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Using information to bully, harass or victimise 

Misuse of work information can enable inappropriate behaviour, such 
as bullying, harassment, victimisation or discrimination. 

Information can be a powerful tool 
Careful management of work information is a critical part of public service. However, 
there have been instances where a public sector employee has used work 
information to bully, harass or victimise an individual. 

Examples of inappropriate behaviour include: 

 language or comments that are abusive, insulting or offensive 

 unjustified criticism or complaints 

 deliberately excluding someone from workplace activities 

 not sharing important information that a person needs to work effectively 

 setting unreasonable timelines or constantly changing deadlines 

 setting tasks that are unreasonably below or beyond a person's skill level 

 spreading misinformation or malicious rumours 

 changing rosters or leave to deliberately inconvenience someone. 

A perpetrator may improperly access personal or confidential information to 
embarrass, humiliate, upset or intimidate a person or discriminate against them. 
They may victimise a vulnerable person by misusing personal information to 
manipulate or communicate with them in a manner that is inappropriate. 

Withholding information 

According to the Australian Public Service Commission, the second most commonly 
reported form of bullying and harassment at the federal level (after verbal abuse) is 
interference in work tasks, such as withholding needed information, undermining or 
sabotage.1 

The third most common form is the unfair application of workplace policies or rules, 
such as performance management and access to leave or training. 
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Extracted from 'Turning the tide on bullying and poor workplace cultures', 
Victorian Public Sector Commission2 

Impact of inappropriate behaviour in the workplace 
Inappropriate behaviour in the workplace can be harmful to the person 
experiencing it and to those who witness it. Impacts may include one or more of the 
following: 

 distress, anxiety, panic attacks or sleep disturbance 

 physical illness, for example, muscular tension, headaches, fatigue and 
digestive problems 

 reduced work performance, concentration and decision making ability 

 loss of self-esteem and self-confidence 

 feelings of isolation 

 deteriorating relationships with colleagues, family and friends 

 depression, and 

 thoughts of suicide.   

CASE STUDY 

In 2015, one in three staff started experiencing bullying at a public sector 
organisation in Victoria. The organisation was going through a period when 
staff had little trust in senior leaders, particularly when it came to addressing 
poor workplace behaviours. 

Social activities, such as morning tea, had stopped, which was adding to the 
poor workplace culture. Morale was low and staff were stressed. 

Bullying problems came to a head when a senior manager was physically 
intimidating and demeaning to staff and had very little insight into the 
impact of their behaviour. A significant bullying incident precipitated a flurry 
of allegations. This triggered an investigation. 

The organisation hired an independent industrial relations expert to look into 
the matter. The expert found there was substance to the allegations and the 
organisation dismissed the perpetrator. 

It was also found that part of the reason past senior leaders were not trusted 
was because communication was poor. Without any consultation, the 
organisation was finalising proposals that would have impacted a large 
number of staff. A small organisation cannot afford to have poor 
communication channels with staff. 
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Experiencing or witnessing inappropriate behaviour 
If you are experiencing poor workplace behaviour that is repeated and 
unreasonable, you can: 

 talk to the person 

 seek support 

 report it within your workplace 

 make a complaint outside of your workplace 

 seek assistance through WorkSafe Tasmania, or 

 lodge a complaint with Equal Opportunity Tasmania.3 

Witnessing poor workplace behaviour 

If you witness a colleague being subject to inappropriate behaviour in the 
workplace, encourage your colleague to speak up or seek support. You should also 
discuss the situation with a human resources officer, health and safety 
representative or union representative. 

It is everyone's responsibility to create respectful workplaces. 

Avoid using information inappropriately 
Before using work information to interact with anyone, ask yourself:  

 Could my words or actions make another person feel uncomfortable, 
unsafe or disrespected in this situation? 

If you answer yes to this question, you may be at risk of behaving inappropriately. 

 

1 www.apsc.gov.au/state-service/state-service-2015-16-blogposts/bullying-and-
harassment-aps 
 
2 www.vpsc.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Turning-the-tide-on-bullying-
and-poor-workplace-cultures-case-studies.pdf 
 
3 www.equalopportunity.tas.gov.au/discrimination/bullying_and_discrimination 
 

                                                        

The Commission can help 
We are available to provide support and assistance with identifying, reporting, investigating, 
managing and preventing misconduct: prevention@integrity.tas.gov.au or 1300 720 289. 

For more Misconduct Prevention resources go to www.integrity.tas.gov.au/resources 

https://www.apsc.gov.au/state-service/state-service-2015-16-blogposts/bullying-and-harassment-aps
https://www.apsc.gov.au/state-service/state-service-2015-16-blogposts/bullying-and-harassment-aps
https://vpsc.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Turning-the-tide-on-bullying-and-poor-workplace-cultures-case-studies.pdf
https://vpsc.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Turning-the-tide-on-bullying-and-poor-workplace-cultures-case-studies.pdf
https://equalopportunity.tas.gov.au/discrimination/bullying_and_discrimination
mailto:prevention@integrity.tas.gov.au
http://www.integrity.tas.gov.au/resources

	Information can be a powerful tool
	Withholding information

	Impact of inappropriate behaviour in the workplace
	CASE STUDY
	Experiencing or witnessing inappropriate behaviour
	Witnessing poor workplace behaviour

	Avoid using information inappropriately
	The Commission can help

