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Introduction

Introduction

At its 108th (Centenary) Session, the International Labour Conference adopted the Violence and
Harassment Convention, 2019 (No. 190) and its accompanying Recommendation (No. 206). In so
doing, the International Labour Organization (ILO) acknowledged that violence and harassment is
a major threat to the safety and health of workers and other persons in the world of work, and may
constitute a human rights violation or abuse, incompatible with safe and decent work.

Violence and harassment is a difficult and yet interconnected concept broadly described in the
Convention as a range of unacceptable behaviours, practices or threats ‘that aim at, result in, or are
likely to result in physical, psychological, sexual or economic harm’ (Article 1.1). As early as 1981, the
Occupational Safety and Health Convention (No. 155) specified that ‘health’ indicated not merely the
absence of disease or infirmity, but also ‘the physical and mental elements affecting health, which
are directly related to safety and hygiene at work’ (Article 3(e)).

This report specifically focuses on how violence and harassment can be managed through
occupational safety and health (OSH) measures. This includes through OSH regulatory frameworks,
policies, programmes and enhanced OSH management systems (OSH-MS).

Chapter 1 starts by examining the very concept of violence and harassment in the world of work, and
looks into some of the key and interrelated factors that influence it. It lists the actors involved - and
analyses the key and interconnected psychosocial hazards that lead to work-related stress, which can
increase the risk of violence and harassment. It also takes stock of the impact it has on individuals and
their families, and on organizations and society.

Chapter 2 focuses on the OSH regulatory frameworks that specifically address the problem,
which include ILO and regional instruments, as well as national regulations. It examines the legal
requirements for preventive measures and various complaints mechanisms to be adopted for dealing
with violence and harassment at the workplace. It specifically looks at the way the labour inspection
services might ensure compliance, such as workplace inspections, targeted inspection campaigns and
tools for labour inspectors. It also highlights the role that social dialogue and collective agreements
might play in preventing and eliminating violence and harassment at work.

Chapter 3 describes how the prevention of violence and harassment could be integrated in national
OSH frameworks. This implies addressing violence and harassment concerns in national OSH policies
and strategies, guidelines and codes of practice; data collection; education, training and awareness
raising.

Chapter 4 looks at the steps that might be taken to address the problem at the workplace level by
means of OSH-MS. It stresses the importance of designing and implementing a comprehensive
workplace policy and risk management process, to help identify hazards and assess risks associated
with violence and harassment and adopt measures both to prevent and respond to these situations.
It concludes by emphasizing the importance of monitoring and evaluation.

Chapter 5 contains a list of conclusions gleaned from the report, and makes a number of suggestions
on the way all the actors involved in violence and harassment at work - governments, labour
inspectorates, employers and workers and their organizations, workers' OSH representatives, joint
OSH committees and OSH practitioners - could respond to the problem.

Aset of Appendices has been included to offer more detailed guidance. Appendix I provides additional
information on the relevant provisions for violence and harassment included in the OSH International
Labour Standards. Appendix II looks at examples of national OSH-related laws and regulations
dealing with workplace violence and harassment from countries around the world. Appendix III
provides examples of strategies and initiatives at different levels (international, regional, national,
local and workplace). Appendix 1V lists a series of ILO OSH guidance materials relevant for preventing
violence and harassment at work, while Appendix V enumerates a number of non-ILO practical tools
and resources for workplace action.
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1.1 What is meant by violence and harassment

in the world of work?

Article 1 (1)(a) of the Violence and Harassment
Convention, 2019 (No. 190) broadly defines
‘violence and harassment’ as:

... a range of
unacceptable
behaviours,
practices or threats
thereof, whether a
single occurrence
or repeated, that
aim at, resultin,

or are likely to
result in physical,

psychological, sexual

or economic harm.

This definition applies to violence and
harassment ‘occurring in the course of,
linked with or arising out of work: (a) in the
workplace," including public and private
spaces, where they are a place of work; (b)
in places where the worker is paid, takes
a rest break or a meal, or uses sanitary,
washing and changing facilities; (c), during
work-related trips, travel, training, events
or social activities; (d) through work-related
communications (...); (e), in employer-
provided accommodation, and; (f) when
commuting to and from work’ (Article 3).

In the build-up to the adoption of Convention
No. 190, existing definitions and descriptions
of violence and harassment in the world of

work were explored. They vary depending on
the social and cultural context, the regulatory
environment (including the existence or
absence of provisions regulating other forms of
workplace abuse), and the particular ‘discipline’
or ‘speciality’ of legislation or law under which
they fall (e.g., criminal, civil, labour, OSH, privacy;,
administrative, anti-discrimination, personal
injury, workers’ compensation, whistleblowing,
corporations, and human rights law) (Azzi,
2017; Ballard and Easteal, 2014).

For example, definitions may or may not
centre on the subjective perceptions of targets
and victims. They may also vary according
to a range of differing requirements with
respect to intent or motivation, the nature of
the (negative) actions/interactions/omissions,
timing (for example, frequency, duration
and repetition),2 impact/harm, subjectivity/
objectivity, context, status/power and the
number of perpetrators - to highlight but a
few examples (Neall and Tuckey, 2014; Omari
and Paull, 2013).

Furthermore, the range of labels and
terms used to describe workplace violence
and harassment varies across different
jurisdictions,® and across and within various
workplaces and national cultures. This reality
is exemplified by the extensive anthology
of synonyms for various types of harmful
work-based behaviours - which may broadly
be understood as workplace violence and
harassment. For example, the European
Foundation for the Improvement of Living
and Working Conditions (Eurofound) uses
the term ‘adverse social behaviours’, which
include ‘verbal abuse, unwanted sexual
attention, threats or humiliating behaviour
during the last month, or during the previous
12 months’ (Eurofound, 2015). Terms like
‘mobbing’, ‘bullying’ and ‘harassment’ may
be used interchangeably in the laws of some
nations and yet be distinct in others.

1 The term ‘workplace’ covers all places where workers need to be or to go by reason of their work and which are under
the direct or indirect control of the employer (See: Occupational Safety and Health Convention, 1981 (No. 155), Article

3(c)).

2 Under some legal definitions, for example, there is a requirement for the adverse conduct to be repeated, whereas in
others, a single act is sufficient (Einarsen et al., 2011). In many countries, one single act of physical or sexual violence

is usually enough (Lerouge, 2017).

3 Here‘jurisdiction’ refers to different regulatory regimes, for example, an occupational health and safety regime as

compared to an industrial relations regime.
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There are different types of harmful behaviours, gestures and actions - which may be understood
asviolence and harassment. The offending conduct may be physical, psychological and/or sexual
(see Figure 2 below).

Physical Violence

The use of physical force against another person or group that results in physical, sexual or
psychological harm. It includes physical attacks, beating, kicking, slapping, stabbing, shooting,
pushing, biting (ILO et al., 2002).

(1)
Psychological violence N

and harassment '
v

2

Psychological violence and

harassment includes verbal abuse,
harassment, bullying and mobbing,
sexual harassment and threats, all of

Bullying and mobbing

Bullying and mobbing are two
forms of psychological

Cyber-bullying

Cyberbullying in the world
of work can be understood
as any form of aggressive
behaviour against an
individual (group of)
victim(s) through
information and
communication
technologies (ICT) in the
context of work.>

harassment that have become
widely referenced over the last
decade. In the world of work,
bullying/mobbing* is repeated
offensive behaviour through
vindictive, cruel, or malicious
attempts to humiliate or
undermine an individual or a
group of workers (Chappell and
Di Martino, 2006).

which can cause significant emotional
injury to those targeted (Chappell and
Di Martino, 2006). It can include
manipulating a person’s reputation,
isolating a person, withholding
information, slandering and ridiculing,
devaluating rights and opinions, giving
impossible goals and deadlines,
underutilization of talent, etc. (Johnson
and Johnson, 1997; Leymann, 1990;
Milczarek, 2010).

Sexual violence and harassment

Sexual violence can be defined as ‘any sexual act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, unwanted
sexual comments or advances, or acts (...) otherwise directed, against a person’s sexuality
using coercion, by any person regardless of their relationship to the victim (...)’

(WHO, 2002, p. 149).

Sexual harassment is a form of sexual violence that commonly occurs in the world of work,
and it is frequently categorized in two ways: quid pro quo® or hostile working environment.”

4 While the terms ‘bullying’ and ‘mobbing’ are often used interchangeably, in the literature bullying primarily refers to
individual harassment, whereas mobbing is a group of workers ‘ganging-up’ on an employee subjecting the employee
to harassment or abuse (see, for example: Chappel and Di Martino, 2006).

5 ICTtechnologies can involve text messages, picture/video clips, phone calls, emails, chat-rooms, websites/online forums,
social network sites etc. (Dredge et al., 2014). Cyberbullying is an escalating process that can affect workers, supervisors,
managers, directors, clients, subcontractors, employers and other persons involved in a work context. The infliction of
these acts results in foreseeable physical or psychological harm to a victim or a group of victims, thereby often degrading
the working conditions of the victim(s) or the working environment at large (De Stefano et al., forthcoming).

6 Quid pro quo sexual harassment takes place when a job benefit — a pay rise, a promotion, or even continuing employment
— is made dependent on the victim acceding to demands to engage in some form of sexual behaviour (McCann, 2005).

7 Hostile working environment harassment, covers conduct that creates a working environment that is unwelcome
and offensive to the victim. It encompasses the range of sexually harassing behaviour that does not implicate sexual
blackmail: sex-based comments, disparaging remarks about the sex of the target, innuendos, the display of sexually
suggestive or explicit material, etc. (McCann, 2005).
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1.2 Who can be involved?

Violence and harassment at work is a complex and
multifaceted phenomenon with multiple actors.

The primary actors are usually perceived as being the (alleged) perpetrators (persons who engage in
workplace violence and harassment), the victims (workers, employers or other persons in the world
of work who are the object of workplace violence and harassment), and any bystanders/witnesses
(ILO, 2004).

Horizontal violence

This concept incorporates violence and harassment that is perpetrated by a person
that currently or formerly, directly or indirectly, works with the victim - even if the
perpetrator and victim are in different departments. This type of violence can be
physical, psychological and/or sexual and includes verbal abuse, bullying or mobbing
(ILO, 2013).

Violence and harassment
perpetrated between
co-workers

Vertical violence

This concept includes violence and harassment resulting out of acts that occur between
individuals at different levels of the hierarchical system. The decisive factor of whether
the perpetrator is considered a ‘co-worker’ or a ‘superior’ stems from the business’s
organizational chart. If the victim is directly ‘under’ the perpetrator in the
organizational chart, the act is considered violence and harassment perpetrated by a
supervisor (ILO, 2013).

Power harassment is characterized by a power disparity between the ‘harasser’ and the
‘harassed’. Harassers exercise their power by bullying a victim who is lower on the
hierarchical scale. Power harassment can be verbal, such as intimidation or emotional
attacks, or it can be physical, such as acts of violence and assault (Hsiao, 2015).
Although less common, workers can also perpetrate violence and harassment against
their supervisors or employers.

Violence and harassment
perpetrated between
supervisors and
subordinates

Third party violence

This type of violence and harassment is perpetrated by those who receive a
personalized service and/or are under the care of the victim, as opposed to the general
public who have no legitimate relationship with the worker or workplace. Examples of
clients extend to patients, students, and passengers who have an interest in the victim
due to her/his work etc. This type of violence and harassment can range from applying
physical force to verbal abuse, both in and outside the workplace (ILO, 2013).

Violence and harassment
perpetrated by clients/
customers/patients

Stepping back from this immediate level
of experience, there is potentially a ‘cast of
thousands’ who may in some way be involved
in violence and harassment at work: their roles
may range from managing and investigating
this phenomenon, to defending, funding,
adjudicating upon and researching it.

They may, for example, include:

P the organization itself (for example, the CEO
and the leadership team, human resources/
people and culture - however defined - the
workplace investigators who may be in-
house or ‘independent’ private practitioners);

These secondary actors consist of those with a
direct involvement in violence and harassment
at work, but who are not perpetrators,
complainants, or bystanders. More often
than not, they comprise employers and those
involved in the aftermath of complaints of
violence and harassment.

» the agency receiving the ‘complaint’ (e.g.,
labour inspection bodies, potentially OSH
regulators, industrial regulators, human
rights commissions or ombudsmen, the
courts and tribunals);

P the police (if the victim was assaulted and
complained directly to the police);
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lawyers or paid agents (who may be
defending the organization and/or the
(alleged) perpetrator or the victim);

the court or tribunal decision-makers
(e.g., magistrates, judges or members
of the executive sitting on the relevant
administrative tribunals);

dispute resolution practitioners (who
mediate the dispute, and may be
appointed by employers, complainants or
the court/tribunal systems);

health professionals (such as the doctors,
psychologists and psychiatrists who
treat the victim and often provide ‘expert
reports);

rehabilitation and return-to-work
practitioners;

© Fizkes - Dreamstime.com
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P insurers (in respect of an employer’s
workers' compensation, personal injury,
negligence and other legal claims, etc.,);
and

P trade unions or employers’ associations (if
the perpetrator or the victim is a member
of either).

Finally, there are other actors involved in violence
and harassment at work. These may consist
of family and friends, but also policy-makers,
social partners, lawyers, activists, academics,
OSH practitioners, NGOs and other groups.
These people, together with members of the
media (and social media), are all potentially
important players in the elimination of violence
and harassment at the workplace.
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1.3 OSH risk factors associated with violence

and harassment at work

There are many factors contributing to violence and harassment at work
- and these include psychosocial hazards and occupational stress.

While stress itself does not constitute a
physical or psychological injury, a stress
response includes the physical, mental and
emotional reactions that occur when a worker
perceives that the demands of work exceed
their ability or resources to cope. If prolonged
and/or severe, work-related stress can cause
both psychological and physical injuries
(SWA, 2019). While pressure is normal in
many workplaces, stress may result when
‘pressure becomes excessive or otherwise
unmanageable’ (WHO, 2010a).

Anything in the design or management of
work that increases the risk of work-related
stress can be understood as a psychosocial
hazard. Violence and harassment may have
consequences on both physical and mental
well-being, and increase stress levels (for this
reason it is often considered a psychosocial
hazard itself). In turn, stress can lead to
frustration and anger, and thus be itself
an antecedent of violence and harassment
at work (Chappel and Di Martino, 2006). In
many cases, psychosocial risks that cause
stress are also - although to varying degrees
- factors that contribute to violence in the
workplace. In particular, bullying is likely to
prevail in stressful working environments
where workers are exposed to high levels of
interpersonal conflict and noxious leadership
styles (Hauge et al., 2007).

Although harassment can be induced
by a number of individual, social and
organizational factors, many studies show a
vicious circle of psychosocial risks leading to
harassment then leading back to psychosocial
risks (Azzi, 2017). People working in a stressful
environment are highly likely to experience
workplace harassment and/or individuals

who experience harassment are highly likely
to report stress (Eurofound, 2015).

Some of the key and interrelated psychosocial
hazards that lead to work-related stress
(thus increasing the risk of violence and
harassment) or that directly lead to situations
of violence and harassment, or that are in and
within themselves expressions of harassment
include but are not limited to:

» Job demands. Sustained levels of either
high or low physical, mental or emotional
effort, such as giving assignments that are
not matched to the individual's knowledge
and abilities, contribute to increased stress
(WHO 2010a).2 Workers involved in periods
of vigilance watching out for infrequent
events (like air traffic controllers, long-
distance drivers, security monitoring
officers), responding to distressing
situations or distressed or aggressive
clients (like police or paramedics dealing
with difficult situations or patients), and/or
being exposed to traumatic events or work-
related violence (like emergency workers)
and shift work, may all increase the risk,
not only of fatigue, but also violence and
harassment (SWA, 2019).

» Job control. Work-related stress may also
occur when workers have little control
over how or when their work is done -
including when they have little say in how
they do their work, when they can take
breaks or change tasks, when they are
not involved in decisions that affects them
or their clients, or when they are unable
to refuse dealing with aggressive clients
(such as the police and other emergency
services) (WHO 2020).

8 Both work‘overload’ and ‘underload’ can be considered psychosocial hazards. In a case of work (or role) overload,
individuals feel that there are too many responsibilities or activities expected of them in light of the time available,
their abilities, and other constraints (Rizzo et al, 1970). In a case of work (or role) underload/insufficiency, individuals’

abilities and training are not fully used (ILO, 2016c).
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p Task design. Harassing or bullying

behaviour may become a way of venting
frustration or avoiding boredom in jobs
where workers are not actively engaged
or have ‘time on their hands'. These jobs
may include repetitive or low intensity
tasks. The very nature of factory work
(the pressure to keep the production line
going) may, for example, give bosses
power to inflict petty humiliations, such
as denying bathroom breaks (EEOC, 2016).

Role clarity. There are different hazardous
aspects linked to the individuals’ role in
the organization, including role ambiguity
(when individuals’ work responsibilities and
degree of authority are unclear), and role
conflict (when individuals are confronted
with incompatible role expectations; or
they disagree about what the expectations
are for a particular role - or simply find it
hard to satisfy expectations because
their duties are unclear, too difficult, or
disagreeable) (Goffman, 1956; Reknes,
2013; WHO, 2010a).

Workplace relationships. Undue or
inappropriate criticism or exclusion at
work, interpersonal conflict and other
negative interactions, including lack
of support from supervisors and team
members and lack of regular feedback
and communication, are risk factors
for negative acts such as bullying,
violence and sexual harassment. In
turn, poor interpersonal relationships
undermine job satisfaction, motivation
and organizational commitment and
may result in significant expenses for the
organization (Baillien et al, 2008).

Leadership styles. Both autocratic
and laissez-faire leadership styles are
risk factors for workplace violence and
harassment. Autocratic leadership is
characterized by a leadership approach
that is strict and directive, inflexible, and
dismissive of workers’ involvement in
decision-making. Laissez-faire leadership,
on the other hand, is characterized by
inadequate or absent supervision, the
inappropriate and informal delegation of
tasks and responsibilities to subordinates,
and the provision of little or no guidance
to workers. For example, a study on
seafarers from Norway found that

Safe and healthy working environments free from violence and harassment
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laissez-faire leadership was associated
with an increased risk of bullying (Neilson,
2012). According to another study on civil
servants from a local government in
Japan, working under supervisors with
passive laissez-faire leadership increased
by 4.3 times the risk of exposure to
bullying (Tsuno and Kawakami, 2015).

Organizational justice. The lack or
inconsistent application of workplace
policies and procedures, unfairness and/or
bias in decision-making and the allocation
of resources and/or work, as well as the
poor management of (alleged) workplace
misconduct and underperformance,
can all be causes and/or manifestations
of workplace bullying and harassment.
Other forms of misconduct directly
linked with harassment are related to
procedures for career advancement
and recruitment. This can happen when
selection and promotion criteria are not
clear and properly communicated or when
such criteria disproportionately exclude
certain groups (EEOC, n.d.).

Organizational change management.
Organizational change may imply, inter
alia, significant technological change,
organizational restructuring/downsizing,
changes in work methods, outsourcing
(of work and functions) and changes
in the supervisor/manager. These
adjustments, added to increased work
pressure, are growing psychosocial risks
- and may lead to higher levels of stress
and harassment at work, especially
when there is little consultation about
change and inadequate practical support
for workers during transition periods
(Pillinger, 2017). Budget cuts, financial
and other organizational and political
reform pressures may also intensify job
and career insecurity, increasing the risk
of violence and harassment as a result of
‘buck-passing and a lot of blame laying’
within organizations (Branch et al., 2007).

Physical working environment. The
design and maintenance of work equipment
and facilities, as well as exposure to
hazardous agents, can affect both workers’
experience of stress and their psychological
and physical health (WHO, 2010b). The
physical working environment can also
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contribute to the risk of violence and
harassment in the workplace. For example,
in jobs where money and valuables are
often held or transferred, poor security
can increase the risk of violence by third
parties (OSHA, 2016). Factors including
‘poor lighting, poor ventilation, [and] noise’
may also contribute to the risk of violence
(OSHA 2010). For occupations that interact
frequently with third parties, the physical
work environment must be designed to
protect workers from potentially aggressive
clients, customers, colleagues, patients or
intruders.

Furthermore, discrimination interacts and
intersects with psychosocial risks, thus having
an impact on violence and harassment in the
world of work. Discrimination can be based
on a number of real or perceived differences,
such as - but not limited to - race, colour,
sex and gender, religion, political opinion,
national extraction or social origin, pregnancy
or family responsibilities, age, disability,
real or perceived HIV status, migration
and indigenous or tribal peoples’ status.
For example, a study in Rwanda on health
care workers found a relationship between
discrimination against women in the workplace
and workplace violence (IntraHealth, 2008).

In addition, a study in the United States
revealed that people who experienced racial
discrimination in the workplace were more
likely to also experience occupational ‘iliness,
injury or assault’ (Shannon et al, 2014).

Workers in vulnerable situations may include
those who do not conform to workplace
norms or societal stereotypes,® or those who
may be in a minority on account of ethnicity,
religion, disability, age, political views, sex,
gender or sexual preference, HIV status,
national or social origin, or association - or
lack of it (for example, union and non-union
members). Young workers, for example, may

not understand the scope of their rights at
work, and the culture of the workplace may
make them hesitant to speak up on account of
their lack work experience or the precarious
nature of their employment (ILO, 2018a).

Compared to men, women may face an
increased risk of work-related violence and
harassment, due to the unequal gender
relations prevalent in many societies. In
particular, certain groups of women tend
to be more vulnerable to sexual violence
and harassment, notably girl<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>