Amy described this incident as follows: 
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I am a Chinese person and had felt a lot of antipathy from the manager for many 

years. These include being shouted at, not given duties that other nurses with 

same qualification [sic] did. It has been hard to prove that what I was subjected 

to was because I was different in colour… My approach to work was different, I 

did not join in the gossip sessions. (ID23, PC, p.19). 

 While this participant lodged a complaint with a state based anti-discrimination 

commission, her case was dismissed. Amy commented that she believed that she was  

… the bad person as far as the juddge [sic] was concerned and that my [line 

manager] was showwing [sic] hostility to me because of the frustration about my 

lack of getting on with the others. All the proof gave to show how i [sic] was 

accused of things being false was never considered. I am not appealing as i had 

[sic] no funds. I guess justice is a matter of opinion and I believe when you have 

everyone at work speaking up for the boss against you you [sic] don't have a 

chance. I felt I have wasted many years of my life. (ID23, PC, p.1) 

Indigeneity 

Indigenous Australians have the highest levels of labour force inequality in 

Australia. They experience the highest rate of unemployment, that is 23% in 2001 

compared with between 7% and 8% of the rest of the non-Indigenous population 

(Odgers & Parnell, 2004). Furthermore, full citizenship rights were only granted to 

Indigenous Australians in 1967 and until that time, they were considered a “useful part 

of the squatter’s property” and “formed a pool of cheap labour to be drawn upon when 

required to perform menial jobs” (2003, p. 295-296). 

The Brisbane Courier Mail reported that an Indigenous woman was suddenly 

dismissed from her employment, as the most senior officer in the Department of 

Aboriginal Affairs, on the basis of allegations that she was incompetent (Wenham, 

2004). However, it was reported that the government did not appear to allow for cultural 

differences in regard to extended family commitments particularly those surrounding 

death and funeral attendance. The newspaper reported that although she was given no 

reason for her dismissal, it came after she took four days of unapproved leave to visit 

her sick father (2004).  
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Furthermore, an association with or support for Indigenous Australians also has 

the potential to increase an individual’s risk of being targeted. For example, one 

participant (Di, ID193) claimed that it “was the beginning of the end” for her when, 

after first establishing a “Murri Court”, she followed this with an event demonstrating 

support for Indigenous Australian issues which her co-workers “couldn’t forgive” (Di, 

ID193, Interview). 

Religion 

 The term religion, while primarily used to refer to churches, synagogues, 

mosques, temples, and ashrams, can be described as the social organisation of spiritual 

life (p. 428). Forty five percent of Australians, in the 1993 census, described themselves 

as religious and 61% said they believed in God while another 17% believed in a “higher 

power” of some kind. While Australia is considered a tolerant society, some religious 

groups report harassment and discrimination. For example, Hindu temples and Muslim 

mosques are often targeted for abuse (2003, p. 427). 

 
Witness statements gathered during one investigation refer to the participant’s 

religious beliefs with little apparent reason as follows: 

[her] perception of [Nikki] was that she was airy fairy and into spiritualism. 

[Nikki] is religious and perhaps spiritual but this is not something she would 

discuss with staff. (N3, p.3) 

[she] made jokes about Nikki and [her religion]. [she] thought Nikki was a bit of 

a joke appearing to be a member [of this religion] as she thought that Nikki was 

wanting to appear a certain way. She was not making a comment about the 

religion but about Nikki – it was a way to make derogatory remarks about her. I 

don’t believe it was about religious prejudice… (N4, p.5) 

Trade union activity 

This example relates to trade union activity that is an acknowledged ground of 

discrimination in some antidiscrimination legislation. For example, the Act identifies 

lawful “trade union activity” as one of the prohibited grounds for discrimination at 

Section 7 (1). In this case, Tim (ID205), in his role as a union representative, advocated 

on behalf of others, thereby putting himself at risk of becoming a target. He comments 
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that he “was a … shop steward for five years where he was] mobbed and bullied and 

forced to leave my job” (DS1, p. 36). 

Political views 

Another ground of discrimination identified in anti-discrimination legislation is 

in relation to political views. Some examples are as follows: 

One observation with the culture at emergency services is that, in my mind, it is 

a union run organisation and people known to be of opposite political views to 

that in power are sent to coventry until that position changes. There is a strong 

cultural belief that only firemen should run and manage the organisation. (DS1, 

p. 15) 

Even though I knew to not express differing opinions, I guess the fact that I 

didn't appear one of the mob and kept to myself probably alerted my former 

Managers that I wasn't one of the political mob. Which is true - I'm not part of 

any political mob, no matter the colour. (DS1, p. 115) 

In all, 43 of the 62 (69%) participants during the crystallisation phase, identified these 

areas of unconscious discrimination.While they may have been unlikely to legally prove 

that they had been discriminated against, nevertheless, the participants identified these 

discriminatory factors as having contributed to their mobbing experience. 

8.4 Summary  

 This chapter discussed the theme of exclusion, focusing on the grounded theory 

that belonging to a cultural minority increased the risk of being exposed to workplace 

mobbing. Characteristics identified as possible contributing factors to mobbing included 

sexual harassment, sexual orientation, age, pregnancy and breastfeeding, race, 

Indigeneity, lawful religious and political beliefs and trade union involvement. This 

chapter, in response to Research Question 1: how is workplace mobbing experienced by 

those targeted?, concluded that in addition to expulsion, as discussed in Chapter 7, 

workplace mobbing can also be experienced as exclusion on the basis of personal 

characteristics or cultural minority status. Exclusion was explained partly as a form of 

unconscious discrimination requiring deference to the conformity requirements of the 

cultural majority. Similar to the instinctive group attacking behaviour of birds, this 
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chapter identified and provided examples of some of those personal characteristics that 

seemingly attract mobbing behaviours.  

While the themes of expulsion were discussed in chapters 6 and 7 and the theme 

of exclusion was discussed in this chapter, the theme of transformation is discussed in 

chapters 9 and 10. Part A of the transformation theme concerns the process of 

conscientisation whereby the participants became aware of the reality of their situations 

and this process is discussed in Chapter 9 with reference to a participant example. Part 

B of the transformation theme focuses on the exercise of agency and the achievement of 

outcomes and is discussed in Chapter 10.  
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CHAPTER 9: THEME 3 – TRANSFORMATION 

PART A CONSCIENTISATION 

9.1 Introduction 

While the discussion in the three preceding chapters has focused on the themes 

of expulsion and exclusion, this chapter and Chapter 10 focus on the theme of 

transformation. Additionally, the discussion describes the experience of one participant 

(Dana, ID144) during the post expulsion, or sixth phase of mobbing, where 

transformation can take place. 

Consistent with the conscientisation theory of Freire (1970), as discussed in 

Section 2.3.7, this chapter focuses on the process whereby those experiencing 

oppression become conscious of the truth of their reality. Conscientisation appears to 

commence with participants’ discovery of a discourse on mobbing that enables them to 

give meaning to their experience and the language with which to explain the problem to 

others. This is followed with transformational actions to shift from a position of silent 

acquiescence to one of resistance. This process also resonates with Giddens’ (1999) 

theory that those adversely affected by the system are more likely to become motivated 

and mobilised to act, and to exercise their agency during fateful moments, as discussed 

in Section 2.3.8. 

While the outcomes and acts of agency achieved by the participants are 

elaborated upon in Chapter 10, this chapter discusses the process of conscientisation as 

demonstrated by one of the participants, Dana (ID199), during the crystallisation phase. 

The example, although typifying the experience of some of the other participants, is 

unusual because of the relatively quick achievement of outcomes facilitated in 

collective collaboration with the on-line virtual community, Black Sheep. This example 

is selected because there is an email discussion thread between the participants that 

demonstrates the processes of conscientisation and transformation. 

9.2 Conscientisation 

The process of conscientisation appears to commence with the participants 

identifying and naming their experience as workplace mobbing. This is followed with 
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reflection upon their own situation from which plans are developed in collaboration 

with Black Sheep. The plans are acted upon through the exercise of individual agency 

and the actions are referred back to Black Sheep for further collaboration. The 

participant example highlights the importance of naming the problem, conscientisation 

or the process of becoming aware of the reality of their situation, the exercise of 

individual agency in enacting actions and plans, ultimately leading to transformation as 

depicted in Figure 26.  

 

Figure 26: Conscientisation and Transformation. 

9.3 Collective collaboration 

Responding to workplace mobbing was achieved through collaboration with the 

members of Black Sheep. Although responses were developed collectively, 

implementation required participants to exercise their individual agency and to act on 

their own behalf. The sixth post expulsion phase of workplace mobbing is 

conceptualised in Figure 27. During this phase, senior management appear to draw upon 

the resources of the system in an effort to procure a state of silent acquiescence from 

those targeted. These management resources are listed on the left side of Figure 27 and 

include crown law, psychiatrists, investigations, rejection of workers compensation 

claims, unfair dismissals, and compulsory ill health retirement. 
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Figure 27: Post expulsion phase. 

During this process of elimination, support systems for injured employees, at 

least in this research, were also identified as contributing to the problem. For example, 

the rejection of workers compensation claims on the basis that, although the worker was 

psychologically injured at work, management action was reasonable. Additionally, 

those compulsorily retired on the basis of ill health were not automatically entitled to 

access their superannuation on the basis of permanent disability. Additionally, in 

seeking social welfare assistance, one of the participants (Nikki, ID9) was also 

unsuccessful on the basis that, regardless of other psychiatric reports to the contrary, she 

was considered well enough to seek gainful employment. In this case, the organisational 

response to mobbing can be described as one that left her psychologically damaged, 

unemployed, and without financial assistance.  

In addition to limited financial support, these participants did not understand 

what had happened to them and it was in their quest for explanations that they 

responded to media items about workplace mobbing. Typically, comments expressed 

appreciation for the information, for example, “ … it has been a godsend to me and my 

affected staff … reading the papers on your website was like finally being understood 

… I can finally put a name to what has been happening …” (ID56, PC). Similarly, 

another comment that explains the problem is as follows: 
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I was so pleased to read your paper and also extremely relieved. Until reading 

the Sunday Mail yesterday I was unaware that this phenomenon actually had a 

name. For years I have been aware of and involved in precisely the phenomenon 

you have described -I have frequently spoken in many forums about this, but 

have been howled down for being "not politically correct" - it seems that it is 

only OK if one claimed that managers were doing all the bullying!! (DS1, p. 75) 

The participants, through their collaboration in Black Sheep, became cognisant 

of the reality of their situation, from which they were enabled to transform their 

experience from one of silent acquiescence to one of empowerment and the 

achievement of positive outcomes as discussed in Chapter 10. 

9.4 Participant example 

The exemplarian action research model has emancipatory ambitions and aims to 

implement problem-solving interventions to deal with the research problem. To 

demonstrate the exemplarian model, this chapter highlights the process involved for one 

participant in the achievement of an exemplarian outcome. The achievement of 

outcomes is associated with naming the behaviour, collective collaboration, 

conscientisation, individual agency, and resistance. These aspects of transformation are 

highlighted throughout the following discussion, in reference to an email exchange 

between two participants, Dana (ID 199) and Jay (ID211) in Black Sheep. 

9.4.1 Step 1: Naming the problem 

Upon reading the information published on the website, Dana forwarded an 

email to the online community seeking more information. The email briefly described a 

situation of mobbing resulting in her absence from work for 2 months. The email 

indicated expulsion from employment with suspension and furthermore, because she 

had been on suspension for 2 months that she was now thinking about resigning. The 

suspension appears to have arisen on the basis of a pending investigation into seemingly 

unclear allegations made against her by a group of staff. Additionally, she was receiving 

specialist treatment for psychological damage arising from the experience and 

communication with her employer had ceased. Dana’s first inquiry to Black Sheep, 

summarising her experience and seeking assistance is as follows. 
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-----Original Message----- 
From: Dana@isp.com.au  
Sent: Thursday, 15 September [Year 1] 5:48 PM 
To: workplacemobbing@dodo.com.au 
Subject: Inquiry 
 
I have just finished reading … [about] workplace mobbing on the web site. It 

[the site address] was given to me by a friend who believes that this is what has 

and is happening to me at my place of work. 

I am currently not at work because of allegations that have been made against 

me. I see the situation as harassment by a group of staff. I have been away from 

work for two months. I am currently being monitored by my doctor and am 

suffering very deeply, it is also effecting [sic] my family. My story goes back 

years, however after reading [this information] I can now put a name to what has 

and is happening to me.  

To date I have been working with my union and since [the day I left] I have had 

very little communication with my place of work. I am at a point where I just 

want to give up and resign, because I think that will make it all go away. 

At this stage I am making an inquiry as to how you may be able to help me; if I 

decide that is how I would like to proceed. Thank you, Regards, Dana. 

9.4.2 Step 2: Conscientisation  

After joining Black Sheep, Dana observed the experience of others and on 

reflecting on her own situation identified a five phased process of workplace mobbing 

as indicated in the following email discussion. 

----Original Message----- 
From: Dana@isp.com.au 
Sent: Saturday, 17 September [Year 1] 6:10 PM 
To: blacksheep@lists.nwjc.org.au 
Subject: RE: Inquiry  

 
I have just finished reading [another participant’s] case - OH MY GOD. I was 

reading and thinking this is what has happened to me (with slight variations). 
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Phase 1: Unresolved conflict 

My case goes back approximately 3 or more years. It is hard for me to pin-point 

exactly when it started - all I know is it seemed to start with staff who were 

dissatisfied with processes/procedures that I introduced /implemented under the 

direction of my supervisor as part of our quality system.  

Any complaints/concerns that have come my way I have advised my superviser 

[sic] about in the hope that he would address them. Obviously they were not 

addressed to certain staff members [sic] satisfaction. I have also been told that 

staff that have left [employer] have been given an opportunity to voice their 

complaints. 

Phase 2: Psychological assaults  

I started to notice not only the staff I supervised but other staff would stop 

talking when I entered a room. This made me feel very uneasy. However, I kept 

constant communication with the staff I supervised to ensure relationships 

stayed professional.  

It appears it only took 1 out of the 5 staff I directly supervise to put in a 

complaint about me. 

Phase 3: Management’s escalation of conflict  

The next thing I new [sic] the staff who had left my area over the last 3 or more 

years and still employed at employer [name] had all voiced complaints. It did 

not stop there - staff who I do not supervise also apparently complained about 

me. I also understand that staff who have left employer [name] were also able to 

voice complaints.  

I have not received any of these complaints in writing; however I did ask for that 

bakc [sic] in July (letter attached) this letter also states my recollection on how 

this situation came to light. 

Phases 4 and 5: Target blamed and expulsion 

I have been officially suspended - however when I was handed the letter of 

suspension … I advised him I was already on sick leave. The only reason I was 

on site] that day was because my supervisor was on leave and I promised him I 
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would send a report via email that was due that day. I was in shock, I could not 

believe they could suspend me without evidence.  

… my supervisor has always expressed how happy he has been with my 

performance. It makes it very difficult indeed when you are lead [sic] to believe 

you are doing a great job and then you are hit with all this. 

9.4.3 Impact on health 

… I have been in shock about some of the things I have been told. I have my 

suspicions about how all this has taken place because I have had plenty of time 

to think about the situation. In fact, I never stop thinking about it - it has effected 

[sic] my entire life … it has been and still is a nightmare and sounds 

unbelievable. 

After establishing a credible connection based on a shared experience, the following 

insights were shared with Dana.  

From: blacksheep@lists.nwjc.org.au 
Sent: Saturday, 17 September [Year 1] 11:24 PM 
To: 'Dana@isp.com.au' 
Subject: RE: Inquiry 

 
… many people who contact us have had the same thing (or very similar) 

happen to them … it is the best thing that you are on suspension with full pay. 

Many of us say we wuold [sic] have been better off if this had been the case. At 

least this way you are on their payroll and you're not using up workers 

compensation] or sick leave as you may need those options later. While it feels 

like you've been charged, arrested and thrown into jail, from a practical point of 

view … at least you're still getting paid.  

Empirical reality 

… we've all had to start thinking differently about our situations … We … 

would once have never dreamt of such things, but we've learned that this is the 

only way we get any justice. 
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We've found that no matter what you do or say, or how badly you've been done 

in, no one wants to hear the truth. It's easier for them to pretend that you're “the 

problem”. 

You've obviously been the subject of the whispering campaign and now is the 

time to fight back using the system ….  

The way … to fight back – for example, one member of the on-line community 

just got a superannuation pay out and is now going for [workers compensation] 

after 4 years of investigations and taking legal action … and taking a case to the 

Supreme Court. Many of the rest of us have achieved financial settlements etc. 

Just a thought before you start thinking about your taking back control … you 

need to start thinking that this is your job now, to fight back. It's a new job and 

not one you thought you'd be in, it is challenging, but there are rewards] at the 

end if you hang in there. 

9.4.4 Step 3: Actions and plans 

Psychiatrist  

If you haven't already, you absolutely must get your own pscyhiatrist [sic] (not a 

psychologist) as they are next to “god” in the medical legal world. While the 

thought of seeing one might be a terrifying thought as it often is to the 

uninitiated, we have found that they become your best asset in terms of their 

power within the system. 

If your “perpetrators” want to talk to you or meet with you and you are not 

emotionally able to, then your psych [can give them] a certificate and they can't 

make you do anything then. It's wonderful to have that type of support up your 

sleeve. If you do talk with them, make sure you have someone with you as they 

will lie later … 

Union  

I expect the union are [sic] next to useless in helping you, they usually are on 

these sorts of cases. However, if at all possible it is best to have them on side but 
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don't expect anything to be done or any results but better to have them with you 

than against you.  

Legal assistance 

Depending on what's happening while you're on suspension, i.e. investigation, 

nothing, whatever, then you need a really good solicitor. This of course all costs 

money but it will be well worth it in the long run.  

Income protection 

Check out now what your superannuation entitlements are and I'm talking here 

about whether you are in the option that includes the “income protection plan”… 

If you are 55 or over of course you can access your super if you need to but the 

income protection plan is separate financial support and is not connected with 

your retirement superannuation. 

Remember - these people are ignorant of the law usually and you need to gather 

your “ammunition” to fight back in what has or is about to become a game that 

in a financial sense you need to win. It would be good to get justice but often 

that has to take a back row seat to more pressing survival strategies.  

Individual agency  

 The process of conscientisation, facilitated by discussion of actions and plans 

with Black Sheep, involved the observation of her experience in the context of that 

similarly experienced by others. With this knowledge, she was then able to better reflect 

upon her own situation and to plan actions to address the situation as demonstrated in 

the following example: 

 
From: blacksheep@lists.nwjc.org.au 
Sent: Monday, 19 September [Year 1] 12:15 PM 
To: 'Dana@isp.com.au' 
Subject: RE: Inquiry 

 
Dear Dana … so you're in for another investigation. If [the employer] are using a 

lawyer, then I think it might be time for you and your husband to definitely start 

talking to an industrial solicitor right now.  
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Sounds like they mean business in shafting you and my alarm bells are ringing.  

Both you and your husband should get to a psychiatrist as he will need to pursue 

the same options. I realise he will probably shudder at the thought but if he 

doesn't do it now, then he will regret it later when he needs them for legal 

purposes.  

While you are not at the total and permanent disability stage yet, there is still the 

possibility of winning a partial disability claim with your superannuation fund. 

These are the sorts of options that are available to you although it does mean 

changing the way you think.  

If I had been told that I was going to take this path a few years ago, I would have 

said absolutely no way but after the system deals you a few blows during an 

investigation process, things change.  

It is like playing a game now as you need to fight back using the system to your 

advantage. Most of us have been brainwashed not to do this sort of thing but 

many of us have learned that no one else is going to look after us, so we have to 

do it ourselves. This means [worker’s compensation] and superannuation, as 

well as [other strategies]. 

From: Dana@isp.com.au 
Sent: Tuesday, 20 September [Year 1] 8:15 AM 
To:  blacksheep@lists.nwjc.org.au 
Subject: E: Inquiry 
 
Dear Jay, Thank you so much for your reply. You have no idea how much you 

have inspired me to continue with this. A week ago I was ready to resign 

because I felt the situation for me was hopeless. I now have different feelings.  

As you know I had an appointment with my Doctor yesterday. My Doctor 

advised me that we have only one psychiatrist in [regional city], in her opinion 

he would not have the expertise to deal with this matter. She also said that the 

waiting time to see him could be 3 months or more. She is happy to refer me to 

one of my choice, I just need to advise her of the name etc. If it means travelling 

to [city] - that's fine, what do you think? 
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I agree with you about talking to an industrial solicitor. I also think it is time. I 

am of the understanding that [name] is speaking to the employer [name] lawyer 

to seek advice on what information in the external report they are going to give 

me. Whether they give me the entire report or what they see as relevant.  

From: Dana@isp.com.au 
Sent: Sunday, 6 November [Year 1] 5:59 PM 
To:  blacksheep@lists.nwjc.org.au 
Subject:Re: How are things? 

 
Dear Jay, It's so nice to hear from you. When I received the call from one of the 

other participants] I had only been on medication since the day before. I was not 

quite with it, however it was lovely to hear from her, she was very supportive 

and understanding.  

I received the investigators report just after my conversation with the other 

participant] by express mail.  

I did not end up coming to [the city] on the Friday that you [the black sheep] 

were all meeting for coffee. As it turned out, [Greg] went to see [the solicitor] 

(his sister went with him for support). I had to stay home] because the union 

barrister had organised a teleconference with me that morning. I have not heard 

from him since that day.  

[Greg] had a very encouraging meeting with [the solicitor]. However, we heard 

back on Friday that the [employer] want nothing to do with the complaints [the 

solicitor] put forward on [Greg's] behalf about how biased the investigation was. 

We are off to [city] again tomorrow - I have an appointment with the 

psychiatrist] and [Greg] has an appointment with [the solicitor].  

I would really love to catch up with you and some of the other members of the 

[black sheep]. Unfortunately it won't be possible this trip as we are going down 

and back in the one day. If you could let me know when you meet for coffee I 

will try to organise our next trip to coincide. 

I am still having days that are ok and days that are very bad. I had a very bad day 

yesterday; crying all day. Could not get it off my mind. When I have very bad 
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days I think of things I shouldn't - if you know what I mean. I think I am still in 

shock about not only the report but the entire matter.  

I do not see this being very positive for [Greg] and myself - it has become too 

big and the [employer] is too powerful. But we will hang in there for a bit longer 

and see what happens - after all they can only terminate us. 

Take care and thank you again for your email. Just being able to discuss this 

with you makes me feel a lot better. Take care and kind regards. Dana. 

9.4.5 Step 4: Transformation 

----Original Message----- 
 From: Dana@isp.com.au  
Sent: Tuesday, 8 November [Year 1] 6:51 AM 
To: blacksheep@lists.nwjc.org.au 
Subject: RE: How are things? 
 
Dear Jay, Thank you so much for yesterday. Our visit with [the solicitor] was 

what you could call a wake-up call. She was very open with us and advised us 

that the way she sees our matter going is that the [employer] wants us taken out.  

That is how we see it as well, but it was hard to hear this. [The solicitor] has 

asked us to return to [city] today to meet with her and a barrister …  

It all sounds so serious - I am so scared.  

We will be discussing our options from here - our main concern of course is how 

much this is going to cost if we continue. I understand if we do continue it will 

be to lodge a dispute with the Industrial Commissioner. I think this also means 

that we do not respond to the report we have been given. Because at present as 

you know the [employer] has all the say in what happens with us. Kind regards. 

Dana. 

From: Dana@isp.com.au 
Sent: Saturday, 12 November 2005 10:56 AM 
To:  blacksheep@lists.nwjc.org.au 
Subject: From Dana 

 

mailto:Dana@isp.com.au�
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Dear Jay, Update - I received a letter from my employer on Thursday advising 

me that the allegations they listed in the last letter they sent me have been 

investigated and they are not progressing any further with them (no findings). 

They also sent me a copy of the Internal Report.  

However, they still want me to respond in writing within 10 days to previously 

raised allegations. I found this very confusing as they were the only allegations 

raised. I immediately contacted my union organiser and arranged a copy of the 

document to be sent to her.  

I also faxed a copy to the [employer’s] barrister. The organiser telephoned me 

yesterday and advised me that the barrister was contacting the [employer] to 

clarify what they actually want me to respond to.  

With [Greg], the solicitor has sent another letter to the [employer] asking them 

again to advise what the actual complaints are against him. Greg has been asked 

to “show cause” regarding 3 staff members who complainted [sic] about him, 

however, it is unclear what the complaints are if any.  

From: Dana@isp.com.au 
Date: Jan 27, 2006 11:35 AM 
To: blacksheep@lists.nwjc.org.au 
Subject: Hello – Dana 

 
Dear Jay, Just to update you on my matter. As you know my matter went before 

the AIRC in December - it lasted 20 minutes with the Commissioner adjourning 

the hearing advising that the [employer] did not accord me any natural justice or 

procedural fairness. 

The [employer] approached the union barrister … after the hearing asking if I 

may consider a package. The union telephoned me with this offer and after 

considerable discussion I advised him that I would look at what they had to offer 

with the understanding that I do not agree with any workplace harassment 

allegations. 

After considerable negotiations the [employer] have offered me 5 months salary 

+ all my leave entitlements, if I resign. They also want me to sign an agreement 
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stating a complete bar to any action brought against them and that I dismiss the 

AIRC matter.  

The union have made it clear that they have done all they can do for me and that 

they feel the package is reasonable. They wanted me to make my decision on 

Wednesday. I have managed to put them off, but I am sure I will hear back from 

them today. 

I don't know why but I have mixed feelings. I do not know what to do and I feel 

I am being pressured to agree. 

Maybe this is the time for me to apply for worker’s compensation. 

I know the decision is mine and maybe there is nothing else that can be done. 

However, I cannot stop thinking about what they have done to my health and 

how it has effected [sic] me and my family. 

I would be grateful to hear what you think about where my matter is at present. 

Thank you and take care. Kind regards, Dana 

9.4.6 Collective collaboration  

From: Jay@blacksheep 
Sent: Monday, 30 January [Year 2] 2:23 PM 
To: blacksheep@lists.nwjc.org.au 
Subject: Fwd: Hello from Dana 

 
Here's some news from Dana who came to the black sheep get together back in 

December. Since then, she's been to the commission (with union support) while 

[Greg] (her husband) has been to the commission with [the solicitor].  

Basically, things have reached the point where there have been some small 'wins' 

(if there is such a thing in this mess of an experience) but Dana is still fighting 

for some … justice.  

Others might have some advice, mine has been to give the union the flick as 

they're pressuring Dana to settle for peanuts and I've suggested she get some 

advice from [the solicitor]. 
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I've suggested that Dana put in a worker’s compensation claim even though she 

has been 'suspended on full pay'. I think this is important in terms of signalling 

her intentions (and upping the anti) and covering her bases for future actions.  

The way things are, the employer seems to have the upper hand in that there is 

no threat of a worker’s compensation claim hanging over them (from Dana 

anyway). A couple of her perpetrators have also lodged claims and the union has 

suggested that she can't put one in because she was named in theirs! I rekkon 

[sic] that's nonsense, what does everyone else think?  

Hang in there, you will get through this and your star will shine again, and partly 

because you've not been prepared to roll over and go away like they want!  

9.4.7 Enabling agency 

From:Dana@isp.com.au 
Sent: Tuesday, 01 February [Year 2] 08.16 AM 
To: Jay@blacksheep 
Subject: Hello – Dana 

 
Hi Jay, [Greg] has been experiencing bullying, harassment, discrimination etc. 

[at work] since his return ... We had a teleconference with [the solicitor] today 

and it looks like she will be filing a discrimination complaint.  

Since my matter with the [employer], I have been involved as a support person 

in three cases of workplace mobbing. Two of these cases were staff from 

[employer name] and the other from [name] supermarket.  

I have been extremely careful with the guidance I have given and perhaps have 

been more of a listener. All three women have had a very hard time coping (we 

can relate to that). One of them … resigned and left before I knew about her case 

and the other case began after the first one had left. The supermarket women is 

[sic] on paid stress leave and has been for over 12 months.  

This woman is in a very bad way. I did not realise that this disgusting workplace 

disease is so wide spread. I have found that helping them has helped me and I 

know I have helped these women just by informing them that they are not alone.  
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I would like to go a step further … and approach the local news paper to do an 

article on workplace mobbing. They have done features on workplace bullying 

and workplace psychopaths in recent times …Take care. Kind regards, Dana. 

From: Dana@isp.com.au 
Sent: Friday, 1 December [Year 2] 12:28 PM 
To: Jay@blacksheep 
Subject: Merry Christmas 

 
Dear Jay, I hope you are well. I think about you a lot and will never forget how 

you helped me through what I consider to be the worst time of my life. I still 

struggle with what happened to me; but getting back to work with new people 

and a new environment has helped me a lot. I am not even close to being over 

the situation emotionally.  

However, I have learned strategies to manage my condition and I am coping on 

a day to day basis. Some days are good, others are not so good; I think at this 

moment I have more good than bad. That is a real turn around for me. Best 

wishes, Dana. 

From: Jay@blacksheep 
To: 'Dana' 
Monday, Wednesday, 14 December [Year 2] 04.11 PM 
Subject: RE: Merry Christmas 

 
Helping others has helped me to heal and not feel so alone with my own 

situation. I just finished 11 days at the Industrial Relations Commission … it’s 

now over five years since my workplace torment began!  

It was great to see the perpetrators have to try and defend their behaviour and to 

be proven liars – that was the best bit. But justice certainly comes at a high price 

and I won’t know the outcome until the middle of next year as court resumes 

midyear with summing up etc.  

I will never forget your case and how brutal it was – but also how courageous 

you’ve been to get through it.  
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I’d like to hear how things progress for you work wise. If it helps, many of the 

others … are now back in work, some full time and others part time but it took 

them about three years on average but then they did have long drawn out conflict 

during that time – I hope it’s quicker than that for you. 

9.5 Summary 

This chapter discussed the process of achieving transformation through 

conscientisation, individual agency, and transformation. The experience of one 

participant (Dana, ID144) was discussed to demonstrate the conscientisation process of 

shifting from a position of silent acquiescence to one of transformation. The process 

described involved naming the problem, conscientisation, developing actions and plans, 

and transformation. 

The critical thread for the participants in achieving conscientisation was 

identified as membership of Black Sheep where individual agency was enabled. While 

the discussion in Chapters 6, 7, and 8 focused on the themes of expulsion and exclusion, 

this chapter described the experience of one participant during the post expulsion phase 

of mobbing to demonstrate the process of conscientisation, individual agency and 

transformation. The discussion in Chapter 10 focuses on actions pursued and the 

outcomes achieved by the participants as well as the identification of exemplars.  
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CHAPTER 10: THEME 3 – TRANSFORMATION 

PART B: ACTIONS, OUTCOMES AND EXEMPLARS 

10.1 Introduction 

Following on from the previous chapter that focused on the conscientisation 

theory of Freire (1970), this chapter discusses the transformational actions and 

outcomes that were achieved by the participants during the sixth postin moving from a 

position of silent acquiescence to one of transformation. In addition, this chapter 

identifies exemplars at the individual, community and organisational levels, that might 

be useful to others experiencing the workplace mobbing phenomenon. This chapter first 

identifies the outcomes achieved by 21 of participants, identified during the exemplarian 

phase, and then explores the individual acts of agency undertaken in the achievement of 

transformational outcomes.  

Furthermore, this chapter addresses two research questions, namely, Research 

Question 2: how can targeted individuals respond to workplace mobbing, and Research 

Question 3: how do organisations respond to mobbing? The fourth proposition explored 

in this chapter is that support systems are not neutral and tend to act on behalf of the 

employer to the detriment of the targeted employee. Furthermore, the rationale for the 

ninth proposition, that survival requires those targeted to pursue options to reduce the 

adverse impact of the problem, is also discussed. 

The emancipatory ambitions of this research include the achievement of 

outcomes not only at the individual level but also at the community and organisational 

levels. This chapter concludes with a discussion of 10 exemplars that not only typify the 

outcomes achieved by other participants but also provide models for others in similar 

circumstances. The exemplars highlight the extent of individual agency required in the 

pursuit of emancipatory outcomes. 

Following on from the Habermasian theoretical concept of the colonisation of 

the life world by the systems world, discussed in Section 2.3.2, this chapter commences 

with a discussion of the tension between the values of the systems world and those of 

the life world in partial explanation of the organisational response to mobbing. 
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10.2 The systems world 

Consistent with Habermasian theoretical concepts, commonly held moral and 

ethical values of the life world may be increasingly perceived as irrelevant to the 

operations of the systems world. The ethic of the golden rule and the principle of natural 

justice, for example, appear relatively insignificant compared to the economic 

imperatives of the systems world. Therefore, it can be argued, that maintaining 

employment requires not only conformity and compliance as discussed in 2.3.6, but also 

requires workers, in a theoretical sense, to become complicit not only in their own 

oppression but also in the oppression of the Other as discussed in Section 3.8. In 

Habermasian terms, mobbing can be described as a symptom of colonisation, whereby 

those who identify with the commonly accepted morals and ethics of the life world are 

at increased risk of expulsion because these attributes are perceived as irrelevant and 

even contradictory on occasion to those of the systems world.  

The concept of reasonable management action is a form of cultural reproduction 

reinforcing behaviours required by the systems world. For example, the management 

behaviours exempted by this legal principle include those in relation to injury and 

illness processes, business processes, disciplinary actions, the allocation of work, 

transfers and retrenchments (the Prevention of Workplace Harassment Code of Practice 

2004, p. 4). In the context of workplace mobbing, these exemptions are open to misuse 

because they provide the means whereby perpetrators can justify their behaviour. This 

tension between what should be done and what is actually done, discussed in Section 

2.3.1, is an example of the uncoupling of the systems world from the morals and ethics 

of the life world. This chapter highlights the outcomes achieved by the participants 

despite the controlling power of the systems world. 

10.3 Organisation response 

The phenomenon of mobbing, as discussed in Chapter 6, includes social 

isolation, exclusion, and expulsion from employment often resulting in long-term 

psychological damage, loss of income, and unemployment. To alleviate their financial 

circumstances, the participants attempted to access support systems for injured workers 

including workers compensation, rehabilitation programs, and social welfare benefits. 

However, the participants found that they were unlikely to receive assistance, for 

example, of the 17 participants claiming workers compensation only three were 
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successful. Furthermore, the participants reported that in their dealings with systems 

they were unlikely to be treated with dignity and respect and rather were dealt with as if 

they were undeserving of basic entitlement or fair treatment, a response consistent with 

concepts of deserving targets as discussed in Section 3.5.6. Their experience of 

participants with support systems led them to conclude that they had been naive in their 

assumptions that they could rely on commonly accepted standards of ethical and fair 

behaviour. For example, although they would have preferred conciliatory methods of 

resolution, these options were not made available to them. Rather, they were subjected 

to adversarial processes as discussed in Chapter 7, including suspensions and 

investigations that escalated conflict. Consequently, the participants realised that if they 

were to survive financially, they would need to engage in the adversarial methods of the 

systems world. 

Following the theoretical concepts of deontic anger and strike back actions, 

discussed in Section 3.5.1, these adversarial actions, subsequently pursued, can be 

described as deontic retaliation. Strike back actions included the exercise of agency in 

lodging grievances, claiming workers compensation, accessing superannuation 

entitlements, taking extended leave, and pursuing legal options. Through collective 

collaboration in Black Sheep, individual acts of agency were enabled, as discussed in 

Chapters 9 and 10. 

One of the propositions is that support systems are not neutral and tend to act on 

behalf of the employer to the detriment of the employee. This theory reflects the 

experience of the participants in seeking support from the medical and health 

profession, the legal system, and the industrial relations system. The participants 

discovered that espoused ideals of justice, fairness, and equity were not reflected in 

practice and that access to entitlements was dependent on winning legal arguments 

through the industrial court systems. In order to survive the post expulsion financial 

consequences, the participants realised that they would need to re-engage with the 

systems world to access compensation, superannuation, and/or rehabilitation programs. 

The organisational response to the participants’ pursuit of these options is now further 

explored partly to address Research Question 3: how do organisations respond to 

workplace mobbing? 
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10.3.1 Workers compensation 

The lengthy process of claims and appeals experienced by the participants 

extended for months and years, for example, one participant while initially making a 

successful claim was subsequently involved in five years of reviews at the end of which 

her claim was rejected (ID9, N26). This pattern is consistent with the research discussed 

earlier in Sections 3.5 and 3.6, where claimants were found to have difficulty in proving 

compensation claims on the basis of psychological damage.  

However, while claimants appear to have little difficulty in proving long-term 

psychological damage, rather the issue becomes one of proving through the court 

systems that management actions were unreasonable in order to access rehabilitation 

programs or to obtain compensation. Consequently, while many claims are made, only a 

few are accepted as indicated by the rulings listed on commission websites where 

claims tend to be rejected on the basis of reasonable management action (see for 

example, the recent decisions of the Queensland Industrial Relations Commission at 

www.qirc.qld.gov.au). 

10.3.2 Reasonable management action  

The concept of reasonable management action has been perceived by the 

participants as condoning behaviour that in other circumstances, for instance outside the 

legal system, may well have been considered morally and ethically unacceptable. In a 

theoretical context, the discourse construct of reasonable appears to have been 

rationalised to include morally questionable behaviour, for example, one participant was 

reportedly “being abused or blamed for situations not within her responsibilities or 

control” and being “bullied and harassed by other ministerial staff” (McKenna, 2006). 

Although recognising the bullying behaviours and the psychological damage caused, the 

claimant was nevertheless rejected for compensation on the basis that management 

actions were reasonable.  

Later, tragically after her suicide, her fear of “making allegations of fraud and 

personal impropriety” was reported in the media, refer to Appendix 15, indicating the 

extent of morally and ethically unacceptable behaviours exempt under the reasonable 

management action provision (Wenham, 2005). While unacceptable behaviours appear 

to be outlined in codes of conduct, there appears to be little accountability in practice, 

however, for breaches. 
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10.3.3 Psychiatrists 

Another response identified is the manipulation of psychiatrists to assist 

management with target expulsion. The participants reported that psychiatrists were 

seemingly engaged to produce a biased assessment whereby those targeted could be 

rejected in their claims for compensation and/or compulsory retired from their 

employment. For example, one participant reported that a psychiatrist, to whom she had 

been compulsorily referred, had since been banned from practicing because of his 

reported “hired gun” approach of “skewing” psychiatric assessments against claimants 

thereby ensuring future contracts with the insurers.  

The impact on injured workers, in a monetary sense, is that psychiatric reports 

can be used by management to stop weekly payments for people on workers 

compensation or income protection. They are also used to obstruct common-law claims 

for accessing superannuation entitlements. For example, 10 of the 21 participants 

identified during the exemplar phase, although successful in establishing their claim for 

income protection payments on the basis of ill health were frequently referred to 

psychiatrists to reassess their eligibility.  

Overall, the system response can be described as one that condones and 

perpetuates mobbing by blaming the target and excusing management behaviours 

regardless of the damage caused to individuals, their families, and to the wider 

community. Some of these behaviours include lengthy drawn-out investigation 

processes, continual psychiatric assessments, the rejection of claims for compensation 

and compulsory retirements on the basis of psychological ill health. The outcomes 

achieved by the participants, despite the ongoing pressure to acquiesce, were significant 

in reducing the level of harm caused. 

10.3.4 Outcomes 

 The participants achieved outcomes not only at the individual level, but also at 

the community and organisational levels as indicated in Table 11. Outcomes at the 

individual level include financial settlements, the receipt of superannuation 

entitlements, and the exploration of return to work options or pursuing further education 

including higher degrees. Outcomes at the community level include increased 

awareness and rational debate and calls for organisational change in the media and the 

parliament as discussed in Exemplar 8. 
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Table 11: Outcomes and agency  

 
Level Outcomes Agency 
Individual Level Financial settlements 

Superannuation entitlements 
Successful Workcover claims 

Workcover claim 
Extended leave 

Grievances 
Industrial commission 

Antidiscrimination commission 
Industrial advocate 

Public service commission 
Legal options 

Courts 
Community Level Increased awareness 

Rational debate 
Calls for organisational change 

Electronic and print media 
Discussion in Parliament 

Conferences 
Organisational 
Level 

Compulsory ill health 
retirement 

Investigations guidelines 
Workplace harassment 

guidelines 

Impact of agency at the 
organisational level 

 

 
These were achieved through individual acts of agency including lodging claims 

and grievances and seeking legal remedies. At the community level, outcomes included 

an increased awareness of the problem as measured by the number of visits to the 

www.workplacemobbing.com website and increasing requests for information and 

assistance. This was achieved through the distribution of information in the electronic 

and print media and debate in the Western Australian Parliament calling for 

organisational change ("Royal commissions (powers) Amendment Bill 2004," 2004). 

Some other outcomes achieved at the departmental organisational level included revised 

guidelines for compulsory ill health retirement and the carrying out of investigations, as 

well as the inclusion of some mobbing concepts in workplace harassment guidelines. 

The individual acts of agency exercised in the achievement of outcomes are 

summarised in Figure 28 and included lodging grievances, pursuing workers 

compensation claims, and seeking assistance from medical, health, and legal 

professionals. The media was also contacted on occasions to progress the achievement 

of outcomes. 

http://www.workplacemobbing.com/�
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Figure 28: Individual actions demonstrating agency.  

While the incidents of individual agency exercised by each of the 21 participants 

identified during the exemplar phase are indicated in Figure 28, the emancipatory 

outcomes are indicated in Figure 29.  
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Figure 29: Outcomes at individual, community, and organisational levels.  

Eighteen of the 21 participants identified during the exemplar phase were 

successful in achieving outcomes at the individual level and five of those, represented 

by pink and yellow bars in Figure 29, were also successful in achieving outcomes at the 

community level.  

Additionally, two participants were successful in achieving outcomes at all three 

levels, as indicated in by light blue bars in Figure 29, and their achievements are 

discussed as exemplars later in this chapter. Another exemplar selected for discussion is 

the experience of Jill (ID126), where despite recording the second highest incidence of 

agency as identified in Figure 28, Jill was unsuccessful in achieving individual 

outcomes. However, she was successful in achieving outcomes at the community level 

as indicated by the pink and yellow bars in Figure 29. 

Health outcomes 

While the emphasis in this discussion is the achievement of emancipatory 

outcomes for economic survival, another outcome identified is the health benefits 

gained from exercising agency. Typical comments made by participants include: 



Chapter 10: Transformation 

206 
Workplace Mobbing: Expulsion, Exclusion, and Transformation 

I am feeling more in control, have more good days than bad … since making 

contact with [black sheep] I have to say my health has made a marked 

improvement. (ID156, M14)  

However, before being informed fully about workplace mobbing, this participant 

reported that she: 

had to go back to the Dr this morning, the sleeping drugs simply are not 

working, they have now put me on a drug called mirtazapine … I look dreadful, 

I carry excess baggage under my eyes, there has to be some end to this 

nightmare. (ID156, M15) 

However, through a process of conscientisation, she commented 18 days later on 

30 July that: 

[Your information] has done more for me than anything else. I guess just 

knowing I was not being a drama queen, this sort of thing has happened to many 

others, and it has been acknowledged by someone in the know [sic]. I am now in 

the phase of just trying to get on with my life (ID156, M16) 

The following day, this participant reported to the workers compensation agency 

that, “Out of all the help and assistance I have received from anyone, this information 

about [workplace mobbing] has been the most worthwhile” (ID156, M17)). 

Subsequently, the agency replied that they understood there had been a “good 

therapeutic outcome” and on that basis agreed to fund a report about workplace 

mobbing (ID156, M18).  

Individual outcomes 

In addition to improved emotional health, outcomes include financial assistance 

as indicated in the dark blue, red, and green coloured bars in Figure 29.  

Twelve of the 21 participants obtained financial settlements as indicated by the 

blue bars in Figure 29. These included voluntary early retirement (VER) packages 

although these were not generally available to all staff at the time. VERs, in these 

circumstances, amounted to the equivalent of the participant’s salary for one year. Other 

financial settlements negotiated through the industrial commissions were equivalent to 

approximately six weeks salary. Sometimes settlements were a combination of a VER 



Chapter 10: Transformation 

207 
Workplace Mobbing: Expulsion, Exclusion, and Transformation 

and a comparatively small payment on the basis that other legal proceedings be 

discontinued. For example, one participant was offered AUD12

Following the identification of outcomes at the individual, community, and 

organisation level, exemplars are now discussed to demonstrate the agency and 

outcomes achieved by some of the participants that may be usefully applied by others in 

similar circumstances. First, the types and number of incidents of individual agency 

exercised by each of the 21 participants during the exemplar phase is indicated in Figure 

28. The highest incidence of acts of agency include lodgement of grievances, claims for 

workers compensation, and psychiatrist assistance. However, the highest incidence of 

agency does not automatically equate to the highest incidence of outcomes as indicated 

in Figure 29 where, for example, only 3 of the 17 claimants for workers compensation 

were successful.  

 11,000 to discontinue 

her complaint; however, because of a requirement in the deed of settlement that she 

forego any other legal action and not make public her situation, she refused to sign.  

Exemplar 1: Public Service Commission (Fair Treatment Appeal) 

Another exemplar is provided by the experience of Hayley (ID86) who through 

the exercise of individual agency at the Public Service Commission achieved three 

individual outcomes as indicated in Figure 29. 

Hayley (ID86) attributes her mobbing experience to the circumstance whereby 

she was a witness for a colleague in accusations of bullying against their line manager 

(as previously discussed in Section 8.4). From Hayley’s perspective, this commenced 

three years of psychological attacks during which she was forced to exit her 

employment and eventually resign. However, during this time Hayley achieved three 

positive outcomes at the individual level as indicated in the patterned segments in 

Figure 30. These included income protection, a negotiated VER package and later a 

return to employment, albeit a short-term contract, at a level commensurate with her 

skills and abilities.  

                                                 
12 Australian dollars 
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Figure 30: Exemplar 1 Public Service Commission. 

However, the achievement of these outcomes was facilitated after achieving 

conscientisation in collective collaboration with the Black Sheep support group 

whereupon Hayley was able to pursue fresh options not previously considered, as 

indicated in the coloured segments in Figure 30. This included exercising her individual 

agency and engaging with the adversarial processes of the systems with an industrial 

advocate and pursuing an unfair treatment appeal at the Public Service Commission. 

This enabled her to negotiate a financial settlement, offered as part of a VER package, 

in return for a discontinuation of her appeal at the Commission. Hayley thereby gained a 

sense of choice in regard to her future options and resisted the pressure to resign without 
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compensation. Moreover, three years after the critical incident, Hayley was able to 

return to employment at a level commensurate with her skills and abilities, albeit in 

casual temporary work. 

In exercising her individual agency, Hayley became empowered to pursue her 

claims with better than expected results. Not only did she achieve a financial outcome 

but importantly was able to gain some sense of fair treatment in being able to “put [her] 

side of things”. Her feelings of empowerment are demonstrated by the following 

comments made before and after her appearance at the Public Service Commission. 

Prior to the hearing Hayley informed the group that she felt intimidated because she 

might “recognise someone from work in there, and have to sit in the room with them” 

and that she would be “put on the spot” and be “done in again”. 

By way of contrast, Hayley reported to the group after the hearing that she was 

very happy to have “made it there, and survived it” and furthermore, that she had 

“almost enjoyed it!” (ID86, H31). 

Exemplar 2: Income protection  

During the course of this research, 10 of the 21 participants were successful in 

obtaining income protection benefits as part of their superannuation benefits package 

amounting to 75% of their income for up to two years as indicated in the red bars in 

Figure 29. However, until being informed about this option, through their participation 

in the Black Sheep support group, most of the beneficiaries were unaware of the 

scheme. Information was not automatically provided to them and the restrictive 

eligibility requirements emphasised that employee’s health records for the previous 10 

years would be obtained before their claim could be considered.  

Additionally, eligibility is based upon 10 years continuous service in the public 

sector and ongoing regular psychiatric assessments. However, despite these restrictions, 

the system, unlike workers compensation, is less challenging for claimants because 

obtaining assistance is not dependent upon establishing employer fault.  

This exemplar demonstrates the benefits that can be gained through engaging 

with the processes of the systems world in the achievement of financial goals. However, 

while the monetary assistance provided some financial security, the process of 

achieving this outcome required subordination and compliance with the hegemonic 

mainstream. 
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Exemplar 3: Research higher degree study  

 With some financial security restored, 3 of the participants, Katherine (ID01), 

Kim (ID28), and Nikki (ID9), were able to pursue higher degrees in research, while 

another, Joe (ID78), completed further training to qualify as an alternative health 

practitioner as indicated in the pale pink bars in Figure 31. Katherine (ID01), for 

example, achieved five outcomes over a period of four years at the individual level, as 

indicated in the patterned bars in Figure 31. 

 

 

Figure 31: Exemplar 3 research higher degree study. 
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In addition to income protection, these included completion of a higher degree in 

research followed by a temporary return to her position, upon which she opted for a 

VER package. Moreover, three years after her expulsion, Katherine returned to part-

time contract employment in a position commensurate with her skills and abilities. 

However, these outcomes were achieved, not through compliant acquiescence with 

system rules, but rather as a result of conscientisation achieved through collective 

collaboration with Black Sheep. Through these processes, Katherine was enabled to 

exercise her individual agency and to actively engage with the adversarial processes of 

the systems world. Some of these actions, depicted in the coloured segments in Figure 

31, included lodging a departmental complaint, engaging an industrial advocate, 

pursuing a worker’s compensation claim and seeking a review, albeit unsuccessfully, 

when the claim was rejected. 

Exemplar 4: Superannuation payout (disability) 

Similar outcomes were achieved by another participant, Kim (ID28), whose 

mobbing experience is drawn upon throughout the discussion of workplace 

investigations in Chapter 7. Over a period of four years, Kim achieved four outcomes at 

the individual level as depicted by the patterned segments in Figure 32.  
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Figure 32: Exemplar 4 Superannuation Payout. 

 
Additionally, she was successful in achieving two outcomes at the community 

level, including a media interview on national radio about her experience that attracted a 

significant response and by raising the matter with her local member of parliament. 
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Moreover, Kim was one of two participants who were successful in gaining 

preretirement access to their superannuation benefits including a component for 

disability as indicated by the green bars in Figure 29. However, these were not easily 

obtained and, in Kim’s situation, only after pursuing court action was she successful in 

being able to negotiate with the department. Furthermore, the achievement of her goals 

required her to submit to the process of compulsory ill health retirement.  

This exemplar highlights the situation where a process can be used either to the 

advantage or disadvantage of an employee. While in Kim’s circumstances, she was able 

to manage the process of compulsory ill health retirement to her advantage, this is most 

likely the exception rather than the rule. This notion is further discussed in Exemplar 

nine in regard to Erin’s (ID101) circumstances, to highlight the most likely situation 

where the process is deployed to intimidate those targeted. 

Exemplar 5: Voluntary Early Retirement (VER)  

 This exemplar demonstrates the range of options that become available 

once conscientisation has been achieved. For example, Joe (ID78) was employed 

as a manager when she was unjustly accused of bullying as discussed in Chapter 

7. Her mobbing experience commenced a two year post expulsion phase of 

pressure to silently acquiesce to the reality of her situation. Joe described the 

experience as one where she believed management wanted her to “quietly go 

away and lick her wounds” or alternatively “to roll over and die” (Joe, ID78, 

Interview). However, she resisted and was subsequently successful in achieving 

four outcomes at the individual level. These included income protection, further 

training as an alternative health practitioner, and a financial settlement in the 

form of a Voluntary Early Retirement (VER) package as indicated by the 

patterned segments in Figure 33.  
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Figure 33: Exemplar 5 Voluntary Early Retirement. 

 
Additionally, Joe was successful in motivating the department to review and 

improve their complaint investigation guidelines depicted by the blue segment in 34.  

Joe was also willing to undertake alternative employment as a domestic cleaner to 

facilitate the achievement of her financial goals as indicated in the following comments. 
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This exemplar was achieved through conscientisation whereby Joe considered her life 

options. She explains this as follows: 

As for other life issues, I am still wrestling with how to earn an income … I have 

been considering various options and am now swinging back to my own 

business. Despite some disadvantages, it is still the most viable option. I flirted 

with a few 'employment' options, but I have eliminated those. I can reconsider 

those in the future, but right now I am not prepared to subject myself to the 

stresses of 'employment'. Once I have this income protection] thing finished, I 

will put an ad in the paper to do cleaning work while I get the business going. 

This would enable me to get out of the house regularly and the physical activity 

would be good for me. I am feeling strong enough to do that now, whereas three 

or four months ago I was not. It would also bring in some cash income which 

would mean the bank balance would drop a bit more slowly. I would not do this 

full-time because that would mean risking an injury. Ideally it would be good to 

have about four cleaning jobs in the mornings on different days. (ID78, J9) 

Exemplar 6: Court action 

By way of contrast with Exemplar 4, where Joe pursued alternative employment 

options, Di (ID193) returned to her area of employment, although in a more junior 

position. Ms Fingleton was the Chief Magistrate at the State Government level and was 

responsible for the supervision of other magistrates across the state. Her mobbing 

commenced upon taking up employment in the position resulting in her expulsion by 

wrongful imprisonment as discussed in Section 1.8.1. However, she was successful in 

achieving two outcomes at the individual level as indicated in the patterned segments in 

Figure 34. This included a finding of wrongful imprisonment by the High Court of 

Australia, albeit after serving 6 months of her prison sentence. Furthermore, she was 

able to negotiate a financial settlement as well as return to the less senior position of 

regional magistrate. Additionally, she was able to achieve an outcome at the community 

level with a number of print and electronic media items published across Australia in 

which she described her experience as mobbing, included at Appendix 16.  
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Figure 34: Exemplar 6 Return to employment. 

Ms Fingleton was able to pursue these outcomes once conscientisation had been 

achieved in circumstances where she was unable to escape the reality of her situation 

and where success was dependent upon the legal skills of barristers in pursuing justice 

through the court system. 

Exemplar 7: Industrial Relations Commission (IRC) 

During the course of this research, 13 of the 21 participants sought legal advice 

and some pursued legal action as indicated by the orange bars in Figure 28. This 

exemplar demonstrates the successful outcome achieved in pursuing this option. For 

example, Dana (ID199), another manager accused of bullying, as discussed in Chapter 
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9, confronted the reality of her situation and realised that in her circumstances, the 

pursuit of legal action was the most effective option. Dana was successful in achieving 

two outcomes at the individual level including the withdrawal of unsubstantiated 

complaints by her employer and a financial settlement at the Industrial Relations 

Commission (IRC) in return for her resignation as depicted in Figure 35. 

 

 

Figure 35: Exemplar 7 Industrial Relations Commission. 

Exemplar 8: Community outcomes 

Positive outcomes are not only achieved at the individual level, but can also be 

achieved at the community and organisational levels.  

This exemplar demonstrates the achievement of community outcomes in the 

form of increased awareness of the workplace mobbing problem as a result of print and 

electronic media publications. During the three years of this study, there were 25 

electronic and print media items, as listed in Table 12, generated by 5 of the 
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participants, that is, Kim (ID28), Erin (ID101), Jazmin (ID203), Nikki (ID9), and Di 

(ID193). 

Table 12: Community outcomes  

2003 Date 
1. Sunday Mail (Queensland) - Pssst! Heard the latest about vicious gossip  19-Oct 
2. Sunday Mail (Adelaide) - Mobbing can kill a career 19-Oct 
3. Northern Territory News - Gossip can be lethal weapon 19-Oct 
4. Sunday Tasmanian (Hobart) - Office gossip (mob) can kill a career 30-Oct 
5. Life Matters ABC Radio Interview with Kim (ID28) - Work with 

Rebecca Gorman 1-Nov 
6. Gold Coast Bulletin - Work’s hidden danger 1-Nov 
7. Brisbane Courier Mail - Mob Rule at Work 17-Nov 

2004  
8. Brisbane Courier Mail - Wired for sound and fury 7-Feb 
9. Gold Coast Bulletin - Severe bullying may cause serious illness 24-Apr 
10. Brisbane Courier Mail - Help for those done over by the mob 28-Sep 
11. Life Matters ABC Radio – Interviews re Mobbing Conference 14-Oct 
12. Radio 2GB Sydney – Interview (ID9) with Alan Jones 15-Oct 
13. Sunday Mail Brisbane - Psych tests dished out as punishment 31-Oct 
14. Sunday Mail Queensland - Storm grows over psychiatric tests - 'hitmen' 14-Nov 
15. Sunday Mail - Call for ban on psych testing 21-Nov 
16. Globe and Mail Canada - Mobbing: bullying’s ugly cousin 12-Dec 
17. Sunday Mail Queensland - Public service bosses hear darkest secret 8-Dec 

2005  
18. Australian Health & Safety Matters Magazine - Workplace mobbing: 

An OHS issue (Feature article) 
1-Jan 
 

19. Brisbane Courier Mail - Minister’s staff member wins settlement over 
sacking 

14-Jan 

20. Brisbane Courier Mail - I’m a victim of mob justice 28-Jun 
21. Financial Review - When the office rumour mill gets ugly 19-Jul 
22. Townsville Bulletin - Problems at the top 11-Aug 
23. Brisbane Courier Mail - Harassment culture starts at the top 28-Sept 
24. Brisbane Sunday Mail - Government accused of playing unfair mind 

games 
11-Aug 

  

 

This is in addition to the increased community awareness demonstrated by the 

number of visitors to the website during 2004 and 2005 as indicated earlier in this thesis 

in Table 6 in Section 5.3.1. The direct relationship between media publicity and 

increased awareness is demonstrated in Figure 36 where the number of website visitors 

to www.workplacemobbing.com peaked following media reports as listed in Appendix 

17. The graph depicts a peak of over 1,000 individual visitors during September and 

October 2004 coinciding with media publications on 28th September, and the 14th and 
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15th October, as listed in items 10, 11, 12, and 13 in Table 12. Increased awareness is 

again identified in May 2005 with a peak of over 200 visitors to the site following 

widespread distribution of an 8 page feature article in the Australian Health & Safety 

Matters Magazine (WA) commencing in January 2005.  
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Figure 36: Website visitors January 2004 – December 2005. 

All of the participants, except for Jill (ID126), achieved individual positive 

outcomes, although she was successful in achieving positive outcomes at the 

community level with media and parliamentary discussion generated by her acts of 

individual agency as indicated by the pink and mauve segments in Figure 37. This 

included publication of her unsuccessful sexual harassment complaint hearing in the 

print media as discussed in Section 8.3. 
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Figure 37: Exemplar 8 Community Outcomes. 

Exemplar 9: Revised guidelines for compulsory psychiatric assessment  

During the course of this research, participants became increasingly aware that 

to survive the experience of workplace mobbing they were compelled to exercise their 

individual agency. The duration and intensity of assaults experienced by one participant, 

Erin (ID101), over a 24 month timeframe is depicted in the blue line graph in Figure 38.  
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Figure 38: Number of psychological assaults and acts of individual agency. 

 During that time, three attempts were made to compulsorily retire her on the 

basis of psychological ill health. She was directed to appointments with psychiatrists for 

this purpose in August and October of the first year and in August the following year. A 

compilation of the psychological assaults and acts of individual agency during the three 

year period of her mobbing experience are listed in Appendix 18. A chronological 

analysis of Erin’s experience, as represented in Figure 38, indicates that she responded 

with only five acts of individual agency during this same 12 month time frame.  

Erin was subjected to 17 psychological assaults commencing with three in April 

Year 1 of her mobbing experience as indicated in dark blue in Figure 38. However, after 

collaboration with Black Sheep in May of Year 2, Erin responded with 11 acts of 

individual agency. These occurred between May in Year 2 and February in Year 3, as 

indicated by the pink segments in Figure 38, until she was able to negotiate a VER 

package.  

Additionally, Erin achieved outcomes at the individual, organisational, and 

community levels as indicated in the black patterned segments in Figure 38 including 

access to income protection at 75% of her salary for two years. 
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Figure 39: Exemplar 9 Revised guidelines for compulsory psychiatric assessment. 

One of the outcomes, at least in the jurisdiction of Queensland, is the 

introduction of guidelines, in November 2006, providing advice on how to apply Section 

85 of the Public Service Act 1996 (Qld) regarding the mental or physical illness or disability 

of public service employees 

 This exemplar demonstrates the impact that individuals can achieve to effect 

organisational change. While the guidelines were reportedly welcomed by some 

psychiatrists as a “step in the right direction”, their preferences would have been for the 
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provision “to be abolished altogether” or at least “rewritten [so that] referral for 

assessment [can] only occur with a person's consent” (Passmore, 2004c).The intention 

of the guidelines, it was reported, was “to stop government agencies misusing 

legislation to get rid of whistleblowers and workers on dubious psychiatric grounds” 

(2005, p.30).  

 The introduction of the guidelines can partly be attributed to individual acts of 

agency from some of the participants in this research. While two references to the abuse 

of compulsory ill health retirement can be found in the print and electronic media 

archives in 2001 and 2003, as indicated in Table 13, the issue came to prominence 

following the workplace mobbing conference, organised by Black Sheep, on the 14th 

and 15th October 2004.  

Table 13: Media reports on compulsory psychiatric retirement 

Date Incident 
17 Jan 01 Mental health services abused by managers - Radio interview 7.30 Report 
30 Oct 03 Workplace mobbing radio interview - Life Matters, Radio National, ABC 
14 Oct 04 Paper presented at workplace mobbing conference – Susan Moriarty 
31 Oct 04 Media: Psych tests dished out as punishment 
2 Nov 04 Psych testing used to sack whistleblowers - Radio interview 612 ABC  
7 Nov 04 Psych testing hotline: Support group to aid bullied public servants 
14 Nov 04 Storm grows over psychiatric tests - 'hitmen' 
21 Nov 04 Call for ban on psych testing 
23 Nov 04 Hansard Queensland parliament: Public servants psychiatric testing 
8 Dec 04 Public service bosses hear darkest secrets 
7 Nov 05 Guidelines set after referrals queried 
7 Nov 05 Government accused of playing unfair mind games 
 

One of the conference presentations was in reference to compulsory ill health 

retirement and this was subsequently reported in the Sunday Mail newspaper shortly 

thereafter on 31 October 2004 (Passmore, 2004d). A follow-up item appeared on 14 

November 2004 (Flegg, 2004, p. 3606), quoting a psychiatrist claiming that some of his 

colleagues were used as “hired guns” on a regular basis to conduct compulsory 

psychiatric assessments that favoured the employer. The psychiatrist reportedly 

commented that some of his colleagues had saved insurance companies “lots and lots of 

money” as a result (p. 43). Erin’s (ID101) actions in voicing the issue with a newspaper 

reporter, as included in Appendix 19, resulted in some of these issues being brought to 

public attention and contributed to the generation of other media reports as listed in 

Table 13.  
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One of the issues, Erin raised, was in relation to the requirement by some 

psychiatrists to complete a questionnaire asking about: 

 

sexual preference, whether you are adopted, criminal record, all sorts of drug 

use. the quality of all the relationships in your life going back to school years, 

reasons you left all your previous jobs, your complete medical history, 

psychiatric history, whether there is a history of psychiatric illness in your 

family, whether you or your parents are divorced and so on. (ID101, PC, p.1) 

Additionally, Erin raised the matter with the leader of the Opposition (ID110, E3), who 

subsequently raised the matter in parliamentary debate.  

I want to speak about Section 85 of the Public Service Act and how it empowers 

a public sector employer to order an employee to undergo a physical or mental 

examination with a doctor and also provides that the employer under the Act 

may receive a copy of that report. 

If a superior feels threatened by a talented, performing work colleague or if there 

is a personality conflict or a superior's human resources skills are inadequate to 

sort out the staff, Section 85 can be used as a handy tool. (Flegg, 2004, p. 3606) 

Furthermore, the damaging process of referral was described as one where those 

targeted:  

are not given appropriate avenues through which to respond. They are not 

permitted to be accompanied at the examination or to record the proceedings. 

They have limited rights of appeal. They have to live with the knowledge that 

this information can come into the possession of those with whom they must 

continue to work. Then on top of all of this, they can be referred on multiple 

occasions despite a long and satisfactory career in the Public Service and the 

clear absence of psychiatric illness. (Passmore, 2004b) 

The issue gained momentum, generating further community interest and it was 

reported in a newspaper on 7 November 2004 that a support group had been established 

(Flegg, 2005, p. 45). Additionally, criticisms of the practice appeared in the newspaper 

editorial column on the same day. Erin (ID101) contacted the hotline and joined the 

support group providing a valuable link with Black Sheep. (PC, E2, p.1) 
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Following up with the Member of Parliament, three months later, Erin 

forwarded a six page list of questions that had been provided to her at the 

commencement of a compulsory psychiatric assessment. The matter was raised in the 

parliament shortly thereafter as follows: 

We see the misuse of Section 85 of the Public Service Act to enable 

departmental officers to compulsorily force public servants to undergo 

psychiatric testing, compelled to have a degrading and highly personal six-page 

psychiatric questionnaire and allowing reports of the most intimate aspects of 

people's mental health to be reported back to other members of the Public 

Service. (Flegg, 2005, p. 45) 

The Premier confirmed that 243 employees have been referred for medical 

assessments under Section 85--a full half of these for supposed mental health 

issues. The Premier naturally does not go on to say that almost none of the 120 

or so public servants put through this degrading, intimidating and bullying 

process suffer any mental illness. Nor does he explain why use of this section 

has skyrocketed by hundreds of percent each year over the last few years (Flegg, 

2005, p. 45) 

 The public criticism generated through the media and the parliament about 

compulsory psychiatric assessments resulted in the introduction of new guidelines to 

improve the process.  

Erin (ID101) reported to Black Sheep that she wondered “if anyone in there … 

have figured out that it was me who sent the questionnaire to [the member of 

parliament].I actually told [name] last week I was sending something to an opposition 

MP but … they probably have not made the connection. (ID101, PC, p.1)  

Exemplar 10: Outcomes at the individual, community, and organisational levels 

The achievement of outcomes by one of the participants (Nikki, ID9) at the 

individual, community, and organisational levels are indicated in Figure 40 with 14 

incidents of individual agency required to achieve four outcomes. The three outcomes at 

the individual level include income protection and a superannuation disability payout, as 

well as higher degree research study. Additionally, she was successful in achieving two 

community outcomes indicated in the dark green and light blue segments in Figure 40. 
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This participant appears to have also been successful in contributing to an organisational 

outcome with changes made, after her response, to a state-wide government harassment 

advisory standard (Prevention of workplace harassment advisory standard, 2004). A 

comparison of the standard with the response to the draft identifies the inclusion of 

changes that Nikki had drawn to the department’s attention. Although the department 

does not identify any contributors, the following comparison of documents identifies 

some similarities in support of the claim. In making the comparison, each of the changes 

identified are matched with Nikki’s corresponding responses. 
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Figure 40: Exemplar 10 Outcomes at the individual, community, and organisational levels. 

The first comment refers to the multidirectional aspects of mobbing that was not 

recognised in the draft standard. The suggested wording provided was that the 

behaviour can take place between “managers or supervisors who target the staff they 
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supervise, staff who target their managers and supervisors, and co-workers” (ID9, PC, 

p.5). The revised standard included the following statements reflecting this suggestion: 

Workplace harassment can occur between people in any direction within a 

workplace, for example: 

laterally (a co-worker harassing another co-worker); 

upwards (a worker harassing a manager/ supervisor; a nurse harassing a doctor); 

downwards (a supervisor/manager harassing a worker; a doctor harassing a nurse). 

(Prevention of workplace harassment advisory standard, 2004) 

Natural Justice 

While the draft did not refer to natural justice or procedural fairness, the final 

standard included the following comments in a footnote seemingly in response to the 

concerns raised: 

The principles of natural justice are: 

(a) All allegations of workplace harassment are investigated promptly. 

(b) The person who has allegedly committed the workplace harassment is 

informed of all the allegations and given an opportunity to explain his or her 

version of events. 

(c) Should the complaint be proven to be true, then remedial action must be 

taken.(Prevention of workplace harassment advisory standard, 2004)  

The inclusion of these comments reflects the participant response to the draft 

standard that: 

Natural justice requires that all parties to a complaint be dealt with fairly. This 

means that those who are complained about have the right to receive the details 

of those complaints and who has made them. They also have the right to respond 

to the complaints in writing. All parties, including the accused, have the right to 

be treated with dignity and respect and the punishment should match the crime. 

(ID9, PC, p.8) 

10.4 Summary 

This chapter discussed the outcomes and exemplars of this inquiry consistent 

with the exemplarian action research methodology. The outcomes achieved at the 
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individual, community, and organisational levels were discussed and 10 exemplars are 

highlighted that may be applicable to others experiencing the same problem.  

This chapter commenced with a discussion of the system world where moral and 

ethical values appear to be in decline. The economic imperatives of the systems world 

are seemingly on the rise requiring a culture of conformity and compliance with the 

cultural majority. This was followed with a summary of the outcomes achieved by the 

21 participants during the exemplar phase and the individual acts of agency undertaken 

in their achievement. This chapter also partly addressed two research questions, namely, 

Research Question 2: how do targeted individuals respond to workplace mobbing?, and 

Research Question 3: how do organisations respond to workplace mobbing?  

The outcomes and agency achievements highlighted the proposition that support 

systems are not neutral and tend to act on behalf of the employer to the detriment of the 

targeted employee. The rationale for the proposition that survival depends upon the 

exercise of agency was also highlighted. The exemplars highlight the extent of 

individual agency required in the pursuit of emancipatory outcomes. 
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CHAPTER 11: CONCLUSION 

11.1 Introduction 

The primary objective of this thesis was to develop a better understanding of 

workplace mobbing. It aimed to identify any commonalities that typified the problem, 

clarifying workplace mobbing as a distinct form of workplace violence, and identifying 

any pattern in the actions of organisations in responding to the problem. This 

concluding chapter considers each of the four research questions. 

1. How is workplace mobbing experienced by those targeted? 

2. How can targeted individuals respond to workplace mobbing? 

3. How do organisations respond to workplace mobbing? 

4. How can organisations prevent and address workplace mobbing? 

In light of the research questions, this chapter first summarises the research 

problem, the theoretical context and the literature review that informed the thesis. The 

methodology and methods are also summarised to explain the process whereby 

propositions and themes evolved, along with a response to each of the research 

questions. Contributions of the thesis, suggestions for future research, and limitations 

are then presented, followed by an overall conclusion.  

11.2 The research problem 

Workplace mobbing was introduced as a complex form of group psychological 

violence embedded in social, economic, organisational, and cultural systems. The 

significance of the research was discussed in terms of contributing a particular 

perspective to the problem based on the experience of those targeted. While there has 

been some research identifying the behaviours of workplace mobbing from a 

psychological perspective, only limited attention has been given to the impact of the 

wider factors considered here as informed by the sociological perspective.  

With the objective to develop a better understanding of workplace mobbing, this 

research aimed to identify any commonalities that typify the problem and to clarify any 
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distinguishing characteristics. Additionally, this research aimed to identify any pattern 

in the organisational response to workplace mobbing.  

11.3 Theoretical context 

Following the concept of the bricoleur (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005), major theories 

were introduced to inform the themes of expulsion, exclusion, and transformation. The 

bricolage included concepts from Foucaultian and Habermasian post-structuralist 

theories concerning power and knowledge relationships. Habermasian suppositions, 

about the influence of discursive practices and rational debate, were discussed by way 

of contrast with the experience of the participants in this study. Additionally, the 

Habermasian concept of the colonisation of the life world was also explored to explain 

the minimum moral and ethical accountabilities identified in organisational behaviour. 

The Foucaultian concept pertaining to the construction of knowledge and the 

powerful influence of discourse as well as the feminist perspectives of Ferguson (1984) 

and Young (1990), regarding repression of difference and conformity, were discussed to 

inform the expulsion and exclusion themes. The concept of conscientisation espoused 

by Freire (1970) was also explored to inform the theme of transformation. Additionally, 

the transformation theme was further discussed in the context of the structuration theory 

of Giddens (1999) focusing on the notion of agency. The theoretical context also 

included discussion of morals and ethics including organisational justice and the 

fairness principle.  

11.4 Literature review 

The multidisciplinary nature of the grounded theory approach in extracting 

knowledge from other disciplines was discussed followed by an explanation of the 

inclusion of non-technical publications in the review. The literature was reviewed, 

drawing upon the technical and non-technical literature, to inform the nine propositions 

emerging from the data.  

The first proposition referred to a dysfunctional public sector culture where 

employment survival requires conformity, submission, and silence. Drawing upon the 

findings of public sector inquiries, the literature confirmed that the experience is likely 

to occur in an abusive organisational culture. Inquiry findings were consistent with the 

experience of the participants as reflected in the proposition that the public sector is 
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dysfunctional in which employment survival requires conformity, submission, and 

silence. Mobbing, as discussed in Chapter 6, is characterised as deliberate and is 

sometimes a response to a conflict or critical incident that remains unresolved. Speaking 

up in a culture of fear where there seems to be a lack of ethics is a high risk factor 

particularly where there is little apparent accountability for organisational behaviour.  

The second proposition discussed was in relation to the influence and power of 

gossip, rumour, hearsay, and innuendo in manipulating others to join in with the 

mobbing. The literature informing the third proposition included an examination of 

organisational guidelines detailing principles of natural justice and due process. This 

was followed with an analysis of the literature in relation to the fourth proposition 

suggesting that support systems tend to act on behalf of the employer to the detriment of 

those targeted particularly in regard to claims for workers compensation on the basis of 

psychological injury. The role of medical professionals in restricting access to support 

services, thereby maintaining a culture of mobbing, was also discussed. 

The gendered aspects of bullying/mobbing were then explored to address the 

fifth proposition, identifying women, not only as more likely than men to be targeted, 

but also more likely than men to be perpetrators. In support of this theory, some of the 

literature in relation to gendered responses for dealing with workplace conflict was 

discussed. Similar to hegemonic concepts in relation to the subordination of women, the 

sixth proposition suggests that membership of a cultural minority is a contributing risk 

factor that is, being an outsider or being different to the dominant culture. To explore 

this finding, the literature in relation to social exclusion, difference, unconscious 

discrimination and oppression was discussed.  

The seventh proposition discussed was in relation to the naming of mobbing as a 

distinct phenomenon from that of bullying. The phenomenon of workplace mobbing, 

although initially discussed in the technical literature in the mid 1980s, has seemingly 

discontinued in recent times with the merging of mobbing into the bullying 

phenomenon, and the associated tendency to use the single term of bullying. The five 

phased process that characterises the mobbing phenomenon was explored and 

elaborated upon with examples in Chapter 6. 

The literature, informing the eighth proposition in support of the introduction of 

legislation to address the research problem was also discussed. The introduction of 
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legislation in European and Scandinavian countries, as well as The Netherlands, was 

highlighted as precedents by which the introduction of legislative frameworks in other 

countries might be explored. The potential impetus for legislation was discussed, 

following McCarthy and Mayhew (2004), in terms of a proposed global agenda for 

bullying/mobbing auspiced by the UN. The chapter concluded with theories informing 

the ninth proposition that surviving the experience depends upon resistance and the 

exercise of agency, as discussed in Chapters 9 and 10, in the achievement of 

transformational outcomes. 

11.5 Methodology 

In response to the methodological backlash against qualitative research, 

qualitative inquiry was explained as a reform movement that developed in response to 

perceptions of social injustice. The thesis argued that qualitative and quantitative 

methods are useful tools in the acquisition of knowledge. The exemplarian action 

research methodology was explained as one model of action research that seemed most 

relevant for the exploration of this research problem. Importantly, the background and 

involvement of the researcher as an active participant throughout the crystallisation 

phase was made explicit, establishing the joint relationship with the participants in 

experiencing the same research problem. In all, 212 participants including the 

researcher contributed to the research via 10, 000 emails, interview data, and 

approximately 600 hard copy documents. 

11.6 Grounded theory  

 The five-phased systematic process of grounded theory building was discussed 

including the research design, data collection, data ordering, data analysis and theory 

generation methods. The self-selection process from which the research pool was 

populated was outlined in the research design phase. The process of theoretical 

sampling was also described to explain the selection process for participant interviews 

during the exemplar phase. 

The data collection process was discussed including the benefits and limitations 

of CMC and the characteristics of the episodic interview method. This included an 

overview of Black Sheep, a group that provided mutual emotional and informational 

support to participants, highlighting the crystallisation stage of the research. This was 
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followed with a discussion of the data ordering methods, including the use of QDA 

software for coding and sorting the textual data. The three archival systems created, 

including their benefits and limitations, were compared. The process of data collection 

during the thematic and crystallisation stages was explained including an examination 

of the validity, credibility and reliability of the data collection and data analysis. The 

process of evolution of the nine propositions, from which the three themes of expulsion, 

exclusion, and transformation were formed, was also explained. 

11.7 Psychological terror 

The first research question is focused on the experience of those targeted. An 

integrated analysis of the data suggests that workplace mobbing is experienced as a 

process of expulsion, exclusion, and transformation. Consistent with the literature, the 

mobbing experience is identified as a collective form of psychological violence 

characterised by a five phased process, which included expulsion from the workplace 

(Leymann, 1996a). Additionally, a sixth post expulsion phase, was identified in this 

thesis, where agency, conscientisation, and transformation can take place. 

11.7.1 Process towards expulsion  

Consistent with the description by other researchers, mobbing is experienced as 

a form of psychological terror (Leymann, 1990).The terror seemingly intensifies once 

management becomes involved in supporting the perpetrators to the detriment of those 

targeted. The experience is typified as one of continual psychological assaults, including 

lengthy and multiple investigations into anonymous and trivial complaints, with the 

explicit purpose of achieving the target’s expulsion. Those targeted experience long-

term psychological damage arising from organisational practices that provide an arsenal 

of psychological weapons for the perpetrators. Those targeted tended to describe their 

experience as merciless witch-hunts where every effort was made to crush their 

psychological well-being and future earning capacity.  

The analysis identified that, consistent with the literature, the process usually 

commences with an unresolved conflict that remains an ongoing source of resentment, 

escalating over a period of time, with psychological assaults in the second phase. This is 

followed by the third phase, when management can escalate the conflict to an 

unmanageable level, and later, in the fourth phase, management seemingly blames the 
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target as the one at fault resulting in their expulsion from the workplace in the fifth 

phase. As noted above, circumstances permitting, positive outcomes are possible in the 

sixth phase, as identified in this thesis. 

Additionally, mobbing has multidimensional aspects. It can be experienced 

upwards by managers from staff, downwards by staff from managers, and sideways by 

colleagues. Additionally, this research revealed that sometimes it is the position, rather 

than the holder of the position, that appears to be the real target.  

11.7.2 Workplace investigations  

The practices undertaken by departments were contrasted with those practices 

outlined in legislative provisions, in this case the Queensland Anti-Discrimination Act 

(1991), for dealing with complaints of harassment and discrimination. In response to 

Research Question 4: how can organisations prevent and address workplace mobbing?, 

Chapter 7 concluded that the introduction of a legislative framework recognising the 

problem could contribute to the implementation of good practice thereby reducing the 

adverse impact of the phenomenon.  

The discussion in Chapter 7 centred on the proposition that the absence of 

specific legislation to address workplace mobbing maintains a system that effectively 

denies justice and legal remedies to those targeted. The identified practices undertaken 

by departments were contrasted with those outlined in legislative provisions for dealing 

with complaints of unlawful harassment and discrimination. Current departmental 

practices in dealing with complaints of bullying against 13 managers, as identified 

during the crystallisation phase, were explored indicating that investigations tended to 

favour the complainants, regardless of the trivial and malicious nature of the allegations.  

The identified pattern of organisational behaviour included lengthy 

investigations where consultants are contracted to document the perceptions and 

feelings of the complainants, to the detriment of those targeted. The process is 

adversarial rather than conciliatory with managers being suspended, punished and 

disciplined, on the basis of seemingly unsubstantiated and vague allegations of 

workplace bullying. While the investigations often eventually conclude that bullying 

allegations cannot be substantiated, those targeted are nevertheless blamed for the 

feelings and perceptions of the complainants. However, the perpetrators remain in their 
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employment while those targeted are expelled and are unlikely to return to their 

workplace again.  

Exclusion  

In relation to expulsion, mobbing is also experienced as a form of exclusion on 

the basis of cultural minority status and unconscious discrimination. The grounds of 

discrimination alluded to by some of those targeted included sexual harassment, sexual 

orientation, age, and race, Indigeneity, pregnancy, parental status, and breastfeeding, 

lawful religious and political beliefs and trade union involvement. Similar to the 

instinctive group-attacking behaviour of birds to isolate and destroy potential threats 

from other breeds, human behaviour also appears to isolate and destroy those whose 

difference represent a threat to the cultural minority.  

Transformation 

The second and third research questions focus on how targeted individuals can 

respond to workplace mobbing, and how organisations respond to workplace mobbing?  

The critical thread for the participants in achieving outcomes was through a 

process of conscientisation obtained through their participation in Black Sheep, where 

individual agency and transformation was facilitated through a process of collective 

collaboration. One participant example, discussed in Chapter 9, highlights each phase of 

their transformation, including conscientisation, collective collaboration, individual 

agency, and outcomes.  

A summary of the outcomes achieved and the individual acts of agency 

undertaken by the 21 participants during the exemplar phase is summarised in Chapter 

10. The outcomes achieved at the individual, community, and organisational levels are 

discussed and additionally 10 exemplars are highlighted that may be useful for others 

experiencing the same problem. 

In response to Research Question 4: how can organisations prevent and address 

workplace mobbing?, Chapter 7 concluded that the introduction of a legislative 

framework recognising the problem could contribute to the implementation of good 

practice thereby reducing the adverse impact of the phenomenon.  
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11.8 Contributions of this thesis 

 This section outlines the multiple contributions made in this thesis. First, the 

theoretical contributions are outlined, followed by the methodological and practical 

contributions. 

Theoretical: The thesis aims to augment current theoretical approaches by taking a 

bricolage approach (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005a) to reflect the complexity of the area. A 

focus on sociological theory, over the more common psychological approach, allows for 

greater consideration of systems and contexts, including groups, organisations and 

broader societal circumstances and pressures (Freire, 1970; Foucault, 1972; Habermas, 

1981; Ferguson, 1984; Giddens, 1984; and Young, 1999). As such, the thesis 

contributes an integrated, sociological insight into the problem of mobbing as perceived 

by participants. 

Knowledge about workplace mobbing: With a relatively large sample and multiple 

sources of data, the research is able to contribute additional knowledge about the 

experience of mobbing from the perspective of participants. The research also confirms 

the five phases of mobbing, as previously identified (Davenport et al., 1999; Zapf & 

Leymann, 1996) and adds a sixth phase that reflects the transformation that is possible 

by those adversely impacted upon by mobbing as indicated in Figure 41. 

Recommendations for future research are also made as already discussed in 11.8. 

 

 

Figure 41: Additional sixth phase of post mobbing (transformation). 
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Methodological: The thesis aimed to convey the voice of participants. To this end, a 

number of steps were taken. In essence, these included the identification and 

categorisation of concepts during the thematic stage, the generation of propositions 

during the crystallisation phase and the identification of exemplars during the 

exemplarian phase as indicated in Figure 42.  

 

Figure 42: Methodological steps in exploring the voice of the participants. 

Additionally, this thesis contributes methods that add validity and crystallisation 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005), or triangulation, to the collection and coding of qualitative 

data. This was achieved with reference to a range of documents including court 

transcripts, professional reports from psychiatrists and psychologists, and solicitors, as 

well as newspaper and other media reports that validated the claims of the participants. 

Additionally, the validity of the coding process was achieved, not only with the 

intercoder-reliability technique (Miles & Hubermann, 1994) but also by cross checking 

codes with automatically generated codes to identify any discrepancies as discussed in 

Section 5.9 and depicted in Figure 20. The use of these combined methods enhance the 

credibility and validity of qualitative research and thereby partly address some concerns 
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(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) in relation to the rigour of qualitative inquiry methods as 

discussed in Section 4.1. 

 

Conceptual: The conceptual contributions can be largely centred around the nine 

propositions, as depicted in Figure 43. 

 

 
Figure 43: Conceptual contributions to the literature. 
 
  
 Three of the propositions, namely organisational culture, gossip and power, and 

exclusion, as indicated in the shaded areas in Figure 43, substantiate the existing 

literature and add further depth of meaning in relation to this particular study. The 

proposition in relation to organisational culture is primarily informed by Foucault 

(1975) and Ferguson (1984), while the proposition in relation to gossip and power is 

mainly informed by Kurland and Pelled (2000), and the proposition in relation to 

exclusion is mainly informed by Young (1990). 

 The other six propositions, namely organisational justice, legislation, naming the 

problem, gender and mobbing, support systems, and agency and transformation, that 

arose from this study tend to make more substantial additions to the literature. Firstly, 

“naming the problem” focuses on the importance of providing a clear label that 

enhances our capacity to articulate our experience of mobbing and to learn how to deal 

with it. This conceptualisation extends the initial work of Leymann (1996) and 
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elaborates on some aspects of the research discoveries of Davenport, Distler-Schwartz, 

and Pursell-Elliott (1999) and Westhues (2002).  

 Secondly, in relation to “legislation”, there have been various advocates for 

legislation in order to prevent and deal with bullying/mobbing (McCarthy & Mayhew, 

2004; Scutt, 2003; Namie, 2008). The present thesis contributes further detail, including 

reasoned arguments from the perspective of those targeted, as to the importance of 

legislation to obtain legal remedies and to facilitate organisational justice in regard to 

complaint-handling. As such, the thesis suggests a process following on from the 

suggestions of McCarthy and Mayhew (2004) who propose the development of a global 

agenda to tackle the problem. An important flow-on from this legislation perspective is 

the third proposition of organisational justice, which adds in-depth information as to 

how organisational justice can be improved, where presently this is often denied to 

those targeted. 

 Fourthly, “agency and transformation” makes an important contribution in terms 

of articulating ways to move from the mobbing experience to regain a sense of control 

over personal life. By focussing largely on future financial survival, participants were 

able to jointly contribute to their own agency in finding practical ways forward with the 

support of a similarly motivated group. The present research gives an example of a 

transformational project of the type that Giddens (1999) theorised, thereby adding an 

important dimension to the overall concept of agency and transformation as it relates to 

the mobbing experience. 

 Fifthly, “support systems” in the literature to date have tended to focus on the 

negative impacts and possible additional psychological damage and trauma that could 

be caused by trying to access supports such as workers compensation, superannuation, 

industrial advocates, solicitors and health professionals (McCarthy & Mayhew, 2004). 

By contrast, the present research contributes more in depth information about the 

importance of attempting to access support services because these steps in themselves 

require research, discussion, collaboration, agency and ultimately risk-taking and 

engagement with the system. The participants who have been expelled and socially 

isolated are therefore able to take control of their own circumstances and gain personal 

power, even though the outcomes are not always successful in a conventional sense. 

That is, the participants indicated that by identifying the support services that exist and 

learning “the rules of the game” in accessing these, they could harness the determination 
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and persistence required to move forward, even in difficult stages. This research shows 

the importance of the group (in this case the “Black Sheep”) in enabling individual 

agency in the face of the difficulties related to mobbing. The research offers a practical 

example of the conscientisation process discussed by Freire (1993), and therefore makes 

an important contribution to the literature by detailing the actual practical steps 

involved. 

 Sixthly, while some research has signalled that there may be some gendered 

aspects to bullying/mobbing behaviours, one of the propositions from this thesis 

identifies a relationship between female gender and mobbing. However, this may partly 

be explained in terms of the “feminisation” of bureaucracies (Ferguson, 1984) where 

female type behaviours in dealing with oppression include being silent, submissive, and 

deferential. The phrases “keep your head down and lay low” and “don’t rock the boat” 

reflect the type of deferential behaviour sometimes required of organisational “Others”. 

Characteristics associated with gender, including pregnancy, breastfeeding, and sexual 

orientation, as well as the characteristics of age, race, accent, Indigeneity, disability, 

religious, political or trade union affiliations appear to attract mobbing behaviours. 

 

Practical: The research indicates positive outcomes are possible and can therefore give 

hope to those targeted. However, the importance of emotional and informational support 

is clearly evident in the achievement of such outcomes. The Black Sheep virtual 

community, for example, was identified as a creative space where participants assisted 

one another to realise the reality of their situations and to pursue transformative actions. 

Once conscientisation had been achieved, the participants tended to be confronted with 

a choice between risk taking and transformation on one hand, or compliance with 

oppression and silent acquiescence on the other. A comparison of the two options 

confronting the participants after expulsion and exclusion is indicated in Figure 44. 

With the support of Black Sheep, the participants opted for risk taking and 

transformation.  
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Figure 44: Transformation vs. silent acquiescence. 
 
 

Researcher development: As noted, I have had experience of the problem and I 

participated in the research in an active way. By reflecting upon and documenting my 

position as a researcher (Coenen & Khonraad, 2003), I believe I have contributed to 

understanding the links between self and the research process and the personal growth 

available therein. Contributions made at the individual, organisation, and community 

level are indicated in Figure 45. 

.  
 

 

Figure 45: Researcher contributions at the individual, organisational, and community levels. 

vs 
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11.9  Future research 

 With particular reference to the conceptual contributions outlined above, 

recommendations for future research are now made. This section examines the nine 

propositions in two ways. Firstly, it describes the propositions that have already been 

identified, albeit to a limited extent, in the literature. Secondly, this section outlines the 

propositions that do not appear to be discussed in the extant literature and therefore 

warrant further empirical investigation and analysis based on participant insights that 

have been highlighted in this thesis. Propositional concepts identified in the literature 

are those related to organisational culture, gossip and power, organisational justice, 

support systems for targeted workers, and exclusion.  

 For example, it can be argued, that the bureaucratic nature of public sector 

culture, reflects the hegemonic power structure as discussed by a number of critical 

theorists including Foucault (1975), Freire (1993) and Habermas (1984). The workplace 

has also been described as a systems world (Habermas, 1984) dominated by economic 

rationalism to the extent that the life world has become increasingly colonised with 

economic imperatives. These concepts are highlighted in government inquiries into 

some departments, including those with responsibility for health, child welfare and 

family services, where high levels of dysfunction, including significant numbers of 

unnecessary deaths, are reported. The literature also supports the argument that survival 

in the public sector requires silence, submission, and subordination to the hegemonic 

power structure (Ferguson, 1984). In regard to exclusion, there are many critical 

theorists that can be drawn upon (see for example, Foucault, 1975, Freire, 1993, 

Giddens, 2006, Ferguson, 1984, and Young, 1990) in support of this proposition. The 

unconscious, yet embedded nature of intolerance and discrimination is also referred to 

by these authors. 

Regardless of policies espousing the valuing of diversity and equal opportunity, 

those who are unable to conform to the organisational culture due to race, class, gender, 

and sexuality, can reasonably expect to experience exclusion (Foucault, 1975). 

Furthermore, the tools of suppression and repression can include psychological violence 

(Young, 1990). Other forms of oppression include punishment, discipline, confinement, 

surveillance and monitoring (Foucault, 1975). These concepts inform the proposition 
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that support systems for targeted workers do not seem to be neutral and tend to act on 

behalf of the employer to the detriment of the employee. 

The proposition in relation to the power and influence of gossip, rumour, and 

hearsay in bureaucracy is similarly reported in the literature (see for example, Kurland 

& Pelled, 2000; Ferguson, 1984; and Hockley, 2002). While these researchers have also 

indicated a relationship between women and gossip, this is an issue identified for further 

exploration in the field of workplace mobbing where there is a tendency to define 

mobbing as gender blind (Zapf & Leymann, 1996). Additionally, theories of agency 

(Giddens, 1999), conscientisation and transformation (Freire, 1993) support the 

proposition that survival of mobbing most likely requires those targeted to take risks in 

the pursuit of options to reduce the adverse impact of the problem. While these aspects 

tend to substantiate existing research, future research could focus on alternative contexts 

and cases to further discern appropriate approaches and interventions.  

 The next section outlines a number of propositions that have not yet been 

explored more generally, including naming the problem, gender and mobbing, 

legislation, and organisational justice. These propositions require further empirical 

investigation and analysis. 

1. Workplace mobbing appears to be distinct from workplace bullying, and to give 

voice to those targeted, the phenomenon first needs to be recognised and 

understood.  

2. There may be a gendered pattern to workplace mobbing where women are not 

only more likely to be targeted but are also more likely to perpetrate acts of 

mobbing towards other women.  

3. The absence of specific legislation to address the phenomenon appears to maintain 

a system that denies legal remedies to those targeted.  

4. The proposition that codes of conduct and procedures and policies, detailing 

principles of natural justice and procedural fairness in the public sector, do not 

match with public sector practice. 

 While managers have been identified as being susceptible to being accused of 

bullying by the staff they supervise (Branch, Ramsay, & Barker, 2007), this thesis 

suggests that women managers are particularly at risk of being accused of workplace 
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bullying, an area that would benefit from further research inquiry. The difficulties for 

human resource managers in dealing with mobbing in the absence of clear definitions 

and unfounded accusations were also highlighted. Future research into the benefits of 

legislation is also identified as an area worthy of future research, not only to provide 

legal remedies to those targeted but also to assist organisations deal more effectively 

with the problem. While the damage and harm caused by workplace mobbing are well 

researched, and while there is legislation in The Netherlands, and many European and 

Scandinavian countries, there is little research into a legislative remedy for the problem, 

at least in English speaking countries. 

11.10 Limitations of the thesis 

The limitations of this thesis are in many ways related to its strengths. While the 

personal involvement of the researcher added to the depth of the research, it also raises 

questions about whether the research could be replicated. For example, it was only 

because of the researcher’s personal experience that the Black Sheep group was 

established and it was only because of the development of trusting relationships that 

access to documents became possible. While this dimension of the research might be 

difficult to replicate, however, given the same data, another researcher might similarly 

identify the same codes, categories, and propositions. 

The involvement of the researcher also means that objectivity can be challenging 

and indeed may be challenged by others claiming that it is unscientific and subjective 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). In response to this criticism, some qualitative researchers 

argue that objectivity is increased because the researcher has made explicit their 

preconceptions and assumptions. In any case, qualitative inquiry is underpinned with a 

commitment to social justice, giving voice to those who have traditionally been 

marginalised and is directed towards praxis and social change (Boog, 2003). 

In my position as researcher, I had a particularly strong motivation to carry out 

the research. I was prompted to take actions that ultimately allowed me to have very 

close relationships with participants where there was mutual trust and a sense of 

jointness (Coenen & Khonraad, 2003). This depth of reciprocal adequacy might present 

challenges to other researchers seeking to replicate this study. Nonetheless, the actual 

coding of the data, and the identification of the propositions of themes could be 
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replicated by other researchers should they be provided with similar access to the data 

collection. 

While the process was extremely time consuming, my circumstances permitted 

me to immerse myself in this action research project. Furthermore, my ability to 

continue and complete the research was facilitated with funding received in the form of 

a three year scholarship from Griffith University and my position was, therefore, quite 

unique. 

 Additionally, it has not been possible to gather information on all the players 

involved in the mobbing experiences identified in this thesis. As such, there are 

perspectives that have not been discussed, for example, the impact on bystanders and 

family members. However, for practical purposes, the focus of this thesis was 

necessarily limited, and aimed at understanding the perspectives of participants who 

self-identified as having been mobbed.  

11.11 Conclusion 

This thesis discussed the problem of workplace mobbing from the unique 

perspective of those experiencing the problem. The role of the researcher is unique as a 

joint participant, immersed in the problem, in the same way as the other participants. 

While much research in this discipline is quantitative, this thesis is qualitative, exploring 

the sociological factors that contribute to the problem. This discussion was informed by 

post-structuralist and feminist theories in the critical tradition, drawing upon the 

concepts of Foucault (1975), Habermas (1984), Freire (1993), Ferguson (1984), Young 

(1990), and Giddens (1991) regarding structure, culture, exclusion, and transformation. 

This theoretical context is a major contribution to the field highlighting the broader 

societal issues that instigate, condone, and perpetuate workplace mobbing. 

This thesis also challenges some traditional concepts that focus primarily on 

victim and perpetrator behaviours identifying individual behaviour as the problem. 

However, this thesis suggests that workplace mobbing is a symptom of the dominant 

hegemonic culture that is exclusive of those from different life worlds. Race, gender, 

class, and sexuality are commonly recognised grounds for exclusion, although this 

thesis suggests that those who are open in their support of marginalised groups are also 

susceptible. The problem of workplace mobbing is identified in this thesis as a form of 
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unconscious discrimination embedded in organisational culture where alternative 

knowledge from different life worlds does not have power and influence.  

However, one of the successes of this thesis is the example of conscientisation, 

agency and transformation demonstrated by the participants in reducing the adverse 

consequences of workplace mobbing. This action research project was successful in 

shifting the focus from targets as helpless victims, to that of becoming “biting beasts” 

that were not prepared to silently acquiesce to their mobbing fate. Through collaborative 

processes, shifts in thinking, risk taking, and the process of conscientisation, 

transformation became possible. In this sense, this thesis also contributes one of the few 

examples of a successful transformative project that in some ways supports structuration 

theory. Other contributions include propositions, grounded in the experience of those 

impacted upon by the problem, thereby making explicit what it is they want to tell us, 

rather than focusing on what we, as researchers, want to know. 
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APPENDIX 1 LEYMANN’S TYPOLOGY OF 5 CATEGORIES OF MOBBING 

Leymann’s Typology of 5 categories of mobbing 
Impact on self-expression and the way communication happens 

Fi
rs

t c
at

eg
or

y 

Your superior restricts the opportunity for you to express yourself 
You are interrupted constantly 
Co-workers restrict the opportunity for you to express yourself 
You are yelled at and loudly scolded 
Your work is constantly criticized 
There is constant criticism about your private life 
You are terrorized on the telephone 
Oral threats are made 
Written threats are sent 
Contact is denied through looks or gestures 

Attacks on one’s social relations 

Se
co

nd
 

ca
te

go
ry

 People do not speak with you any more 
You cannot talk to anyone, i.e. access to others is denied 
You are put into a workspace that is isolated from others 
Colleagues are forbidden to talk with you 
You are treated as if you are invisible 

Attacks on your reputation 

Th
ird

 c
at

eg
or

y 

People talk badly about you behind your back 
Unfounded rumours are circulated 
You are ridiculed 
You are treated as if you are mentally ill 
You are forced to undergo a psychiatric evaluation/examination 
A handicap is [sic] ridiculed 
People imitate your gestures, walk, and voice to ridicule you 
Your political or religious beliefs are ridiculed 
Your efforts are judged in a wrong and demeaning way 
Your decisions are always questioned 
Sexual innuendoes 
Attacks on the quality of one’s professional and life situation 

Fo
ur

th
 c

at
eg

or
y 

There are no special tasks for you 
You are given meaningless jobs to carry out 
You are given tasks that are below your qualifications 
You are continuously given new tasks 
You are given tasks that affect your self-esteem 
You are given tasks that are way beyond your qualifications, in order to 
discredit you 
Causing general damages that create financial costs to you 
Continuously given new tasks 

Direct attacks on a person’s health 

Fi
fth

 
ca

te
go

ry
 You are forced to do a physically strenuous job 

Threats of physical violence are made 
Light violence is used to threaten you 
Physical abuse 
Outright sexual harassment 



 

258 
Workplace Mobbing: Expulsion, Exclusion, and Transformation 

APPENDIX 2 WORKPLACE MOBBING CONFERENCE 

Workplace Mobbing Conference 14/15 October 2004, Brisbane. 
Thursday 14 October 2004 

9.00 Traditional welcome & didgeridoo performance from William Barton 
9.30 Opening Address and Introductions - the Black Sheep 

10.00 At The Mercy of the MOB - Prof Ken Westhues 
10.45 Morning Tea 

11.00 
Mediocrity and the "no change" principle – a recipe for mobbing' – Dr 
Jocelynne Scutt 

11.45 Dr Charmaine Hockley-Silent Hell: workplace violence 
12.30 Mobbing in public administration - Prof Ken Westhues 
12.45 Lunch 
1.30 Organisations, violence and bullying - Mr Paul McCarthy 

2.15 
Shock and Awe in the Queensland Public Service— the perils of 
compulsory psychiatric assessment Dr Susan Moriarty 

3.00 
Afternoon Tea and Launch of book ‘Safeguarding organisations from 
bullying and violence’ 

3.30 Mobbing: a proactive approach Dr Michael Sheehan 
 Good practice investigation procedures - Dr Jocelynne Scutt 

5.00 Close 
Friday 15 October 2004 

9.00 Presentation – Black Sheep  
9.15 Workplace Mobbing: Isn’t that for the birds? Dr Barbara Hocking  

10.00 
Impact of mobbing: Bystanders and impact on family. Dr Charmaine 
Hockley 

10.45  Morning Tea 
11.00 How to make mobbing backfire! Dr Brian Martin 
11.45 Malicious gossip, rumours and mobbing - Lt Col Lance Collins 
12.30 Panel discussion 
12.45 Lunch 
1.30 Upward bullying - Ms Sara Branch 
2.15 Hypothetical debate - Workplace mobbing scenario - Dr Tony Buti 
3.15 Afternoon Tea 
3.30 Panel discussion with presenters—Where to from here? 
4.15  Black Sheep and Closing Address 
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APPENDIX 3 RESEARCH INFORMATION SHEET  

 
 

Information Sheet 
 
What is the impact of ‘workplace mobbing’ on those who experience such behaviour? 
Chief Investigator(s):   Dr Sheryl Ramsay  

BA, DipPsych, MOrgPsych Qld, DipEd ACAE, PhD 
Department of Management, Nathan Campus, Griffith 
University. 
Room N63 2.10 
Phone: 38757460 
Email: S.Ramsay@griffith.edu.au 
 
Professor Michelle Barker 
BSocWk (Hons) Qld, MSocWk Hawaii, PhD Qld 
Department of Management 
Nathan Campus, Griffith University 
1.11 N50 Business Building  
E-mail: m.barker@griffith.edu.au  
Phone: 387 57952 

 
Research Student:  Ms Linda Shallcross, BA, MPSM(Hons) Griffith 

Email: workplacemobbing@dodo.com.au 
Phone: 38513894 

 This study will be the basis of a dissertation towards 
meeting higher degree requirements of a PhD 

 
The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and / or use of your identified 
personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to 
third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory 
authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be used for other research 
purposes. However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded. For further information 
consult the University’s Privacy Plan at www.griffith.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp or telephone (07) 3875 
5585. 
 
Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical 
Conduct in Research Involving Humans. If potential participants have any concerns or 
complaints about the ethical conduct of the research project they should contact myself or the 
Manager, Research Ethics on 3875 5585 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au 
 
It is important that you are informed that your participation in this research is voluntary and that 
you can withdraw at any time without any questions being asked or without any penalty. 
 
For further information: Contact Ms Linda Shallcross by phone on 07 38513894 or by 
emailing workplacemobbing@dodo.com.au 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:S.Ramsay@griffith.edu.au�
mailto:m.barker@griffith.edu.au�
mailto:workplacemobbing@dodo.com.au�
http://www.griffith.edu.au/text/ua/aa/vc/pp�
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au�
mailto:workplacemobbing@dodo.com.au�
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What you will be asked to do  
 
1. Authorise access to your confidential archived emails stored on line by the National 

Women’s Justice Centre 
2. Authorise the temporary release of your hard copy documents 
3. Authorise the use of data collected in audio visual recordings 
4. Authorise the use of data from follow up conversations that may be recorded 
 
The emails will be stripped of all identifying information once access has been granted and 
before the data is analysed. Copies of the original identifying emails will not be made. 
 
Participants will be anonymous in published materials and you will be identified by pseudonym 
only. 

 
Storage of data  
All materials relating to the research including audiovisual tapes, transcripts and hard copy 
documents will be kept in a locked cabinet in my supervisor’s office at Griffith University when 
not in use. At other times, it will be kept in a locked cupboard at my private residence. All 
research data on my home computer will be password protected to ensure that access is 
restricted. 
 
Risks to you 
There is a potential risk that you may experience distress from viewing documents in relation to 
your experience. However, if this does arise it is best to contact your doctor or treating 
specialist. There are also other agencies that can be contacted for assistance as listed below. 
Alternatively, you can contact any of the following services: 
•  Employee Assistance Programs - National Freecall 1300 366 789 

Each state public sector government department is part of the Employee Assistance 
Program (EAP). Counselling services are provided on a free and confidential basis. The 
EAP website is at www.eap.com.au listing all locations throughout Australia. 

• Working Women’s Services This service provides free information, advisory and 
advocacy services primarily to women, on workplace bullying, stress 
management and how to handle problems at work. Most provide workplace 
counselling Details about services are on line at http://www.org.au including 
web links to state based services. State freecall contact details are as follows: 
o ACT Women's Legal Service –1800 634 669 
o Adelaide – 1800 652 697 
o New South Wales – 1800 062 166 
o Northern Territory –1800 817 055 
o Queensland Working Women’s Service (QWWS) –1800 621 458 
o Tasmania - 1800 644 589 
o Victoria - 1800 331 617 (Jobwatch) 
o West Australia –1800 625 122  

• Lifeline Counselling Support – National Freecall 131144 – Voluntary counselling services 
are available from anywhere in Australia. Details on line at www.lifeline.org.au 

 
 

http://www.lifeline.org.au/�
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APPENDIX 4 RESEARCH CONSENT FORM 

 

 
 

 
CONSENT FORM 

 
What is the impact of ‘workplace mobbing’ on those who experience such behaviour? 
Thank you for your participation in this research project. By signing below, you are 
indicating that you: 
 
1. have read and understood the information about this project 
2. have had any questions answered to your satisfaction 

understand that if you have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project 
you can contact either my supervisor or the Manager, Research Ethics on 3875 5585 
or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au 

3. understand that you are not required to participate in this research project if you do 
not wish to do so and that you can withdraw from the study at any time without 
needing to explain any reasons for withdrawing. No loss of benefit or treatment will 
occur as a result of your withdrawal nor will any penalty be incurred. 

 
I have read the information sheet and the consent form. 
 

1. I understand that the study will be carried out as described in the information 
statement, a copy of which I have retained. I realise that whether or not I decide 
to participate is my decision and will not adversely affect my employment or 
health. I also realise that I can withdraw from the study at any time and that I do 
not have to give any reasons for withdrawing. I have had all questions answered 
to my satisfaction. 

2. I have had explained to me the purpose to which the information I have provided 
will be put, and I consent to its use. I understand that Freedom of Information 
legislation may result in persons seeking to gain access to part or the entire 
thesis in which it is included. 

 
I agree to participate in the study, ‘What is the impact of ‘workplace mobbing’ on those 
who experience such behaviour?’ and give my consent freely. 
 

Signatures: 
 
………………………………………………..  ……………….. 
Participant       Date 

 
.…………………………………………………  ………… 
Investigator(s)      Date 

 

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au�
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APPENDIX 5 SAMPLE EMAIL RESEARCH INVITATION AND CONSENT 

 
 
From: name deleted]  
To: "Linda Shallcross" <zacajak@uq.net.au> 
Subject: Re: Workplace Mobbing Research 
Date: Wednesday, 30 March 2005 1:41 PM 
 
Hi Linda- Good to hear from you. Im thrilled to hear about the 
research thats being undertaken … I give my permission to have you use 
my emails however, let me know specifically which ones you are 
referring too. I dont recall all of them specifically. My first 
contact with you was just as I was coming out of my breakdown so am 
conscience that some of the emails may have been written in a semi 
distressed frame of mind???? 
 
Anyway I am more than happy to assist in your research. 
 
Amy 
 
 ----- Original Message -----  
 From: Linda Shallcross  
 To: name deleted] 
 Sent: Wednesday, March 30, 2005 11:17 AM 
 Subject: Workplace Mobbing Research 
 
 
Dear Amy 
  
You may recall emailing me through the workplacemobbing.com web site 
about your experience and/or interest in workplace mobbing. 
I am now planning to continue research in this area at PhD level in 
the School of Management at Griffith University in Brisbane. 
It is in this context that I am now seeking your permission to use 
your email/s as attached for research purposes. The email/s will be 
stripped of any identifying information before coding and analysis to 
ensure confidentiality. I am unable to use your email/s unless I have 
your permission by return email. Information about the research is 
attached and I look forward to hearing from you. 
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APPENDIX 6 EXTRACT OF OPEN CODES – THEMATIC STAGE 

Open code name No. 
codes 10+ 

abusive 
organisational 
culture 10 
belittling 11 
bullying 11 
challenge process 14 
covert 
investigations 14 
duty of care? 22 
faith 11 
IRC 10 
monitoring 17 
psychiatrist 11 
show cause 11 
sick leave 21 
symptoms 17 
take credit for  
target's work 12 
union 14 
unjustified unfair 
accusations 19 

codes 7-9 (inclusive) 
 
achilles heel 7 
coping 7 
currying favour 7 
favourable media 
reports 7 
future prospects 7 
grievance 
procedure 7 
impact 7 
management 
personal problems 7 
personal 
relationships 7 
pleas 7 
reneg on deal 7 
restricted decision 
making 7 
unable to read 
reports 7 
unrealistic work 7 

Open code name No. 
expectations 
why? 7 
commitment to 
service 8 
deliberate 8 
dress code 8 
exacerbation 8 
fear 8 
section 85 8 
uncovers issues 8 
blame the target 9 
career path 9 
changed  
workcover 
investigations 9 
depression 9 
deserving 9 
industrial court 9 
meetings 9 
offensive emails 9 
panic 9 
reaction 9 
strategic 
behaviors 9 
suicide ideation 9 
supported others 9 
transfer 9 
codes at 6  
abuse of power 6 
charged 6 
children 6 
client sex 
harassment 6 
conciliatory 6 
constant picking 6 
corrupted process 6 
degree of illness 6 
family 6 
financial 6 
hint 6 
jealousy 6 
lack of diversity 
training 6 
media leak 6 

Open code name No. 
nepotism 6 
overloaded 6 
personality traits 6 
psychologist 6 
PTSD 6 
punishment 6 
purging 6 
report 6 
resilience 6 
runny nose 6 
woman manager 6 
workcover 6 

Codes at 5 
alternative 
governance 5 
behaviour 5 
betrayal 5 
change agent 5 
deed of settlement 5 
demonised 5 
don't understand 5 
emotional abuse 5 
employed others 5 
enjoyed clients 5 
expectations 5 
exploited others 5 
hired guns 5 
insecure 
employment 5 
lack of 
communication 5 
lack of support 5 
masters degree 5 
nervous cough 5 
passive 
aggression 5 
personal calls 5 
personality 5 
performance 
review 5 
reflections 5 
scapegoat others 5 
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APPENDIX 7 EXTRACT OF AXIAL CODES - THEMATIC AND 
CRYSTALLISATION STAGES  

Text line 
numbers 

Open codes identified in text Categories of open codes 

1943 1527 constant undermining mobbing \organisational culture\abusive  
1944 1528 discontent mobbing \organisational culture\abusive  
1955 1530 dress code mobbing \organisational culture\abusive  
1956 1540 hostile culture mobbing \organisational culture\abusive  
1966 1550 hostile meetings mobbing \organisational culture\abusive  
1968 1552 covert aggression mobbing \organisational culture\abusive  
1969 1553 silent abuse mobbing \organisational culture\abusive  
1970 1554 singled out mobbing \organisational culture\abusive  
1953 1532 surveillance mobbing \organisational culture\abusive  
1946 1533 difference culture\abusive organisational culture 
1947 1535 disability Mobbing\difference\abusive 
1952 1534 not valued mobbing\difference\abusive  
1951 1536 do what your good at mobbing\difference\ difference\disability 
1950 1537 dyslexic mobbing\difference\disability 
1949 1538 deserving mobbing\difference\abusive organisational 

culture\difference\disability 
1948 1539 lepers mobbing\difference \abusive\disability 
1957 1547 constant criticism mobbing \organisational culture\abusive  
1965 1541 unfounded criticisms mobbing \organisational culture\abusive  
1964 1542 furniture arrangement mobbing \organisational culture\hostile  
1962 1543 fear mobbing \organisational culture\abusive 

organisational culture\hostile 
1961 1545 excluded from key work mobbing \organisational culture\silent hostility  
1960 1546 bullying mobbing \organisational culture\abusive  
1959 1548 electronic diary mobbing \organisational culture\abusive 

mobbing\hostile culture\constant criticism 
1958 1549 lack of empathy mobbing \organisational culture\constant 

criticism 
1963 1544 lack of trust mobbing \organisational culture\abusive \fear 
1975 1558 lack of diversity training mobbing \organisational culture\exclusion 
1976 1557 indigenous issues mobbing \organisational culture\exclusion 
1974 1559 lack of child care mobbing \organisational culture\exclusion  
1973 1560 feminist mobbing \organisational culture\exclusion 
1979 1565 adversarial actions mobbing \organisational culture\bullying 
1981 1563 by media mobbing \organisational culture\bullying 
2008 1571 poor practices mobbing \organisational culture\fear 
2006 1573 leave arrangements mobbing \organisational culture\fear 
1994 1586 rules and procedures mobbing \organisational culture\fear 
1987 1587 human resources mobbing \organisational culture\fear 
1993 1588 performance plan mobbing \organisational culture\fear\HR 
1991 1589 hostile letters mobbing \organisational culture\fear\HR 
1990 1591 lack of due process mobbing \organisational culture\fear\HR 
1989 1592 EAP counselling mobbing \organisational culture\fear\HR 
1988 1593 corrupted processes mobbing \organisational culture\fear\HR 
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APPENDIX 8 PARTICIPANT ID BY GENDER, AND DATE OF FIRST CONTACT 

Participant IDs 
  

ID G DATE 

1.  F 10-Sep-03  

2.  F 10-Sep-03  

3.  F 30-Sep-03  

4.  F 5-Oct-03  

5.  F 10-Oct-03  

6.  F 14-Oct-03  

7.  F 15-Oct-03  

8.  F 15-Oct-03  

9.  F 16-Oct-03 

10.  F 18-Oct-03  

11.  F 20-Oct-03  

12.  F 20-Oct-03  

13.  F 20-Oct-03  

14.  F 21-Oct-03  

15.  M 21-Oct-03  

16.  M 22-Oct-03  

17.  F 22-Oct-03  

18.  F 22-Oct-03  

19.  F 22-Oct-03  

20.  F 23-Oct-03  

21.  F 24-Oct-03  

22.  M 28-Oct-03  

23.  F 28-Oct-03  

24.  F 30-Oct-03  

25.  F 31-Oct-03  

26.  F 2-Nov-03  

27.  F 2-Nov-03  

28.  F 2-Nov-03  

29.  F 3-Nov-03  

30.  F 3-Nov-03  

31.  F 3-Nov-03  

32.  F 4-Nov-03  

 M 5-Nov-03  

33.  F 5-Nov-03  

34.  F 5-Nov-03  

Participant IDs 
  

35.  F 5-Nov-03  

36.  M 5-Nov-03  

37.  M 5-Nov-03  

38.  F 5-Nov-03  

39.  F 5-Nov-03  

40.  F 6-Nov-03  

41.  F 6-Nov-03  

42.  F 6-Nov-03  

43.  M 6-Nov-03  

44.  M 6-Nov-03  

45.  F 6-Nov-03  

46.  M 6-Nov-03  

47.  F 7-Nov-03  

48.  F 7-Nov-03  

49.  F 7-Nov-03  

50.  F 7-Nov-03  

51.  F 10-Nov-03  

52.  F 11-Nov-03  

53.  M 11-Nov-03  

54.  M 11-Nov-03  

55.  F 14-Nov-03  

56.  F 14-Nov-03  

57.  F 14-Nov-03  

58.  M 14-Nov-03  

59.  F 15-Nov-03  

60.  F 15-Nov-03  

61.  F 16-Nov-03  

62.  F 17-Nov-03  

63.  M 17-Nov-03  

64.  F 17-Nov-03  

65.  F 17-Nov-03  

66.  F 17-Nov-03  

67.  F 17-Nov-03  

68.  F 18-Nov-03  

69.  F 18-Nov-03  

70.  M 18-Nov-03  
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Participant IDs 
  

71.  F 18-Nov-03  

72.  M 18-Nov-03  

73.  F 18-Nov-03  

74.  F 18-Nov-03 

75.  M 18-Nov-03  

76.  F 19-Nov-03  

77.  F 19-Nov-03  

78.  F 19-Nov-03  

79.  F 20-Nov-03  

80.  F 20-Nov-03  

81.  M 20-Nov-03 

82.  F 20-Nov-03  

83.  F 21-Nov-03  

84.  F 21-Nov-03  

85.  F 21-Nov-03  

86.  F 22-Nov-03  

87.  F 23-Nov-03  

88.  M 24-Nov-03  

89.  M 24-Nov-03  

90.  F 24-Nov-03  

91.  F 24-Nov-03  

92.  F 24-Nov-03  

93.  F 24-Nov-03  

94.  F 24-Nov-03  

95.  M 25-Nov-03  

96.  F 26-Nov-03  

97.  M 26-Nov-03  

98.  F 26-Nov-03  

99.  F 29-Nov-03  

100.  F 30-Nov-03  

101.  F 2-Dec-03  

102.  F 2-Dec-03  

103.  F 3-Dec-03  

104.  M 3-Dec-03  

105.  F 5-Dec-03  

106.  F 5-Dec-03  

107.  F 5-Dec-03  

108.  M 6-Dec-03  

Participant IDs 
  

109.  F 9-Dec-03  

110.  F 11-Dec-03  

111.  F 14-Dec-03  

112.  F 16-Dec-03  

113.  F 18-Dec-03  

114.  F 18-Dec-03  

115.  F 22-Dec-03  

116.  M 22-Dec-03  

117.  F 13-Jan-04  

118.  F 4-Feb-04  

119.  M 4-Feb-04  

120.  F 23-Feb-04  

121.  F 24-Feb-04  

122.  F 6-Apr-04  

123.  F 27-Jul-04  

124.  M 4-Aug-04  

125.  F 5-Aug-04  

126.  F 5-Aug-04  

127.  M 6-Aug-04  

128.  F 7-Aug-04  

129.  F 22-Aug-04  

130.  F 5-Sep-04  

131.  M 7-Sep-04  

132.  M 11-Sep-04  

133.  M 11-Sep-04  

134.  F 14-Sep-04  

135.  F 19-Sep-04  

136.  F 2-Oct-04  

137.  F 5-Oct-04  

138.  M 5-Oct-04  

139.  F 5-Oct-04  

140.  F 6-Oct-04 

141.  F 8-Oct-04  

142.  F 9-Oct-04  

143.  F 9-Oct-04  

144.  F 10-Oct-04  

145.  M 11-Oct-04  

146.  F 12-Oct-04  
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Participant IDs 
  

147.  F 12-Oct-04  

148.  M 14-Oct-04  

149.  F 14-Oct-04  

150.  F 14-Oct-04  

151.  M 15-Oct-04  

152.  F 15-Oct-04  

153.  M 15-Oct-04  

154.  F 16-Oct-04  

155.  F 18-Oct-04  

156.  F 20-Oct-04  

157.  F 21-Oct-04  

158.  F 21-Oct-04  

159.  F 21-Oct-04  

160.  M 23-Oct-04  

161.  F 25-Oct-04  

162.  M 2-Nov-04  

163.  M 2-Nov-04  

164.  M 10-Nov-04  

165.  F 10-Nov-04  

166.  M 16-Nov-04  

167.  F 1-Dec-04  

168.  F 1-Dec-04  

169.  F 4-Dec-04  

170.  M 22-Dec-04  

171.  F 22-Dec-04 

172.  F 15-Jan-05  

173.  F 17-Jan-05  

174.  F 21-Jan-05  

175.  M 21-Jan-05  

176.  F 26-Jan-05  

177.  F 31-Jan-05  

178.  F 31-Jan-05  

179.  F 14-Feb-05  

180.  M 21-Feb-05  

Participant IDs 
  

181.  F 21-Feb-05  

182.  F 27-Feb-05  

183.  F 27-Mar-05  

184.  F 30-Mar-05  

185.  F 12-Apr-05  

186.  F 17-Apr-05  

187.  M 3-May-05  

188.  M 24-May-05  

189.  F 26-May-05  

190.  M 3-Aug-05  

191.  F 3-Aug-05  

192.  F 4-Aug-05  

193.  M 12-Aug-05  

194.  F 12-Aug-05  

195.  F 27-Aug-05  

196.  M 13-Sep-05  

197.  M 15-Sep-05  

198.  F 15-Sep-05  

199.  F 21-Sep-05  

200.  M 5-Oct-05  

201.  F 10-Oct-05  

202.  M 16-Oct-05  

203.  M 16-Oct-05  

204.  F 22-Oct-05  

205.  F 4-Nov-05  

206.  F 4-Nov-05  

207.  F 16-Nov-05  

208.  M 7-Feb-06  

209.  M 19-Mar-06  

210.  M 20-Mar-06  

211.  M 26-Mar-06  

212.  F 30-Mar-06 
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APPENDIX 9 INTERVIEW QUESTION GUIDE 

 

1. Could you describe the position that you held when the 'emotional  abuse' 

 occurred? 

2. Can you tell me what happened and how you dealt with the situation? 

3. At the time, were you able to give a name or ‘label’ to what happened? 

4. Can you tell me about any impact on your health, on your self generally, and on 

 your family? 

5. How did management deal with the situation? 

6. Looking back, how would you describe the work environment or working 

 climate at the time? 

7. What power did the perpetrators have that you did not? 

8. How did you personally deal with it and did you get any assistance? 

9. Did you make a formal complaint or a compensation claim or other leave 

 entitlement claim? 

10. What has happened with your health and career since you left the position? Are 

 things better or worse now? 

11. What do you believe could have been done to more effectively deal with the 

 situation? 

12. Is there any thing additional that you would like to add that you haven’t had a 

 chance to mention
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APPENDIX 11 THEMATIC PHASE: GROUNDED CODE FREQUENCY 

Code name No. 
mobbing 312 
report 255 
commission 201 
justice 183 
department 182 
union 181 
complaint 179 
grievance 178 
government 154 
leave 133 
manager 127 
minister 125 
accusations 104 
Office of 
Public 
Service 92 
harassment 88 
director 71 
Industrial 
advocate  69 
mail 69 
document 66 
performance 63 
future 54 
processes 54 
fight 48 
psychiatrist 48 
colleagues 47 
husband 47 
home 45 
depression 42 
solicitor 35 
compensation 34 
ombudsman 32 
witness 31 
discrimination 29 
family 28 
mental 28 
media 27 
rejected 26 
resign 26 
symptoms 26 
financial 21 
gossip 21 
magistrate 21 
newspaper 21 

Code name No. 
Industrial 
advocate 2 20 
mediation 19 
medication 19 
suicide 19 
commissioner 17 
discipline 16 
politics 16 
rehabilitation 15 
cope 14 
supervisor 14 
nervous 13 
unfair 13 
court 12 
devastating 12 
Director 
General 12 
parents 12 
malicious 11 
partner 11 
QComp 11 
scapegoat 11 
waiting 10 
corrupt 9 
depressed 9 
desperate 9 
untrue 9 
faith 8 
outstanding 8 
psych 8 
Psychiatrist 1 8 
deliberate 7 
terror 7 
lies 6 
panic 6 
sexual 6 
drugs 5 
Psychiatrist 3 5 
QPILCH 5 
criticising 4 
OHS 4 
timesheet 4 
frustration 3 
gay 3 
QSuper 3 
resistance 3 

Code name No. 
tears 3 
tired 3 
covert 2 
drink 2 
exploit 2 
indigenous 2 
jealous 2 
rejection 2 
upheld 2 
larder 1 
monitoring 1 
mother 1 
overturned 1 
overwhelmed 1 
Psychiatrist 3 1 
sabotage 1 
survival 1 
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APPENDIX 12 THEMATIC PHASE: AUTOMATED WORD FREQUENCY 

Word Fqy. 
mobbing 600 
report 413 
department 199 
bullying 186 
grievance 170 
leave 149 
government 146 
justice 143 
commission 114 
manager 107 
complaint 91 
behaviour 90 
minister 90 
home 77 
accusations 71 
director 71 
document 68 
colleagues 66 
court 63 
ombudsman 60 
OPS 57 
psychiatrist 55 
harassment 54 
appeal 53 
performance 53 
QSuper 51 
suicide 51 
future 50 
appeal 46 
processes 46 
husband 43 
depressed 41 
mail 41 
media 41 
mental 39 
magistrate 35 
Solicitor 35 
abuse 31 
anxiety 30 
bias 30 
compensation 30 
family 30 
barrister 19 
mediation 19 
rejected 18 

Word Fqy. 
breakdown 17 
Director 
General 17 
resign 17 
children 16 
director 16 
financial 16 
rehabilitation 16 
CMC 15 
symptoms 15 
cope 14 
gossip 14 
medication 14 
QPILCH 14 
superannuation 14 
angry 13 
devastating 13 
newspaper 13 
offer 13 
rejected 13 
Roger 13 
investigation 13 
discrimination 11 
malicious 11 
nervous 11 
OHS 11 
parents 11 
compensation 11 
development 11 
investigator 11 
certificate 10 
discipline 10 
fight 10 
lies 10 
politics 10 
supervisor 10 
deliberate 9 
desperate 9 
George 9 
scapegoat 9 
terror 9 
workcover 9 
advocacy 8 
congratulations 8 
corrupt 8 

Word Fqy. 
Industrial 
advocate 8 
partner 8 
psych 8 
challenge 7 
jealous 7 
nightmare 7 
outstanding 7 
QCOMP 7 
mobbing 7 
bitch 6 
indigenous 6 
pool 6 
sexual 6 
advice 6 
damage 6 
health 6 
update 6 
urgent 6 
drink 5 
drugs 5 
EEO 5 
exhaustion 5 
panic 5 
tears 5 
criticising 4 
cruel 4 
faith 4 
frustration 4 
garden 4 
monitoring 4 
overturned 4 
timesheet 4 
help 4 
aboriginal 3 
bastard 3 
bird 3 
desperate 3 
overwhelmed 3 
payout 3 
rejection 3 
Section 85 3 
FOI 3 
animal 1 
assassin 1 
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APPENDIX 13 THEMATIC PHASE: COMPARISON OF GROUNDED AND WORD 
CODES  

 
 Grounded Word Variations 
Code name No. No.  
mobbing 312 600  
report 255 413  
commission 201 114  
justice 183 143  
department 182 199  
union 181 0 Union 
complaint 179 91  
grievance 178 170  
government 154 146  
leave 133 149  
manager 127 107  
government minister 125 90  
accusations 104 71  
Office of public service 92 57  
harassment 88 54  
director 71 71  
industrial advocate  69 8 Industrial advocate 
mail 69 41  
document 66 68  
performance 63 53  
future 54 50  
processes 54 46  
fight 48 10 Fight 
psychiatrist 48 55  
colleagues 47 66  
QSuper (income protection) 4 51 income protection 
suicide 19 51 suicide 
depressed 9 41 depressed 
Bullying 0 186 bullying 
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APPENDIX 14 PAYOUT ANGER OVER SEX CASE  

Author: Lampathakis, Paul 
Edition: 1 – Street 
The Sunday Times (WA) 
April 29, 2007 
Accession No: 200704291017413318 
 
A WOMAN has been ordered to pay $7500 to a male underling who told her to mind her 
own business and instead consider ``cooking husband's dinners'' and emptying ``slops''. 
 
Singing teacher Stephen Furtado sent the comments in an email to his then-manager, 
Amber Summerville, when she asked him for his course outline at Tuart College in 2002. 
 
The State Administrative Tribunal last November dismissed sexual harassment claims by 
Ms Summerville against Mr Furtado and vice-principal Ashley Joyce. 
 
This month the tribunal ordered Ms Summerville to pay Mr Furtado $7500 for legal costs 
for the hearing. 
 
``How can this email not be sexual harassment and why should I have to pay him for the 
pleasure of his harassment?'' Ms Summerville said. 
 
Mr Furtado's email told his manager to keep out of his affairs and to ``consider these lyrics 
. . . `cook their husband's dinners, empty the slops and generally attend to the domestic 
affairs for which nature designed them. Meddling in masculine concerns of your 
behaviour.'' 
 
Ms Summerville said the decision meant people could harass others this way and get away 
with it. 
 
And by awarding costs, she said, the tribunal was no longer the no-cost jurisdiction it 
purported to be and discouraged those who couldn't afford lawyers from pursuing cases. 
 
The tribunal, headed by Justice Michael Barker, said it accepted that Mr Furtado was 
probably rude, insubordinate and resistant to Ms Summerville's attempts to manage him.  
 
``(But) even if all the allegations made in respect of Mr Furtado, of insubordination, failure 
to follow college practices and policies about photocopying and such-like, rudeness to staff 
or students, asking students to dress up as pimps and prostitutes, writing cryptic messages 
on a whiteboard and offensive emails, were substantiated, they do not lead to a finding that 
Ms Summerville had been sexually harassed,'' it said. 
 
The tribunal said the email was in ``sexist, offensive and unprofessional language'', but was 
not of a sexual nature. 
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And it said Ms Summerville was a person prone to exaggeration – a claim she denied, 
asking how the email could be seen as her exaggeration. 
Regarding costs, Justice Barker said people who had complaints transferred to the tribunal 
after the Equal Opportunity Commissioner had already found them to be without substance, 
as was the case with Ms Summerville, risked having costs awarded against them.  
 
In the tribunal, Mr Furtado denied his email was sexual harassment. 
 
He regretted its ``lack of tact'', but said ``meddling'' referred to the ``constant interference'' 
he had encountered at the college. 
 
Equal Opportunity Commissioner Yvonne Henderson said the words were offensive and 
disparaging of women, but she didn't feel they amounted to sexual harassment. 
 
Behaviour had to be more explicit or more directed at individuals, such as displaying 
pornography at work, comments about people's bodies, or bodily contact, she said. 
 
Copyright 2007 / The Sunday Times 



 

277 
Workplace Mobbing: Expulsion, Exclusion, and Transformation 

APPENDIX 15 ROSE AIDE FEARED BEATTIE LINK 

 
Rose aide feared Beattie link 
Authors:Michael McKenna 
Source: Australian, The; 14/11/2006 
Accession Number: 200611141001716215 
 
Rose aide feared Beattie link  
Edition: 1 - All-round Country 
Section: Local, pg. 001 
 
THE personal secretary of former Queensland minister Merri Rose feared making 
allegations of fraud and personal impropriety against the disgraced politician because of her 
close relationship with Premier Peter Beattie. 
 
As Ms Rose awaits court on extortion charges reportedly involving Mr Beattie, it can be 
revealed her former staffer, Barbara Daddow, died suddenly this year, leaving a successful 
bullying claim against the minister and an unresolved lawsuit against the Beattie 
Government. 
 
Ms Rose -- a colourful former racing and tourism minister known more for socialising than 
ministerial achievements -- was forced to resign at the start of the 2004 election campaign 
after Ms Daddow won her claim. 
 
Now living with her fisherman partner on Moreton Island, Ms Rose has-been summoned to 
appear in a Brisbane court this Friday for attempted extortion after an investigation by the 
state's Crime and Misconduct Commission. 
 
It is believed Ms Rose will have to answer allegations that she threatened to reveal 
information about Mr Beattie or the Government unless she was given a government job, 
understood to pay a six-figure salary. 
 
Mr Beattie, who is on an overseas trade mission, last night confirmed he had called in the 
CMC to investigate the matter involving Ms Rose. 
 
``The CMC and the appropriate bodies have initiated action and it would be grossly 
improper 
 
Ms Rose is alleged to have made her extortion attempt through her former media adviser, 
David Smith, who remained with the Government after she resigned as minister in early 
2004 when Ms Daddow became the second staff member to win a bullying case against her. 
 
Acting Premier Anna Bligh said she could not comment on whether Mr Beattie was the 
subject of the alleged extortion, just weeks after he won his fourth successive election in 
September. 
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``I am not in a position to confirm or deny the identity of any of the people involved in this 
matter,'' Ms Bligh said. 
 
It is the second time Ms Rose has faced serious allegations after Ms Daddow made claims, 
in her WorkCover application, that the former Minister had forced her to doctor 
parliamentary leave and expense documents. 
 
After Ms Daddow won her bullying case, the CMC issued a statement saying it had 
attempted to investigate but that Ms Daddow had refused to provide further material to 
substantiate her claims. 
 
In a subsequent civil action against the Government, Ms Daddow's lawyers explained why 
she feared making a complaint about Ms Rose’s alleged behaviour during the five years she 
worked for the former minister. 
 
``Owing to the close nature of Rose's relationship with the Premier, the plaintiff felt unable 
to complain about Rose's behaviour to the Office of Premier and Cabinet, being the 
department under which the plaintiff was employed,'' the statement of claim said. 
 
``The plaintiff feared for her job if she made any such complaints during the course of her 
employment.'' 
 
Ms Daddow said she suffered a major depressive disorder and psychiatric injury as a result 
of working for Ms Rose. 
 
In the civil action, it was alleged Ms Rose told Ms Daddow of ``various personal and 
intimate details'' of her relationships with males. It was alleged Ms Daddow was made to 
keep two sets of appointments so as to hide Ms Rose's whereabouts to her husband, with 
whom she later split. 
 
``During the course of her employment the plaintiff felt exposed to personal legal action 
against her arising as a result of the requests and demands being made of her by Rose,'' the 
statement said. ``(Those were) in relation to events that the plaintiff felt were unethical, 
immoral ... including doctoring of leave applications and arrangement of meetings with 
male persons other than Rose’s husband.'' 
 
Mr Daddows' husband, David, yesterday declined to comment. 
 
Ms Rose could not be contacted for comment and her partner declined to comment. 
 
Copyright 2006 / The Australian 
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APPENDIX 16 I’M A VICTIM OF MOB JUSTICE  

 
Title: I'm a victim of mob justice 
Authors: Chris Griffith 
Source: Courier Mail, The (Brisbane); 28/06/2005 
Accession Number: 200506281001286128 
Database: Australia/New Zealand Reference Centre 
 
I'm a victim of mob justice  
 
Edition: 1 - First with the news, Section: News, pg. 001 
 
A PENSIVE Di Fingleton last night made no apology for her past squabbles with fellow 
magistrates. 
 
Ms Fingleton has announced that she wants her job back as chief magistrate and wants 
compensation for being wrongly jailed for six months, and losing her job. 
 
She last night said it was time for the State Government to apologise to her. 
 
``When a woman's aggressive, they're a B.I.T.C.H. -- and when a man’s aggressive they're 
doing what they do,'' she told ABC-TV's Enough Rope. 
 
The former chief magistrate referred to the famous miscarriage of justice case of the 
Birmingham six accused of an IRA bombing. 
 
They each served 16 years' jail for two pub bombings which killed 21 people -- a crime 
they did not commit. 
 
She hated news references to her as “disgraced former chief magistrate'” and branded the 
campaign against her by other magistrates as ``mobbing''. 
 
``Have you heard the word ‘mobbing’,'' she asked presenter Andrew Denton. ``Mobbing is 
when the employees gang up on the boss.'' 
 
Ms Fingleton drew a distinction between her case for compensation and that of former One 
Nation leader Pauline Hanson. While there had been sufficient evidence to charge Ms 
Hanson, the High Court found Ms Fingleton should never have been charged and she 
believes not even investigated. 
 
She did not appreciate Premier Peter Beattie's statement that compensation would open the 
floodgates. She said a petition was circulating in Brisbane calling for her return to her old 
job. 
 
Copyright 2005 / Courier Mail 
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APPENDIX 17 MEDIA REPORTS  

 Headline Date Page 
2003 

1 Sunday Mail Qld 
Pssst! Heard the latest about vicious gossip Oct-19 

p 38 

2 Sunday Mail (Adelaide) 
Mobbing can kill a career Oct-19 

p 8 

3 Northern Territory News 
Gossip can be lethal weapon Oct-19 

p 2 

4 Sunday Tasmanian (Hobart) 
Office gossip (mob) can kill a career Oct-30 

NA 

5 Life Matters ABC Radio 
Interview with Kim - Work with Rebecca Gorman Nov-01 

NA 

6 Gold Coast Bulletin 
Work’s Hidden Danger Nov-01 

p 33 

7 Brisbane Courier Mail 
Mob Rule at Work Nov-17 

p 12 

2004 
8 Brisbane Courier Mail 

Wired for sound and fury Feb-07 
p 35 

9 Gold Coast Bulletin 
 Severe bullying may cause serious illness Apr-24 

NA 

10 Brisbane Courier Mail 
Help for those done over by the mob Sep-28 

p 18 

11 Life Matters ABC Radio 
Mobbing Conference Oct-14 

NA 

12 Radio 2GB Sydney 
Mobbing interview with Alan Jones Oct-15 

NA 

13 Sunday Mail Brisbane 
Psych tests dished out as punishment Oct-24 

p 18 

14 Sunday Mail Queensland 
Storm grows over psychiatric tests - 'hitmen' Nov 14 

p 43 

15 Sunday Mail 
Call for ban on psych testing Nov-21 

p 43 

 Globe and Mail Canada 
Mobbing: bullying’s ugly cousin Dec- 12 

Feature 

16 Sunday Mail Queensland 
Public service bosses hear darkest secret Dec 8 

p 56 

2005 
19 

Australian Health & Safety Matters magazine (WA) 
Workplace mobbing: An OHS issue Jan pp 40-47 
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 Headline Date Page 
20 Brisbane Courier Mail 

Minister’s staff member wins settlement over 
sacking Jan 14 p 1 

21 Brisbane Courier Mail 
I’m a victim of mob justice Jun 28 p 1 

22 Financial Review 
When the office rumour mill gets ugly  July 19 p 52 

23 Townsville Bulletin 
Problems at the top Aug 11 p 23 

24 Brisbane Courier Mail 
Harassment organisational culture starts at the top Sep 28 p 17 

25 
Brisbane Sunday Mail 
Government accused of playing unfair mind games Aug-11 p 4 
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APPENDIX 18 COMPULSORY ILL HEALTH RETIREMENT –ERIN (ID101) 

 
Year & 

date 
Assault & 
Individual 
Agency 

Attacks and Individual Agency Mobbing phases 

Year One 
3-Apr Assault 1 Critical incident 1 Phase 1 

 3-Apr Agency  Conciliatory efforts from Erin rejected  
26-Apr Assault 2  Critical incident 2 Phase 2 
12-Aug Assault 3 Direction 1: Psychiatrist A for 

compulsory psychiatric ill health 
retirement 

   Phase 3 
13-Aug Assault 4 Expulsion from workplace 
10-Sep Assault 5 Psychiatrist A: Report to Department  

7-Oct Agency  Grievance 1 from Erin to Public Service 
Commissioner 

7-Oct Agency  Claim for worker’s compensation lodged 
by Erin 

10-Oct Agency  Application for income protection 
benefit lodged by Erin 

23-Oct Assault 6 Direction 2: Psychiatrist B for 
compulsory psychiatric ill health 
retirement 

2-Dec Agency  Department: Grievance 2 from Erin 
4-Dec Assault 7 Psychiatrist B: Report to Department 

18-Dec Assault 8 Grievance 2 response to Erin (from 
Investigator) 

Year Two 
8-Jan Agency  Complaint 2: From Erin re Departmental 

grievance process 
Phase 4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

13-Jan Assault 9 Departmental response to Complaint 2 
28-Jan Agency  Department indicates return to work 

option 
28-Feb Assault 10 Investigator report on Grievance 2 

(negative) 
7-Mar Agency  Department: Grievance Stage 3  

13-Mar Assault 11 Worker’s compensation claim rejected 
27-Mar Assault 12 Departmental reply to Psychologist  
15-Mar Agency  Freedom of Information (FOI) 

application process commenced (8 
months)  

24-Apr Agency  Appeal to re worker’s compensation 
rejection 

25-Apr Agency  Grievance to public service commission 
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Year & 
date 

Assault & 
Individual 
Agency 

Attacks and Individual Agency Mobbing phases 

22-May Agency  Erin's response to grievance report Phase 5 
10-Jun Assault 13 Worker’s compensation rejection upheld 

by review agency 
15-Jun Agency  Erin’s Unfair Treatment Appeal upheld 

by Public Service Commission  
8-Jul Assault 14 Commissioner response to Grievance 1  

(made by Erin 9 months previously) 
3-Aug Assault 15 Direction 3: Psychiatrist C re 

compulsory psychiatric ill health 
retirement 

12-Aug Agency  Complaint 1: Commissioner re abuse of 
compulsory psychiatric ill health 
retirement 

18-Aug Attack 16 Department: Response to Complaint re 
abuse of compulsory psychiatric ill 
health retirement 

24-Sep Agency  Public Service Commission suggests 
negotiated separation 

31-Oct Agency  Media: Psych tests dished out as 
punishment 

5-Nov Assault 17 Direction for Assessment: Psychiatrist D 
at the request of income protection 
agency 

14-Nov Agency  Media: Storm grows of psychiatric tests - 
'hitmen' 

21-Nov Agency  Media: Call for ban on psych testing 
23-Nov Agency  Hansard Queensland parliament: public 

servants psychiatric testing  
8-Dec Agency  Media: public services bosses hear 

darkest secrets 
12-Dec Assault 18 Report from Psychiatrist D 

recommending return to work 
20-Dec Agency  Application for total and permanent 

disability superannuation benefits 

Year Three 
18-Dec Assault 19 Departmental advice refusing return to 

work option 
Phase 6 

12-Jan Assault 20 Unexpected cancellation of income 
protection benefit  

19-Jan Agency  Appointment with Psychiatrist E 
6-Feb Assault 21 Cessation of income protection 

20-Feb Agency  VER upon resignation (Exclusion) 
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APPENDIX 19: HARASSMENT CULTURE STARTS AT THE TOP 

 
Edition: 1 - First with the news 
Section: Features, pg. 017 
 
Kate Dirou outlines how public service bullying works 
 
MUCH has been said recently about the culture of harassment and intimidation in the 
Queensland public service. But the factors underlying this culture have not been fully 
explored. 
 
Organisational culture is driven by the belief systems of management. In the public service, 
it is directors-general who have the most control over the culture of their departments. 
 
In his recent submission to the Federal Government, former health inquiry commissioner 
Tony Morris, QC, correctly observed that employees who raise concerns and identify 
problems are branded as ``troublemakers'' and subjected to ``trumped-up disciplinary 
complaints and other acts of victimisation designed to ease or squeeze them out of the 
system''. 
 
Employees who raise concerns, identify problems and propose solutions do so because they 
are dedicated to improving the level of service to the community. 
 
These are the workers the public service desperately needs, so why are they branded as 
``troublemakers''? 
 
In the authoritarian culture of the public service, raising concerns is viewed by some 
managers as insubordination. These attitudes explain why good employees get into trouble 
with management. But it is the tactics used against these workers that shed light on a more 
serious problem that allows harassment and victimisation to flourish. 
 
The Public Service Ethics Act 1994 and the Public Service Act 1996 
enshrine in law the ethical principles of fairness, integrity, honesty, diligence and respect 
for the law, which also form the basis of public service Codes of Conduct. Supplementing 
these laws are some excellent anti-harassment policies. 
 
The problem is that the gap between policy and practice is as wide as the Grand Canyon. 
Some managers believe the right to manage transcends employment law and policy. 
 
They are quick to use the Code of Conduct against others, but don't comply with it 
themselves. 
 
When it comes to getting rid of ``troublemakers'', ethics and fairness are thrown out the 
window and the law of the jungle applies. 
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Unethical managers are very adept at misusing and manipulating internal processes that 
were intended to be used only in appropriate circumstances. 
 
These processes are being used improperly against the good workers branded as 
``troublemakers''. 
 
Many cases start with the deliberate initiation of false allegations about a person's work 
performance or conduct. The intention is to trigger formal processes such as grievance or 
disciplinary investigations. 
 
These processes are controlled by management and are easily manipulated to produce an 
outcome that goes against the targeted worker. 
 
The objective of many investigations is not to determine the truth but to hang someone out 
to dry. This is the public service equivalent of perverting the course of justice. Whether the 
investigation is done internally or by a favoured external consultant, the methods used in 
some investigations are shockingly inept. 
 
The most terrifying weapon against troublemakers is the abuse of Section 85 of the Public 
Service Act, which empowers employers to direct a worker to attend a medical assessment. 
 
This is easily manipulated by selecting the right doctor and providing them with false and 
damaging information about the employee. 
 
Employees done in by a dodgy investigation can appeal to the Public Service 
Commissioner, but this cannot undo the damage done by a flawed investigation report. 
 
An appeal only looks at the fairness of the decision based on the evidence before the 
decision-maker, which includes the report, so an appeal can compound the injustice by 
endorsing incorrect findings. 
 
Seriously flawed investigation and medical reports also contaminate other external 
processes, including WorkCover. 
 
IN MOST departments, directors-general are involved in the process of getting rid of 
innocent workers. They sign off on Section 85 referrals, suspension and dismissal letters 
and, in some cases, accept recommendations from dodgy investigations. 
 
These decisions cause severe trauma to the affected employee and can ruin lives as well as 
careers. They should not be made lightly. 
 
The Public Service Act states that directors-general must act ``independently,impartially 
and fairly when making decisions about individuals''. 
 
If a director-general wanted to eliminate a culture of harassment in their department, they 
would actively ensure that all managers, including themselves, were complying with public 
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service law and policy and not improperly using internal processes against innocent 
employees. 
 
Unless that happens, the culture of harassment will remain and unethical managers will 
continue to remove good workers from the system. 
 
The implications for the quality of public administration in Queensland should concern 
everyone. 
 
Kate Dirou is a former Queensland public sector employee who left 
in December 2004 after five years' service. 
 
Copyright 2005 / Courier Mail 
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