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Message from the CEO
I am so pleased to see and hear more and 
more people speaking up about inappropriate 
behaviour at work. I myself have experienced 
firsthand bullying and discrimination at work. 
For too many years these stories were passed 
in whispers from person to person along the 
corridors; the volume dampened by a genuine 
fear of losing your job if you spoke up too 
loudly. Now there’s a roar. We read the stories 
on line and see them on the news and in 
social media daily. But what hasn’t changed 
is the way that most organisations identify 
the source of the bad behaviour. Companies 
are often quick to point out that there was 
one person who was a bully, one person who 
harassed others and they are publicly stood 
down. Mandatory training is rolled out to 
every single person and internal investigations 
debate the guilt and punitive consequences. 
This is a good thing – but it does not go 
deep enough.  Blaming an individual puts a 
bandaid on the situation and does not solve 
the problem. The problem with toxic cultures 
is systemic, it goes right down to the core 
values and normative collective behaviours 
that enable the individual bad behaviour to go 
unchecked for years. 

Our mission in this Whitepaper is to shine a 
light on how and why employers need to take 
a holistic approach and examine the whole 
workplace ecosystem to ensure that their 
dominant culture is one of respect at work for 
everyone. This is now a business imperative. 
It’s not a risk and compliance issue any 
longer, but a strategic enabler of future growth 
and sustainability in a global community of 
increasingly connected, mobile and loud 
people who want to enjoy working in a human-
friendly workplace.
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Executive summary
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This report dives into the complex challenges 
of inappropriate workplace behaviour. We 
take a look at traditional and present day 
circumstances and outline the complexities 
these circumstances present in the modern 
workforce. We navigate a futurist approach 
to understand how toxic environments are 
created in the workplace. 

We take a holistic lens into the past, present 
and future of workplace dynamics, to consider 
all people and all behaviours, resulting in 
a comprehensive understanding of the full-
picture of workplace behaviour, extending 
the discussion beyond one single type of 
behaviour. 

Our workplace is made up of a complex 
ecosystem of human behaviour, interaction 
and rapidly shifting ways of working, and 
without being on the front-foot of deeply 
understanding the role they each play 
in preventing inappropriate behaviours, 
workplaces will breed toxic environments. 

2021

Being able to recognise and understand 
human behaviour, and its impact on workplace 
culture is crucial in preventing inappropriate 
workplace behaviour. 

What’s missing from the processes and 
conversations of today is an understanding 
of the importance of considering both the 
individual and collective roles in enabling 
inappropriate behaviour to occur. 

Through diving straight into the challenges 
that aren’t addressed in existing approaches, 
we set you up with solutions that enact cultural 
change and an understanding of how to 
engage with this complex ecosystem at work. 



Introduction
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Your reputation hinges on the behaviour 
you condone, both internally and externally. 
Inappropriate workplace behaviour is like 
the ‘mould’ of the workforce, if it’s present, 
you can’t just paint over it, you’ve got to treat 
the problem. Otherwise your business faces 
extreme long-term health implications that can 
damage it’s on-going reputation and growth.

Inappropriate workplace behaviour has been 
brought into the spotlight in recent news, with 
victims of the behaviour speaking up and 
bringing attention to not only the behaviour 
they endured, but the underlying company 
culture that enables this behaviour to occur.

Some key examples of this were displayed in 
Australian Government throughout the past 
few years, with sexual harassment allegations 
exposing a long line of misconduct that had 
been going on for quite some time without 
being dutifully addressed internally. Blow-
ups of this magnitude don’t come out of the 
blue; there’s only so many times you can paint 
over mould before you suffer serious health 
implications. 
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Inappropriate workplace behaviour has deeper 
ramifications for employee retention, company 
culture, mindsets, inclusivity, mental health, 
wellbeing and productivity levels. 

At the end of the day, your people are your 
business. Creating a workplace that allows 
them to be respected, valued and treated fairly 
will see your business flourish. 

The workplaces you create are underpinned 
by your culture, values, behaviours and 
systems. 

We’ve reached the point where businesses 
can no longer rely on turning a blind eye to 
inappropriate behaviour. Ignoring the mould 
is a risk to your public exposure, reputation, 
talent and profits. It’s time to step up to rising 
social standards and create workplaces we’re 
proud of.



What does the traditional 
approach fail to deal with? 
Through our exploration of inappropriate 
workplace behaviour and how it turns into 
toxic environments, we’ve crystallised four 
key challenges that existing approaches 
fail to address. With most existing solutions, 
they rely on targeting the individual to create 
behavioural change, failing to go deeper 
and understand how culture and collective 
behaviours play a part in enabling toxic 
environments.
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We’ve identified four root problems that have 
been overlooked in businesses. To create 
healthy cultures, we need to be taking a 
microscope to these areas.

Whilst we’re looking at these areas one after 
the other, we need to remember that they’re all 
influenced by each other and are connected 
parts of the entire workforce, and as such must 
be treated in a connected manner. 
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Identifying 
inappropriate 
behaviour 
Recognising inappropriate 
behaviour is more complex 
than we think. 



The problem here is that there’s no way to 
perfectly categorise inappropriate behaviour, 
there’s often a large cross-over in people’s 
experiences due to intersectionality. 

Inappropriate workplace behaviours live 
in the subtleties of the words we use, the 
expectations we place on our employees 
and are directly attached to the individual 
behaviours that create your business culture.

On the flip side, a toxic workplace is made 
up of cumulative inappropriate individual 
behaviours. However, if you only intervene 
at the individual level, you’re painting over 
one spot of the mould. This means the rest 
continues to spread, leaving room for these 
behaviours to be replicated. 

Understanding how to identify inappropriate 
behaviour, means you need to understand 
your people and the fact they’re not all 
the same. Having the skills to identify 
inappropriate behaviour also allows us to 
learn from past mistakes and behaviours. This 
equips you with the hindsight to prevent past 
behaviours seeping into the future of your 
business.
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Traditional approaches often fail to 
grasp this complexity because they 
focus on individual categories of 
behaviour, splitting the problem up to 
only look at one part. 

Indigenous Australians are six 
times more likely to experience 
inappropriate workplace behaviour 
than non-Indigenous Australians. 

When you account for the 
experiences of LGBTQI+ Indigenous 
Australians, or Indigenous 
Australians with differing abilities, 
these experiences of inappropriate 
behaviour unfortunately multiply. 

Everyone experiences inappropriate 
behaviour differently. 

Research has found women were 
more likely than men to be bullied 
and experience unwanted sexual 
advances, threats, physical assaults 
and unfair treatment because of their 
gender. Men were significantly more 
likely to experience being sworn at or 
yelled at in the workplace. 

1

2
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This is the first time there are 5 generations 
in the workforce, meaning there are 5 
unique experiences and upbringings, values 
and beliefs mixing and interacting. Gen Z 
employees will have different boundaries to 
Baby Boomers. 

These differing value systems and 
corresponding behaviours create opportunities 
for toxic environments to arise. The less we 
empathise and understand our colleagues 
the more likely we resort to inappropriate 
behaviour. How do you balance 

competing ideals, beliefs 

and upbringings? 

We attach the word toxic to someone who’s 
doing something malicious but toxicity can be 
created in many different ways. For example, 
when a manager deems short deadlines 
appropriate in order to boost productivity or 
adhere to clients’ wishes, they may believe 
they are doing right by the business and 
getting work done efficiently. However, 
without open and honest communication and 
consideration, this manager’s behaviour can 
have a negative effect on their team by adding 
unnecessary pressure through unrealistic 
workloads, thus creating a perceived toxic 
environment.

Being able to accurately define and recognise 
this behaviour is crucial to being able to 
prevent it from continuing to manifest. 
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Re-aligning
behaviours
and values 
Inappropriate workplace 
behaviour can often stem 
from misalignment.



Expectations, standards and values can 
all be misaligned, but ultimately it comes 
down to your people, culture and how you 
communicate with one another. 

Spotting unhealthy culture can be easy when 
you’re on the outside looking in at someone 
else’s industry or workplace. However, when it 
comes to looking in the mirror, it can be much 
less obvious. Workforce stereotypes play a 
large role in reinforcing stigma and accepted 
behaviour. The assumptions we place on 
particular industries or roles can often 
normalise poor behaviour and make you blind 
to what needs to change. Are there behaviours 
that exist in your workplace that have become 
invisible, so commonplace or joked about that 
you hardly notice them anymore?

When employees are in an environment 
everyday, dealing with the same people, 
habits and processes, they become 
acclimatised to that environment and perceive 
it as ‘normal’, desensitising them to the culture. 

Taking a step back from your own workplace 
to observe the behaviours that are happening 
right in front of your eyes, or behind your back, 
can help you to identify invisible cultures that 
might need to change. 

In order to make this shift, standards must start 
with your senior leaders. The culture modelled 
at the highest level filters directly down, 
translating into the day to day behaviour of 
management and teams. 
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Re-aligning behaviours and values in your 
business is not a once a year, tick-of-the-box, 
activity. It is an iterative, daily occurrence 
that needs to be highly embedded in your 
daily operations. 

The ability to articulate what your culture 
is and make it tangible for employees is key 
to ensuring healthy culture is upheld and 
maintained throughout your workplace. 
Many businesses are often stumped when 
asked ‘what is your culture’?
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CASE STUDY: 
LEARNING VALUES

The board at a company identified an issue 
in the culture and got in contact with us. The 
board’s suspicions were that the behaviour 
was stemming from senior leadership, so we 
stepped in and ran a culture audit, to get the 
stories and truth from the employees.

 We started with voluntary, confidential 
employee listening sessions covering 
a representative sample of the whole 
workforce. During the session we deep dive 
into perceptions of culture and normative 
behaviour. We were surprised when one  
employee said, ‘our business has strong 
values that we work by’. When asked what 
these values were, the employee said they 
didn’t know, but they knew the company had 
them. 

As we dug deeper, we found that both 
horizontally and vertically across the 
organisation the dominant pattern was a 
workforce who could not articulate what the 
values, expectations or purpose are.  An 
informal culture of favouritism and 'near 
enough is good enough' was disrupting the 
business operating at its full potential. 

Senior leaders were enabling inappropriate 
behaviours in the workplace, that manifested 
and spread through the organisation, causing 
a lot of seemingly disconnected problems, 
that actually all stemmed from the same root 
cause.

Some of the voices heard in the culture audit 
stated critical key indicators that the culture, 
and their experience was toxic:

“people don’t feel like they’re being heard”
 
“very siloed” “I don’t feel safe with [leader]”

Once the listening sessions were complete 
and results analysed, we began to address 
the negative behaviour and performance, to 
start the process of reinstating and realigning 
values and culture to the desired behaviours. 
Interestingly, the employees that didn’t align 
to the values resigned, as they realised that 
they would not be able to get away with their 
previous behaviour any more. 

Creating a good workplace culture, and 
aligning values and behaviour doesn’t happen 
overnight. So we are on a continual journey 
with the business, making milestones and 
kicking goals to get them to the place they 
need to be to thrive. 

When checking in on our current progress with 
staff members, we have begun to see a huge 
shift in the way employees feel about their 
workplace: 

“I feel very positive about the future” 
 
“I do feel more positive and hopeful, the 
amount of support given has been amazing I 
haven’t seen it before in my time here” 
 
“I really want to see [the company] succeed”
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We often end up taking culture for granted, 
and attach it to the ‘vibe’ or ‘energy’ in the 
workplace itself, but these informal day-to-
day interactions are more significant than they 
seem and lead to a large-scale misalignment, 
creating a toxic culture. 

Your company culture, purpose and values 
are also key to attracting new employees and 
ensuring who you bring on aligns with the 
desired community you’re trying to create. 

To achieve these benefits, alignment must 
be created across all levels of business.

77% 

54% 
for everyone else. 

of senior management 
feel connected to the 
company’s purpose

VS. 

3
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Keeping
leaders
accountable 
Existing power imbalances 
can cause disempowerment, 
exploitation and discrimination.



The power dynamics currently practiced in 
the workforce play a large role in enabling 
toxic environments, causing experiences 
of disempowerment, exploitation and 
discrimination. 

What we’ve seen happen in many instances, 
is people in positions of power ‘getting away’ 
with poor behaviour, creating an assumption 
that for those at the top of the workplace 
hierarchy, it’s okay to treat others with 
disrespect. 

Instead of being held accountable for their 
actions, leaders are often rewarded or excused 
when their behaviour becomes inappropriate. 
Too many times, we see these leaders given 
good behaviour bonds, pay outs and too many 
second chances. On the flip side, we see 
employees being told to ‘suck it up’ if they’re 
treated poorly, creating an unspoken norm 
that suggests you can’t speak up or challenge 
those ‘above’ you in the company chain of 
command. This creates a lack of agency and 
control for employees.

From toxic culture to respect at work: Keeping leaders accountable 2021

15



During an Inclusion workshop run with an 
intact team at a large Utilities company, 
two participants made extremely racist and 
homophobic 'jokes'  in front of their team 
including the team leaders. 

It seemed that these two people were 
accepted as the 'class clowns'  but their 
language and behaviour were well outside 
any definition of 'funny'  and were clearly 
offensive and inappropriate. 
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The team leaders did not react. The only way 
the behaviour was challenged was by our 
Facilitator at A Human Agency, who had to 
stop the behaviour immediately and call-out 
the verbal comments as being inappropriate. 

This lack of response from the leaders in the 
room failed to send a clear signal to their 
team that this was not appropriate, and this 
behaviour wouldn’t be tolerated, in fact silence 
condoned the behaviour.

The company had clear organisational values 
including treating others with respect and 
ensuring everyone's health and safety.  

It was evident in this situation that the leader 
had failed to uphold the company’s values, 
and standards, and had enabled their team 
to display ongoing inappropriate behaviours, 
perpetuating the toxic elements bubbling 
below the surface of the unspoken workplace 
culture.

CASE STUDY: 

LEADER RESPONSIBILITY



From toxic culture to respect at work: Keeping leaders accountable

17

2021

Unfortunately, turning a blind eye and 
resorting to tolerance is all too common in the 
corporate world. 

These norms create an ingrained power 
imbalance due to a centralised frame of status 
in the mainstream vertical hierarchy model. 
The Australian workforce is facing a leadership 
diversity crisis. This crisis is fueled by biases 
that reinforce discriminatory decision making 
and build insurmountable  barriers to equality 
and opportunity for those that are more likely 
to hold more junior, customer-facing or labour-
based roles. 

Leaders play an important role in shaping an 
organisation, as they’re not only responsible 
for creating the financial and strategic 
landscape, but the cultural environment 
too. Leaders need to be the custodians of 
culture; an active role model for the whole 
organisation to set the standards of behaviour 
and interaction in a workplace.
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85% of CEOs and CFOs
believe an unhealthy culture 
leads to unethical behavior but 
45% of employees 
say leadership is minimally 
or not at all committed to 
improving culture. 4
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Evolving
workforce
dynamics
Workforce dynamics are ever-
shifting, meaning behaviours 
are rapidly changing alongside 
it. 



Whilst we’re becoming more globally 
connected, we’re also becoming more 
disconnected; more disaggregated than ever 
before.

We know that the workforce doesn’t look 
the same as it did 50, or even 20 years ago. 
Change is happening at a human level, but 
also an environmental, technological, socio-
political level and more. These all work 
together to influence the workforce and how it 
functions, particularly across three areas:

With a more complex work landscape to 
navigate, many businesses have become 
vulnerable to harvesting toxic environments. 
Across all of these disruptive workforce 
dynamics, communication is what anchors 
businesses through change. The risk of 
enabling inappropriate workplace behaviour 
grows if communication is disregarded. 
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Increased technological advancement meaning 
a more global, connected and reachable 
workforce;

Environmental factors that dictate where and 
how we work, such as the COVID-19 pandemic 
rapidly changing ways of working;

Increased social awareness shifting the 
demand for an inclusive, flexible workforce that 
meets the needs and expectations of the next 
generation of employees.
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The online environment is still a 
work environment that needs to be 
safe, accessible and inclusive. 

Online abuse can cause 
psychological and physical harm. 
Work health and safety laws require 
employers to take care of the health 
and safety of workers and others. 
This includes managing the risks of 
online abuse while working. 5

Technological: The global 
connected workforce
We have only begun to realise the potential 
risk for inappropriate behaviours and poor 
mental health due to the lack of digital literacy 
and competency. 
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Using traditional approaches to prevent and 
treat toxic environments created through poor 
digital literacy will not work. 

How will you build, maintain and monitor 
culture, values and behaviour in a 
disconnected working environment?

With increasingly networked systems of 
communication, businesses need to be 
aware of the greater risk of communication 
breakdown. Businesses need to be facilitating 
best practices online through setting up clear 
structures, boundaries and ways of working 
digitally. 



Environmental: From 
tradition to transition
The physical environments we exist within 
influence our behaviours. The traditional 
workplace doesn’t accommodate all the ways 
in which we now work and collaborate. Your 
environment, whether personal or professional 
needs to be set up to foster appropriate 
behaviour. This immediacy has shown the 
need to transform traditional methods of 
working and embrace change. 

Seventy-nine percent of organizations say 
fostering a sense of belonging in the workforce 
is important or very important for their success 
over the next 12 to 18 months, but only 13 
percent say they are very ready to address 
this trend. 6 Being unprepared for change, 
regardless of the circumstances, leaves the 
door open for toxic workplace cultures to form. 
There are two key transitions to learn from 
that have fueled an increase in inappropriate 
behaviour:
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Bad behaviours behind the screen

Transitioning to remote working has 
meant that work comes home with us. We 
feel pressure to be online 24/7, lose the 
balance between work and life and never 
get the chance to truly switch off. 

The behaviours people adopt when behind 
a screen and keyboard differ to their 
usual behaviour when face-to-face. You 
can witness this in the comment sections 
of social media, or even personalities 
on TV speaking their mind without direct 
consequence. These same attributes 
are translating into remote working 
behaviours. It has become easier to project 
inappropriate behaviour when you know 
you won’t be seeing the person in the 
break room, or around the office. 

Intentionally designing collaboration

The ways in which you design physical 
spaces either enable collaboration or 
inhibit it. In the past we’ve seen workplaces 
keep their teams in silos, put up dividing 
walls and keep doors closed. Believe 
it or not, our behaviours reflect the 
environments we exist in. 

Creating those intentional spaces opens 
up transparency and allows teams to 
practice open communication skills and 
build relationships, each helping to break 
down inappropriate behaviours. 



Social: A connected future
Navigating the on-going changes in social 
standards in these evolving workforce 
dynamics will be a defining factor in how your 
workplace prevents inappropriate workplace 
behaviours. 

The boundaries that define what is considered 
inappropriate behaviour are changing rapidly. 
Like a stretched rubber band, tolerance was 
once considered wider as people wouldn’t 
speak up about a racist joke, or sexual 
harassment. In today’s society, the rubber 
band is contracting. Boundaries are tightening 
as more people are speaking out about 
their negative experiences. Businesses must 
expand and contract with the emerging social 
standards and comprehend that everyone’s 
tolerance differs. 

From toxic culture to respect at work: Evolving workforce dynamics
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We need to look beyond ourselves and ask, 
what should the workforce of tomorrow look 
like? What will the workforce of tomorrow 
want?

As work consumes more 
waking hours than ever 
before, people are looking 
to work to provide more 
than just a paycheck. 7



There are some obvious upfront legal costs 
that come with a bullying complaint, but 
have you thought about the hidden costs that 
accumulate if you don’t resolve it effectively? 

Brand and reputation damage, complex legal 
proceedings, and health and safety complaints 
create an impact on shareholders and 
investors too high to ignore. 

While this can seem like an overwhelming 
task to tackle, the cost of getting it wrong or 
ignoring it, is much higher than the cost of 
getting it right. We’re seeing shareholders 
becoming more conscious in their decision-
making as the demand for ethical action 
increases. Let’s embrace this increasingly 
ethical approach and ensure inappropriate 
behaviour doesn’t fuel the fire. 

Implications
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Bullying is estimated 
to cost Australian 
organisations between

$6 billion and 
$36 billion a 
year.8



A-HA’s 
ecosystem
approach
Inappropriate behaviour is a 
symptom of toxic culture. 



From toxic culture to respect at work: A-HA’s ecosystem approach

25

2021

Do you deal with inappropriate behaviour 
or the culture that enables the behaviour? 
Are you treating the problem or treating the 
symptoms? 

We’ve established that culture and systems 
within the business enable bad behaviour. 
While firing the individual that is the cause of 
inappropriate behaviour removes the imminent 
threat to the culture, this action alone will not 
instantly solve the problem. The implications 
and impressions left behind by the individual 
has a deep impact on the collective, and 
not dealing with the issue in a connected 
way leaves your business open to ongoing 
challenges. 

We take a unique connected approach to 
the challenges at hand. We understand how 
to implement big change at a targeted level 
through reconnecting our understanding 
of how workplace culture is created at the 
individual and collective level. 

It’s not rocket science, but we see so many 
companies with their approaches not taking 
hold, because they only adopt one solution. 

Our approach brings the best of HR, 
Communications and Business Development 
practices together to create a holistic step in, 
step out process, identifying when and where 
you need it, while creating systemic and 
lasting change throughout your business. 

An ecosystem approach is an ongoing and 
iterative cycle, allowing change to occur 
throughout a multi-stage approach, where you 
control the progress and process. Each time 
you partake in the process you nurture your 
tree’s branches even more.

By taking a modern approach to learning, 
we create an anchor point in the business to 
foster open, transparent communication, while 
aligning company values to behaviours at all 
levels of the business. 

We help you do this through our unique 
framework, encompassing four key, connected 
stages. You can come back to any stage at 
any time and we recommend you revisit each 
phase over the years.

We believe in 
planting the seeds of 
trees we will never 
sit under the shade 
of. 
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Conclusions
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The modern workforce is a highly complex 
and rapidly changing space. Without changing 
traditional approaches to tackle these 
complexities, businesses leave themselves 
open to harvest toxic environments. 

Across the Australian workforces, businesses 
are undergoing rapid advancements, why 
aren’t we doing the same for our people 
solutions?

About A Human Agency
A-HA! is that moment of realisation which 
slowly dawns or suddenly arrives as you sit on 
the cusp of change or desire a game changer. 
The world of work is rapidly changing to be 
increasingly adaptive and mobile. Our a-ha! 
moment was that HR can also be designed 
and delivered in an agile way; delivering 
businesses all the benefits of great HR without 
the overheads. We’ve assembled our own 
agile, end to end dream-team filled to the brim 
with a breadth and depth of best in class HR 
expertise. Our team is your team. Everything 
you ever dreamed of from HR but thought you 
couldn’t find in one spot or afford.

A Human Agency is a new type of agency 
which revolutionises the human resource 
industry through our people, products and 
insights. We seek to share our knowledge, 
thought leadership and commercial 
experiences to help shift HR into the future 
of what it could be and what it should be. 
Our white papers dive deeper into the topics 
that light our fire and will hopefully spark 
something in you too.
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This communication contains general information only, and none of A Human Agency Pty Ltd or its client 
community is, by means of this communication, rendering professional advice for every business. Before 
making any decision or taking any action that may affect your finances or your business, you should 
consult a qualified professional adviser to assess the specific requirements for your business, sector and 
financial position. No representations, warranties, or undertakings (express or implied) are given as to the 
accuracy or completeness in this communication, and none of A Human Agency, its clients, related entities, 
employees or agents shall be liable or responsible for any loss or damage whatsoever arising directly or 
indirectly in connection with any person relying solely on this communication.
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