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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

This research paper explores ethical and moral outrage provoked by
the phenomenon of workplace bullying in social work agencies. Its
aim is to identify formal and organic actions, motivated by
leadership integrity, designed to implement organisational social
justice. The paper presents two case studies which illustrate
contrasting approaches to the phenomenon. The ﬁrst depicts
management collusion with intimidatory behaviour in which the
burden of evidence was placed on the victim even while still
interacting with the perpetrator. In the second, a self-efﬁcacious
team leader proactively confronted bullying by asking questions.
Failure of leadership to address bullying is evaluated in the
context of the International Federation of Social Work’s
recognition of management in 2004 as 1 of 13 core purposes of
the profession [Sewpaul, Vishanthie, and David Jones. 2005.
“Global Standards for the Education and Training of the Social
Work Profession.” International Journal of Social Welfare 14 (3):
218–230]. The 12 remaining purposes express social work’s
commitment to social justice as the profession’s deﬁning value
[Ife, Jim. 2010. “Human Rights and Social Justice.” In Ethics and
Value Perspectives in Social Work, edited by M. Gray and
S. A. Webb, Chap. 13, 148–159. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan].
This paper argues that the prime function of social work
leadership is to implement organisational social justice, and
concludes that socially just leadership is eminently practicable.
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Introduction
In recent years, social work and management scholarship has drawn attention to bullying
in the workplace. Lutgen-Sandvik and Tracy (2012) suggest that such behaviour is toxic for
its targets and produces a corrosive effect on organisations. Social work research into the
phenomenon has emerged over the last 15 years (see, e.g. Collins 2001; van Heugten
2010). The notion that toxic environments occur in social work agencies presents – at
the least – intellectual, ethical and emotional incongruities. Intimidatory behaviour by
one worker vis-à-vis another, regardless of the hierarchical level at which the respective
parties sit, runs counter to the profession’s commitment to empowering marginalised
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populations to participate fully in their communities. Colluding with toxic behaviour by
workers is confusing to other parties seeking to integrate ethical conduct into their organisationally based practice. This paper will report on two scenarios which emerged from a
social work leadership research project illustrating contrasting approaches to the
phenomenon.
‘Incongruous’ is a relatively mild term. The guest editors of a recent issue of Ethics and
Social Welfare chose the striking phrase ‘Engaging with Outrage!’ – reminiscent of Zola’s
famous ‘J’Accuse’ of 1898 – which captured the author’s reaction to one participant’s
story at the time of the interviews, and increasingly on subsequent reﬂection. That
outrage was provoked by the organisational injustice experienced by that participant
who at the time of the interview had been subjected to workplace bullying over three
years. ‘Walking in the world’ of that practitioner (Weld and Appleton 2008) was soon followed by outrage that organisational leaders had failed to address this toxic behaviour.
The rhetorical question emerged: ‘If social work leaders fail to implement organisational
social justice, what right do we have to advocate for it in society?’
Findings which inform this paper emerged from a doctoral research project which aims
to develop a model of social work organisational leadership. The organisational focus of
the project enables application of the profession’s deﬁning commitment to human
rights and social justice (Ife 2010; International Federation of Social Workers 2004;
Sewpaul and Jones 2005) to the management and leadership of agencies. In a recent
paper (Webster 2014), the author adopted Ife’s (2010) proposal that human rights – and
therefore, social justice as the profession’s ‘central organising value’ (Marsh 2005, 293) –
are legitimately applied to organisations. This paper will argue that the prime function
of social work leadership is to practically implement organisational social justice. Addressing the manifest needs of practitioners marginalised by workplace bullying (Collins 2001;
van Heugten 2010) becomes an ethical as well as an organisational code of conduct
requirement. The stance that social justice requires us to change structures that contribute
to injustice is endorsed in the profession’s Codes of Ethics in Australia, Aotearoa New
Zealand, Britain, and the United States (US) (AASW 2010; ANZASW 2008; BASW 2014;
NASW 2008). The idea that social work leadership exists to implement social justice presumes that even in its organisational context structures exist that marginalise individuals
and groups. This paper responds to the question: ‘What would socially just leadership look
like in practice?’ (Webster 2014, 84).
Responding to that question requires a deﬁnition of social justice. This paper adopts the
US statement located in the NASW (2008) Code:
Ethical Principle: Social workers challenge social injustice.
Social workers pursue social change, particularly with and on behalf of vulnerable and
oppressed individuals and groups of people. Social workers’ social change efforts are
focused primarily on issues of poverty, unemployment, discrimination, and other forms of
social injustice … Social workers strive to ensure access to needed information, services, and
resources; equality of opportunity; and meaningful participation in decision making for all
people. (Emphasis added)

The author suggests that the italicised section carries an organisational application relevant to this paper.
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Structure of the paper
The paper is set out in four sections. The ﬁrst section brieﬂy describes the ethics and
methodology of the leadership project from which the toxic workplace ﬁndings
emerged. The second section reviews the literature drawn from the wider leadership
and social work ﬁelds. Transforming and servant leadership approaches – described as
‘normative leadership theories’ by Ciulla (2004) – are presented as underpinning the discussion. The second section also outlines the global profession’s 13 core purposes, of
which one is management, as the overarching context for social work organisational leadership (Ife 2010; IFSW 2004; Sewpaul and Jones 2005). A conceptual framework is
offered for this discussion by illustrating the connections between human rights,
social justice and the core purposes of social work. In this schema, management is
applied to leadership although the two are distinct (Grint 2005). Leadership functions
to serve and implement the remaining 12 purposes, collectively seen in this paper as
an expression of human rights and social justice in the organisational context. Social
work-deﬁned ethical leadership is discussed in order to provide a conceptual base for
appropriate leadership actions.
The third section presents the ﬁndings. The fourth section discusses their signiﬁcance
and will present social work leadership as creating organisational culture by working with
people and asking questions rather than prescribing solutions. Following social work’s
characteristic ecological ‘whole systems development’ practice philosophy (Attwood
et al. 2003, xv; Bronfenbrenner 2005; Jarvis 2009), systemic questions are proposed as
deﬁning how leadership is exercised, such as: ‘How do I lead this organisation so that
we can make the best possible contribution to the improvement and well-being of
those we serve?’ (Attwood et al. 2003, 31, 32).

Ethics and methodology
In October 2012, the University of Auckland’s Human Participants Ethics Committee
(UAHPEC) approved a project which sought to answer the question: ‘What are the fundamental elements of organisational leadership within social work in the context of Aotearoa
New Zealand?’ Research data were to be solicited from social workers registered pursuant
to the 2003 Social Workers Registration Act in order to address the aim of the project, ‘to
develop a New Zealand model of social work organisational leadership’.
A constructionist qualitative epistemology is being used, employing a symbolic interactionist perspective (Crotty 2003) and a descriptive/exploratory design. The essence of symbolic interactionism, Crotty argues, is to ‘put oneself in the place of the other’. This
perspective conceptually connects with social work’s practice value of empathy, to ‘walk
in people’s worlds’ (Weld and Appleton 2008). Semi-structured interviews generated
data which are being analysed thematically using NVivo10 software.
Participant selection from over 4500 registered social workers (RSWs) was facilitated
through the Social Workers Registration Board (SWRB). Twenty-three RSWs were interviewed in 2014/2015 on two occasions each. No further demographic information is
given in order to preserve the anonymity of the parties in this paper.
The process required to select up to 23 participants from over 4500 RSWs, which is set
out in ﬁve steps:
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1. Only those registered social workers on the SWRB database who held a current annual
practising certiﬁcate were selected. This excluded non-practising social workers.
2. To facilitate accessibility for interviews, only social workers employed in the metropolitan cities of Auckland, Wellington, or Christchurch were considered. Excluding nonpractising social workers and those working outside the three nominated cities
reduced the number of potential eligible participants to approximately 1200.
3. To further reduce the potential sample, every second name was arbitrarily selected,
thus creating a workable list of 600.
4. The SWRB sent a letter supporting the research to the 600 RSWs covering a communication the author prepared on University of Auckland (UOA) letterhead.
5. As expressions of interest were received, potential participants were supplied with a
Participant Information Sheet (PIS) and Consent Form (CF). Interviews took place
until ‘saturation’ was achieved – the point at which no new categories or themes
can be found, and themes that have been identiﬁed have been fully explored
(Padgett 2008).

Literature review
Transforming and servant leadership
This article adopts Ciulla’s (2004) proposal of two ‘normative leadership theories’ which
she sees as Burns’ (1978) transforming leadership and Greenleaf’s (1977) servant leadership. The ideas in these seminal publications offer an underpinning set of values for the
discussion presented in this paper. Servant leadership (Greenleaf 1977) connects with
social work values of respect for persons, self-determination and autonomy (Biestek
1957). Burns (1978) describes transforming leadership as elevating awareness by followers
to the value of achieving outcomes for the collective good. Ciulla (2004, xv, xvi) suggests
that Burns’ particular appeal comes from the leader’s intention to transform followers into
leaders. Bass and Avolio (1993) propose that transformational leaders build or change
organisational culture. They are seen as operating within four identifying elements
(Avolio, Waldman, and Yammarino 1991, 9): ‘idealised inﬂuence, inspirational motivation,
intellectual stimulation, and individualised consideration’.
Social work scholarship has explored both transformational and servant leadership
in the organisational context. Mary’s (2005) research found that social work managers
in the US perceived transformational leadership as characterised by qualities of participatory leadership, empowerment, proaction and vision – consistent with an earlier
study by Rank and Hutchison (2000). More recently, the study by Tafvelin, Hyvönen,
and Westerberg (2014) found that transformational leadership in Sweden engendered
commitment by social workers to their task. In addition, Tafvelin et al. observe (2014,
899) that
The organisational context matters … researchers as well as practitioners tend to see
social work leadership as unique in comparison to leadership in other organisations. For
example, in Rank and Hutchison’s (2000) study, social work leaders expressed a view
that social work leadership was different, more inclusive and altruistic, compared to
leadership in general.
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Values of inclusion and altruism suggest, ﬁrst, that transformative leadership in social work
agencies is likely to constructively address the phenomenon of bullying, and second,
connect with Greenleaf’s (1977) servant leadership.
Ciulla suggests (2004, 17) that servant and transforming leadership are similar because
the leader ‘elevates people’ or, applying Maslow (1954), seeks to facilitate followers’ selfactualisation. Trust in the leader is the vital quality that enables this process. Greenleaf’s
(1970) question as cited in Graham (1991) deﬁnes servant leadership in a way that
places it within social work’s ethical code:
… do those served grow as persons; do they, while being served, become healthier, wiser, freer,
more autonomous, more likely themselves to become servants? And, what is the effect on the
least privileged in society; will he [sic] beneﬁt, or, at least, will he not be further deprived?
(Italics in original, Graham 1991, 112)

Servant leadership as presented by Greenleaf expresses conceptual connections to core
social work values. Greenleaf’s reference to autonomy reminds us of Biestek’s (1957) casework relationship values cited earlier. Greenleaf also identiﬁes the effects of leadership
actions on marginalised groups in society – the ‘least privileged’ – as the keystone for evaluating its worth. Servant leadership is critically concerned with the marginalised and
oppressed. Ciulla (2004) observes that the notion of leaders serving followers is an
ancient, and normative, view of leadership. Although Ciulla does not cite an example,
one such ancient leadership perspective is found in the New Testament: ‘I [the Messiah]
am among you as the One who serves’ (Luke 22:27). This is authentic leadership, described
by Avolio, Walumbwa, and Weber (2009, 423) as ‘a pattern of transparent and ethical
leader behaviour that encourages openness in sharing information needed to make
decisions while accepting followers’ inputs’.
Although an educational rather than social work leader, Leonard (2009, 253–255) captures an integrated understanding of authenticity and servant leadership in a way that
social workers would endorse:
Striving for professional authenticity will require continuous clariﬁcation of who I am. As a
human I am responsible to the community for contributing to the creation of a just, caring,
equitable, democratic, society. As a servant leader I can continue to reﬂect on my personal
and professional identities and the potential impact of my services in this community. Becoming authentic is a process, a journey, not an end in itself; it is an inner and outer journey.

Leadership, human rights and social justice
The normative transforming, servant/authentic leadership theories offer a conceptual
value base for social work leadership thinking based on the profession’s deﬁning commitment to human rights and social justice. Ciulla argues (2004, 17, 18) that ‘ethics [are] at the
heart of leadership’ and that the key question is not, ‘what is leadership?’ but ‘what is
morally good and effective leadership?’ The presumption that valid leadership must be
ethical provides a benchmark against which unethical leadership may be clearly discerned.
Johnson (2012) depicts this approach in the subheading in his book title: Meeting the
Ethical Challenges of Leadership: Casting Light or Shadow. Organisational social work leadership that fails to address intimidatory behaviour colludes with that behaviour and is in
effect unethical. Applying Johnson’s imagery, such so-called leadership casts shadows.
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Figure 1 schematically connects the profession’s 13 core purposes with this commitment. Management (hereafter leadership) was explicitly recognised for the ﬁrst time in
2004 as one of those core purposes. Organisational social work leadership actions serve
to ‘plan, organise, administer and manage organisations dedicated to any of these
[twelve other] purposes’ (Sewpaul and Jones 2005, 219). The IFSW’s (2014) deﬁnition of
social work summarises these purposes:
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Social work is a practice-based profession … that promotes social change and development,
social cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation of people. Social justice [and] human
rights … are central to social work. Social work engages people and structures to address
life challenges and enhance wellbeing. (2014)

Intimidatory behaviour towards workers has demonstrably resulted in their marginalisation (van Heugten 2010) and detrimentally affected their well-being. Leadership actions
designed to empower and liberate people subjected to bullying is a non-negotiable
expectation. In the words of the IFSW deﬁnition such actions take place by engaging
with people – not least the perpetrators – and structures, interpreted in this paper as
organisational structures. The wording of selected purposes allows us to articulate the
broad parameters of those actions, leaving their precise nature to later discussion.
Selected phrases so familiar that they risk being glossed over are contained in these
mandated actions: ‘facilitate inclusion of marginalised groups; address and challenge
injustices; mobilise organisations and communities; formulate and implement policies
that enhance people’s well-being; engage in advocacy [and] social and political action;
promote respect’ (Sewpaul and Jones 2005, 219). The 13 purpose statements contain
three references to advocacy and two to engagement, suggesting how leadership
actions are to be expressed.
Inaction in the face of intimidatory behaviour is an inadmissible ethical response.
Expected actions include policy-making and implementation that might be typically

Figure 1. Human rights, social justice and the core purposes of social work.
Sources: Adapted from IFSW (2004), Ife (2010) and Sewpaul and Jones (2005).
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classiﬁed as management responsibilities (Rose, Aldgate, and Barnes 2007) but which
require leadership initiative to introduce and pursue. The purpose of leadership actions
in addressing toxic workplaces is to change organisational culture with a view to achieving
‘critical mass’ (Brooks 2007, 39) in terms of attitudes. Brooks (2007, 39) cites Webster’s dictionary as deﬁning critical mass as ‘of sufﬁcient size to sustain a chain reaction’. Gladwell’s
(2000) ‘tipping point’ conveys the same thought. Organic leadership processes resulting in
a chain reaction express the notion that toxic behaviour will no longer be culturally
acceptable.
These leadership actions are initiated to ensure that the core purposes of the profession
(Sewpaul and Jones 2005) are implemented in social work agencies. This paper proposes
that certain core purposes are particularly relevant in addressing workplace toxicity to
which intimidatory behaviour contributes (Figure 2). The author suggests that actions proposed in this ﬁgure to enact these purposes express ethical social work leadership whose
values derive from transforming and servant leadership.
Social work leadership creates and inﬂuences workplace culture. Hafford-Letchﬁeld
et al. (2014) note that organisational culture can signiﬁcantly inﬂuence staff behaviour,
and observe that links exist between ‘abuse, management, organisational culture,
actions and supervision of staff and the dignity of service users and staff members’ (134).

Bullying in the workplace
Early social work papers which explore workplace bullying in social work agencies date
from the turn of the millennium. In a striking analogy, Collins (2001, 32) cites Field’s
(1996) argument that workplace bullying is second only to child abuse as a social evil.
Van Heugten, who reports on the experience of 17 social workers in New Zealand,
deﬁnes work-related bullying behaviours as personal attacks; verbal threats; interference
with tasks and roles; social isolation and ﬁnally physical violence (2010, 643). The
emotional impact of intimidation included fragility and symptoms of post-traumatic
stress syndrome (van Heugten 2010, 646). Similarly, Collins (2001) reports that those targeted by bullying may experience inter alia loss of conﬁdence in decision-making and
capacity to carry out routine tasks formerly managed perfectly adequately. Such symptoms are consistent with those reported in the current research.
van Heugten (2010, 647–649) notes that victims of bullying became ‘particularly mistrustful of managers’ and had lost previous notions that ‘high standards of conduct
would be applied to colleagues as well as clients’ (647). In a sad comment, one participant
stated: ‘Probably I’m somewhat more cynical than I used to be, about management and
about agencies who say that they will treat their staff in the same way that they treat
their clients’ (647). These words were in effect repeated by one participant whose experiences are recounted in this paper.
The expectation that ethical standards and cultural awareness provide adequate
resources to address workplace bullying is discussed in the US context by Brohl (2013).
She observes that while bullying (one-to-one intimidatory behaviour) and ‘mobbing’
(two or more individuals ‘ganging up’ on another worker) (Brohl 2013, 16, 18) are unethical, they are not illegal in the US. It is important to note that in the UK, New Zealand and
Australia, workplace stress – to which bullying can contribute – has been recognised in law
as a workplace hazard (van Heugten 2010, 651). Brohl also notes (2013, 18, 19) that
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Figure 2. Leadership actions and selected core purposes of the social work profession.
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workplace intimidation may be misconstrued as personal conﬂict where both parties
possess equal power and can be mediated. She suggests that while the ‘psychological violence’ (2013, 18, 19) of bullying often occurs in supervisor–supervisee relationship situations, it can also take place between peers. This is in fact what occurred to the
participant whose story is told in this paper’s ﬁndings.

Downloaded by [Library Services City University London] at 17:58 29 March 2016

Workplace bullying and the ‘corruption of care’
In two searching articles addressing what he describes as ‘corruption of care’, PrestonShoot (2010, 2011) examines instances in social care service delivery in England which
depart from ethics and the law. Drawing on judicial reviews and investigations by an
ombudsman, Preston-Shoot’s analysis uses language rarely found in academic social
work literature. He examines unacceptable practices by social workers vis-à-vis service
users with the underpinning premise that ‘values and the law form cornerstones of
social work practice’ (2010, 465).
Preston-Shoot’s examples of unethical and/or illegal practice include inappropriate
manual handling of disabled people by care staff; unlawful removal of children from
their carers; and in what he describes as ‘disturbing’ an account of agency indifference
to poor and abusive practice. Citing Flynn (2004) Preston-Shoot portrays practitioners
and managers as demonstrating a lack of compassion in caring for a patient and whose
administration of complaints was ‘characterised by heartlessness’ (2010, 473). This paper
draws a parallel between this lack of compassion and heartlessness with the failure of
management to address workplace bullying. Indeed, although Preston-Shoot’s two articles
primarily focus on legal and ethical service delivery by practitioners to users, he cites
Collins (2001) in identifying bullying in social work organisations in the context of excessive workloads and inadequate supervision (Preston-Shoot 2011, 185). These are organisational issues. As already noted the relationship between bullying and stress as a health
and safety issue in employment brings a legal as well as ethical dimension to organisational conduct.
Preston-Shoot’s discourse ranges from the lack of compassion quoted above to the
extraordinary allusion in his second article to ‘administrative evil-doing’ (2011, 177). Evil
is a strong word, deﬁned by the Oxford English Reference Dictionary as ‘morally bad;
wicked’ (Pearsall and Trumble 1996, 487). It brings to mind the statement by Dietrich Bonhoeffer that ‘silence in the face of evil is itself evil’ (Metaxas 2010). Zimbardo (2009, x) similarly observes that silence by observers in the face of evil-doing enables perpetrators to
continue their actions thus playing out ‘the drama of the evil of inaction’. These statements
bear thinking about. Leadership that remains silent in the face of workplace intimidation is
at the least unethical.

Findings
Case study 1: Workplace bullying
Findings from this case study illustrate management collusion with bullying in which the
burden of evidence was placed on the intimidated worker in the midst of ongoing interaction with the perpetrator. Disclosure of workplace bullying by the participant emerged
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in the context of interview interactions addressing leadership, human rights and social
justice. In the ﬁrst of two interviews, the participant suggested that ‘social work seems
to attract people who are strong on social justice and advocacy’. This comment enabled
exploration of organisational social justice in the second interview during which the participant commented that in her agency – otherwise a healthy working environment –
‘some issues of social justice never get dealt with’. These issues related to a staff
member described by the participant as ‘quite a bully to new social workers’. The participant observed that after about six months on the job she began to feel really uncomfortable with comments of ‘direct nastiness’ from the perpetrator ‘about obesity and … my
parenting’ which were ‘really mean’. If the participant walked into a room conversation
would immediately cease.
The emotional impact of the bullying – which at the time of the interviews had occurred
over three years – was illustrated in the participant’s twice repeated comment that ‘it [bullying] is horrible’. In an evocative statement the informant said that because the bullying
was ‘eat[ing] me up inside’ she had thought of leaving and in fact had successfully applied
for another position. For compelling organisational reasons, this course of action could not
be followed.
The participant described management’s handling of the situation in the following
terms:
I went to the manager said ‘Look I am not sure what is going on but this is what I have noticed.’
[The response was] ‘So you are the latest victim … this person has worked here for [x] years
and they have always got a victim … ’

The participant began to appreciate the extent of the behaviour which revealed a ‘massive
systemic problem’:
I found out from other social workers the list of people well ﬁrst it was her and then her … it
turned out it was this massive systemic problem that people were really aware of.

The participant possessed the capacity to confront agency management:
And I did say to them ‘Look why is this allowed to go on … this is not a performance issue or a
disciplinary issue [so] why do you just keep saying oh that is just her that is just what she is like
and giving me strategies to deal with it like how to handle her?’

Management’s response effectively colluded with bullying by placing the burden of proof
on the intimidated worker, bringing to mind van Heugten’s observation (2010, 651) that
management can in effect support bullying: ‘And they kept saying “Unless you can give
us really speciﬁc examples we can’t do anything about it.”’
The participant’s expectations were repeated later in the same exchange:
… It is not acceptable that they [management] keep tolerating it and I have said this to the
management. I think they are really ineffective. I think they don’t care enough … They have
offered to have a meeting with her and me and them to talk about it … but I feel too vulnerable to do that and they don’t actually deal with her actual behaviour … obviously the steps
they have taken over [the] years haven’t stopped it happening.

The informant, an experienced social worker of more than 20 years’ practice, sees social
work leadership as predicated on respect and believes that leaders should advocate for
service consumers – and if needed, challenge organisational players. She believes that
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transparency and accountability to the people being led are required and are demonstrated by vulnerability, consistency, collaboration and quality as central to core social
work values. In addition, truthfulness about levels of organisational resourcing is called
for. In brief, integrity with the intention of the betterment of the client is required.
Although the case study offers the clearest example of organisational bullying in the
current project, it is not the only evidence of the phenomenon. Space considerations
limit further ﬁndings to the observations of one other participant whose workplace experience also included dealing with a ‘bully leader’. This participant provided an alternative
perspective.

Case study 2: Confronting a ‘bully leader’
In assessing workplace encounters, this informant – a mid-level manager – was able to
draw on diverse leadership encounters:
I’ve had quite a mix of leaders. I’ve had laissez-faire leaders and I’ve had a bully leader and I
have a collaborative leader now which I really, really love.

The bully leader’s behaviour was described as being
Quick to tell people off, quick to discipline, very controlling, shut people down around their
ideas if he didn’t agree with them.

In the assessment of this participant, ‘a bully needs to be confronted with the effect or the
impacts of their behaviour’. It is also worth noting that in the informant’s view, confrontation should not be conﬁned to bullies, but is appropriately applied to laissez-faire leaders
as well, suggesting that intimidatory behaviour is not the only contributor to dysfunctional
workplaces:
Laissez-faire was just [as] terrible actually. I had a [social work] manager that was just sloppy,
didn’t follow through on stuff, didn’t plan, never turned up to meetings prepared, would let
team members do, never seemed to discipline and was a real mess.

The observation that laissez-faire leadership is as detrimental to workplace morale as bullying connects to later discussion that allowing intimidation is to enable – or even collude
– with the bully.
A comparative analysis of the ﬁrst and second scenarios suggests that self-efﬁcacy is a
critical factor in dealing with workplace bullying. The second informant noted that
Whenever I have difﬁculties with a person at work I do try and talk to them about the impact of
[their behaviour] on [service recipients.] I don’t say you are doing this wrong, and I need you to
do this. I tend to go in with: ‘When you do this, this is the impact. What do you think might
need to happen so that it doesn’t continue?’

This participant approaches workplace intimidation with a similar strategy:
That same thing can happen with a bully. You can say: ‘Now when you [the bully] come into
the meeting and start talking like you did the other day I could see other people being
affected by that.’ Or it could be [the participant] talking [to the bully] about the impact on
others or the service or [the agency] as a whole. I have used our [agency’s] reputation:
what you are creating or what is happening is actually against [our] values.

12
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As these and other comments were analysed, a picture emerged of the ability of the participant to create a trusting interpersonal culture in her team characterised by ‘openness,
honesty and transparency … the ability to talk to each other, communicate, listen, debrief’.
The development of this team culture may be attributable to the leadership capacity to ask
questions rather than advocating solutions for workplace tensions (Attwood et al. 2003;
Grint 2005). As noted above, self-efﬁcacy – a person’s belief about their capability to
produce effects (Bandura 1994) – underpins that ability. This participant possessed that
belief:
Question
So do you believe that it’s your inﬂuence and your values and your style that have actually
facilitated that openness?
Response
Yeah I do

Discussion
The sense of outrage over the personal experiences of the ﬁrst participant and the organisational response provoked this paper. The discussion that follows is shaped by that
outrage. It is equally a systemic approach to the exercise of social work leadership
informed by human rights, social justice and the profession’s global commitment to leadership that integrates social justice into organisations where practitioners are located.

Leadership actions and the core purposes of the social work profession
Social work management and leadership exist to serve the other 12 core purposes of the
profession applied organisationally. A review of those 12 purposes reveals 3 references to
advocacy and 2 to engagement, suggesting how leadership actions are to be expressed
(Sewpaul and Jones 2005, 219). The author proposes that a commitment to advocacy presupposes an understanding of transformational and servant leadership discussed earlier in
this paper. Weaver’s (1984) proposition that ideas have consequences suggests that profound values or assumptions must have a practical outworking. Any social worker functioning in leadership capacity operates either wittingly or unwittingly from a set of
values. A failure to consciously apply values is not the equivalent of a neutral stance. It
is to adopt a default position which in the context of workplace bullying is to engage in
the ‘evil of inaction’ noted by Zimbardo (2009). The professional commitment to reﬂective
practice (Schön 1983) is never better illustrated than in this context.
The call to advocacy expressed in the core purpose statement suggests that mobilising the workforce to act as change agents is the strategy described earlier in this
paper as achieving a ‘critical mass’ (Brooks 2007, 39) by which the culture of the organisation is transformed. The purpose of that transformation is to address the inaction by
which bystanders effectively empower the bullies (Collins 2001; Zimbardo 2009). These
actions apply the ethics of the profession in its organisational dimension. The author
argues that to lose a reaction of outrage when colleagues are marginalised by intimidation is to lose professional identity, well expressed by the ﬁrst participant’s comment
in respect to a senior manager: ‘People always think she’s forgotten she’s a social
worker.’
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Appleton’s (2010) unpublished thesis, unpacking social workers’ interpretation of integrity,
relates to social work leadership’s role in addressing toxic workplaces. An overriding theme
is found in the notion that integrity is a ‘personal possession’ (2010, 102) which aligns with
the social work task and its Codes of Ethics. In a powerful statement, Appleton recounts
participants’ contributions in the following terms:
In the course of this research, respondents, critical friends, and colleagues, have all spoken
about experiences where integrity [has] impelled critical decisions about major job and life
changes. Stories were shared of times when practitioners were unable, despite their best
efforts, to change or inﬂuence agency policy, procedures or approaches that they perceived
to be socially unjust, or that disadvantaged or disempowered clients. There were situations
where colleagues or managers behaved in ways that were considered disrespectful and
lacking in integrity either towards the practitioner or the client group. Practitioners identiﬁed
that challenges to their personal and professional integrity that could not be satisfactorily
resolved created a crisis and always necessitated action to address, rebalance, and reafﬁrm
their sense of identity and authentic self. (2010, 106)

The commitment to personal and professional integrity that equally underpins social work
practice and organisational behaviour is transparent. Both dimensions are captured with
great clarity. It is this holistic understanding of integrity that leaders must understand
and practice. The reported perception that practitioners were unable to inﬂuence
agency policy or activities – in a profession that asserts its ethical responsibility to challenge unjust societal structures – indicates a lack of integrity, the opposite of social
work’s core purposes (IFSW 2004). Appleton also draws our attention (2010, 106) to
several research participants being compromised by ‘something or someone’ pressuring
them to ‘set aside their boundaries’. Understanding the signiﬁcance of boundaries is a critical element of ethical professional practice (Doel et al. 2010).
The preceding paragraphs are the author’s response to the call for outrage. To challenge toxic workplaces social work organisational leadership cannot be anything less
than wholeheartedly ethical. That commitment to ethical leadership and organisational
social justice having been established, this paper offers a focused commentary on speciﬁc
leadership actions identiﬁed in Figure 2. Failure to engage in formal and organic leadership initiatives with a view to changing organisational culture reduces leadership claims
to armchair speculation. What initiatives can be taken?

Organic inﬂuence and formal action
This paper suggests that leadership that seeks to integrate social justice into the workplace
will operate at formal and organic levels. Organic leadership is derived from complex
adaptive systems thinking which views organisations in biological rather than mechanistic
terms (Lord, Hannah, and Jennings 2011; Uhl-Bien and Marion 2009). Morgan’s inﬂuential
‘images of organisations’ (1997, 2006) draws a picture of ‘relations among molecules, cells,
complex organisms, species, and ecology [as paralleling] individuals, groups, organisations, populations (species) of organisations, and their social ecology’ (1997, 34). The
actions in Figure 2 include such biological actions as developing critical mass for culture
change (Brooks 2007); team-based actions creating space for whole-team participation
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in staff gatherings; and consistently practising and modelling respect and courtesy
towards colleagues at whatever hierarchical level they occupy. Leadership of this genre
understands that networking and informal communications build relational capital with
workers (Webster 2013; Weymes 2001), which may be more effective in culture change
than management meetings and agenda.
Leaders operating organically understand that asking questions is ultimately more
effective in changing culture than prescribing solutions. As noted, Attwood et al. (2003)
suggest open-ended ‘how’ questions which illustrate Follett’s (1995) notion of jointly
developed rather than coercive power. Likewise, Grint (2005) proposes that by asking
questions, leaders acknowledge that problem-solving needs collective wisdom. These
approaches are power-sharing exercises.
Such a distributed leadership approach (Sveiby 2011) does not preclude formal leadership actions which are also proposed in Figure 2. One such action applies Wood and Alterio’s (1995) ‘Z-Zoner’ model (Figure 3) which offers a framework to move people from the
familiar to the unfamiliar by change agent strategies. These strategies include addressing
the problem of ‘saboteurs’ who in the context of this paper are workplace bullies. This holistic approach addresses ﬁve groups likely to be found in the workplace. The ‘middle
majority’ – the potential silent ‘bystanders’ (Brohl 2013, 76) to bullying behaviour – may
be moved to ‘pacesetters’ or even ‘innovators’ in changing workplace culture away
from colluding with intimidation.
Leadership exercised in both organic and formal modes share the common understanding that to change a toxic culture engaging with workers at diverse hierarchical
levels in the organisation is needed. This approach is the relationship building proposed
by Webster (2013) and Weymes (2001). The suggestions contained in this paper for

Figure 3. Framework for creating Z-Zoners.
Source: Wood and Alterio (1995). Reproduced by permission.
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such actions are intended to provoke debate rather than be seen as a management action
plan.
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Conclusion
This paper builds on the work of van Heugten (2010), with a focus on the role of social
work leadership in addressing organisational toxicity produced by workplace bullying.
Two elements underpin research ﬁndings presented and the implications arising from
them. The ﬁrst relates to the need for leadership integrity. When integrity is absent
because unethical behaviour is left unaddressed, organisational dysfunctionality may
result leading to a sense of outrage as professional ethics are in effect set aside.
The second element draws on the literature describing transformative, servant leadership which is the essence of social work’s commitment to ethical leadership. It includes
both organic and formal actions by which ethical leadership challenges the toxic environment described. The two case studies illustrate the consequences, ﬁrst of leadership inaction, and second self-efﬁcacy which enables leaders to act. The outstanding difference in
the outcomes from these two divergent pathways suggest that constructive leadership
strategies carry the capacity to create open, honest, transparent and safe workplaces.
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