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Summary  

This report presents an overview of the Swedish government’s legislative, economic and 
administrative instruments intended to combat workplace related bullying/mobbing. It 
describes the actors involved at the national level and their contribution. The report also gives 
some examples of how organizations can work effectively to prevent bullying.  

The government, the authorities, the trade unions and the employer’s organizations all work to 
inform employers and members about how to work preventively. As the number of bullied 
hasn’t decreased over the years there’s a need for new strategies to make the target groups 
more interested in living up to the requirements of the law. This report explains how come this 
situation has emerged and what needs to be done. 
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I Introduction  

This report is ordered by Fond Dalsiho Vzdelávání within the framework of a project called 
Decent workplaces in the Public Sector. The aim of the project is to gather information and 
analysis from experts in Sweden and Germany about how to combat work-based 
bullying/mobbing.  

The report describes the Swedish government’s and its authorities’ strategies over the years 
and indicate what conclusions and lessons can be learned from the outcome of their pursuit.  

The Swedish legislation is well developed compared to other European countries. The 
government, and the authorities with special tasks to monitor the compliance of the law, place 
much faith in legislative and informative instruments. I explain why these strategies hasn’t 
impinged on the number of employees that report work-based bullying/mobbing.  

I’ve been coaching human resource specialists in their work to prevent discrimination and 
create equal opportunities and decent workplaces since 2004. Both for the Teachers’ Union, 
the Equality Ombudsman and as a consultant. How this work can be organized and pursued 
has always been the focus of my efforts. At the Equality Ombudsman of supervising the work 
of employers. During the years I’ve learned how organizations can work effectively to prevent 
bullying. In this report I present several recommendations on how this work can be 
conducted.  

Patrik Edgren, Equality Strategist 

www.equalrelations.se 

patrik.edgren@equalrelations.se 

II Key terms definition  

1 Bullying/mobbing 

According to Swedish scientists there are different definitions of the term bullying, but they 
usually always include three components: (1) negative actions directed at someone, who (2) 
occurs recurrently a certain period, and (3) where the victim is in a clearly substandard 
position.1  

Bullying is the act of knowingly, with intent, breaking down the self-worth and confidence of a 
person in a systematic and recurring manner. It is not about bullying if two equally strong 
parties are in a conflict over how the work should be accomplished.2  

Bullying or mobbing as concepts are translated as mobbing in Swedish. The Swedish 
Environment Authority defines it as “negative actions over a period of time targeting 
individuals or a group.” In this report work-based mobbing (WBM) is defined wider, including 
isolated infringements.  

2 Discrimination  

The Swedish Discrimination Act define discrimination as a situation when a physical person is 
treated disfavourable because of his or her association to a specific group. The disfavourable 
treatment, or the violation of the person's dignity, must have a connection to one of the 
protected seven discrimination grounds: gender, transgender identity, ethnicity, religious 

                                                
1 Jordan (2011, p. 2). 
2 Einarsen et al. (2011). 

http://www.equalrelations.se/
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affiliation, handicap, sexual preference or age. Another requisite of harassment is that the 
behaviour is unwanted. 

3 Harassment, sexual harassment and reprisals 

Harassment, sexual harassment and reprisals are different forms of discrimination. 
Harassment is a disfavourable treatment when a person's dignity is violated. Sexual 
harassment are actions of a sexual nature that violates someone’s dignity. Reprisals are a 
form of retaliation/punishment from a representative for the employer against someone for 
having reported discrimination, for having complained over that the employer has acted in 
violation of the Discrimination Act, for having participated in an investigation according to the 
law or for having rejected harassing someone.3 

4 Victimization at work 

According to a new definition (March 2016) in one of The Swedish Work Enviromnent 
Authority’s provisions victimization is defined as “actions directed at one or more workers in an 
offensive manner that can cause ill-health or that someone is excluded from the workplace 
community.”4 These type of actions don’t have to be repeated to be defined as victimization.  

III Key benchmarks 

1 WBM in Sweden 

The Statistics Sweden regularly register how many of those that have experienced work-
related problems that also complain about WBM.5  

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 

0.4% 0.4% 0.4% 0.4% 0.4% 0.3% 0.4% 0.3% 0.6% 0.7% 

If we include them that don’t report any other work-related problem than WBM the numbers 
are higher. About one in ten women and men in Sweden were exposed to bullying from bosses 
or fellow workers in 1999.6 According to the Eurostat’s survey over persons reporting exposure 
to risk factors that can adversely affect mental well-being one percent had experienced 
harassment or victimization in 2007.7 In 2013 one percent of the Swedish population between 
15 and 64 years reported that they had been exposed for victimization or harassment at their 
workplace over the pasted 12 months. Women accounted for the majority (80%) of notified 
situations. More than half of these women (almost a third of all reports) worked in the health 
care and the social service sector.8  

2 Swedish unemployment and employment 

The unemployment rate in 2018 was 6.3%.9 Of all employed women accounted for 48 per cent 
and men for 52 per cent. Among people in ages between 15 and 74 seventy three percent are 
working. 77.9 per cent of all women between 20 and 64 were working (December 2018). 80.3 

percent of all men between 20 and 64 had an employment.10 

                                                
3 The government’s bill (2007). 
4 Arbetsmiljöverket (2015).  
5 Arbetsmiljöverket. 2016.  
6 European Commission (2002). 
7 Eurostat (2019). 
8 Eurostat (2019); Arbetsmiljöverket (2014). 
9  SCB. (2018a). 
10 SCB (2018b). 
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Even though the country is known for its gender equality Sweden have the most gender-
segregated labour markets in Europe.11 Women and men prefer to work in different 
professions. Therefore, it is hard to change the quantitative equality in an organization. In non-
gender-equal organisations there are higher risks for WBM.12 

3 Economic structure 

The Swedish economy is a market-based mixed economy. Sweden is one of the most export 
dependant countries in the world. In recent years the exports have accounted for more than 
50% of GDP. In 2017 GDP per capita was 455 000 SEK. The country's service production 
accounts for about 70 percent of GDP. Agriculture accounts for 2 per cent of GDP. Important 
industries in Sweden include services, telecom, forestry, industry, iron mining and agriculture. 
High taxes have made it possible to create a generous welfare system.  

4 The Swedish legislation  

The Work Environment Act (1977:1160). 

The Swedish Work Environment Authority’s (SWEA’s) provision of systematic work 
environment management.13  

SWEA’s provision on organizational and social work environment.14 

The Discrimination Act (2008:567).15 

Prop. 2007/08:95 – the provision of the Discrimination Act. 

Prop. 2015/16:135 – the provision of the Discrimination Act.16 

5 Organizations with special tasks to monitor the compliance to the law 

The Swedish Work Environment Authority (SWEA).17 

The Equality Ombudsman (DO).18 

The trade unions monitor the work at the workplace level. According to the legislation the 
employer must collaborate with them in their work against WBM. 

6 Psychological risks 

Economic downturns and, with them, the demand for effective and leaner organisations has 
led to a steadily increasing work pace in the public sector in recent years.  

People that complain to their employee over victimization risk being characterized as a problem 
for their organization. Experts have noticed the spread of what they call “the culture of silence”.  

IV Labour market policies and analysis of specific instruments 

                                                
11 Utredningen om den könssegregerade svenska arbetsmarknaden. 2004. 
12 Vänje (2103, 56). 
13 The Swedish Work Environment Authority (2001). 
14 Arbetsmiljöverket (2015). 
15  https://www.government.se/information-material/2015/09/discrimination-act-2008567/ 
16 The Government’s bill (2015). 
17 The Swedish Work Environment Authority’s web site: https://www.av.se/en/ 
18 https://www.do.se/other-languages/english/ 

https://www.government.se/information-material/2015/09/discrimination-act-2008567/
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1 Laws and provisions  

In the Work Environment Act requirements for internal control of the working environment are 
regulated. The act is explained and interpreted in a provision called Systematic work 
environment management (AFS 2001:1).19 The provision is demanding. According to this 
provision employers must:  

 create routines for a systematic work to eliminate risks for WBM  

 educate managers and safety representatives 

 do an assessment of the risks revealed by an examination of the organization 

 take measures to reduce risks and delegate the responsibility for their realisation 

 follow up that planned measures have been taken 

 secure that the systematic work and the collaboration with the representatives of the 
employees is functioning. 

According to section 9 the employer must investigate when someone has been bullied to know 
how to prevent risks of further victimization. The employer must provide support for those 
persons that are affected. Those measures which are not taken immediately are to be noted 
down in a written action plan. The plan must be time-based and with certain people appointed 
responsible for the measures that are taken. If the WBM leads to illness the employer must 
report it as a work illness to the Swedish Social Insurance Agency. 

An employer that doesn’t work preventively according to the Work Environment Act can be 
reported to Swedish Work Environment Authority (SWEA). If the problems are severe local 
safety representatives or SWEA can stop the production according to the same act.20 

According to the government there is no need for creating new laws against bullying at work. 
The government await the outcome of a new Provision on Organizational and Social work 
Environment (AFS 2015:4) that was launched in 2016 by SWEA. It states that employers must: 

1. see to that managers have the knowledge to handle cases of WBM  
2. take actions to counteract conditions in the work environment that could give rise to 

WBM (13 §). 
3. clarify that victimization is not accepted at the workplace (14 §)  
4. have routines that guides victims and employee representatives on what to do if 

someone is victimized. The employer must inform all its employees about them. (14 §). 
These routines must indicate a) who receives information that victimization has 
occurred, b) what happens with the information c) what the recipient is to do and d) 
how and where those who are subjected to WBM can quickly find help.  

5. follow up their routines, to see how they are interpreted and used in the organization.  

This new provision broadened the definition of victimization. WBM is nowadays defined as 
“actions directed at one or more workers in an offensive manner that can cause ill-health or 
that they some are excluded from the workplace community”. According to the old definition 
victimization was defined as “recurrent reprehensible or negatively affected actions directed 
against individual co-workers in an offensive way that is excluding.” In 2016 recurrent was 
deleted. Earlier WBM had to occur repeatedly. Nowadays one spoken word at one occasion 
from a perpetrator can be defined as victimization. Aggressions towards everyone - and no 
one special - can also be defined as victimization. 

One more provision has an indirect effect on the work against WBM. According to The 
Provision on Work Adaptation and Rehabilitation the employer must offer therapy or a 

                                                
19 The Swedish Work Environment Authority (2001). 
20 The Work Environment Act (6th chapter, § 6 a). 

https://sv.bab.la/lexikon/engelsk-svensk/swedish-social-insurance-agency
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rehabilitation program for employees that need help in order to ease their return to work after 
having been bullied.21  

The Discrimination Act also imposes requirements to manage a preventive work against WBM. 
DO do spot-check to see if employers conduct a preventive work. The consequences are: 

 If employers haven’t worked preventively previously, they don’t risk any sanctions. 

 If an employer though remains reluctant to work preventively the authority itself has the 
power to impose liquidated damages upon the employer - a penalty for not following 
the laws regarding active measures against harassments. This is stated in in the 4th 
chapter 4-5th § DL.22  

 If an employer collaborates but is of a different opinion about what should be done, DO 
or a trade union can take the employer to Nämnden mot diskriminering.23 This is not a 
court, but a board. The board decides what is right. This has only occurred once since 
2004.  

The Law of Public Access to Official Records and Confidentiality is another law that indirectly 
effects employers to tackle WBM. This law constitutes that the documents of a public 
organization are official. If someone requests documents created in an internal investigation 
of WBM the employer must show them. Before that they have the right to conduct a 
confidentiality check, deleting names, telephone numbers and other sensitive data.24  

2 The court case that effected the debate 

A notable case of WBM was run in court in 2014. Until that year no cases concerning 
employers' liability for WBM according to the Work Environment Act, had so far been tested in 
court. It was all about a social secretary in Krokom that had committed suicide in 2010 after 
that he’d been bullied by his boss. The court criticized the poorly executed investigation made 
by the employer. According to the verdict it was also inappropriate that the manager whom had 
bullied the employee had carried out the investigation. Thirdly, the court criticized that the 
employer hadn’t made a rehabilitation plan for the affected person when he was on sick leave. 
The court case influenced a national discussion of WBM and of employer’s responsibilities. 

3 The national strategy for better working conditions 

In addition to SWEA and DO the Swedish government puts great faith in the employer 
organizations and the trade unions. A forum for dialogue, consultation and cooperation 
between all these partners was created in 2016. In close cooperation with their partners the 
Ministry of Labour presented a strategy to ameliorate the work environment for 2016-2020. 25  

In this strategy (page. 16) the government declared that SWEA was the most important 
operational authority. That’s why the government decided to give a series of assignments to 
SWEA. Certain of these assignments had to be carried out in collaboration with other relevant 
authorities. According to the strategy SWEA is commissioned to develop their way of 
supervising the preventive work of organizations, in order to make the supervision clearer and 
more relevant.26 

The government considers that the strategy’s areas are in line with the main challenges 
described in a) The EU's strategic framework on health and safety at work 2014–2020 - 

                                                
21 Arbetarskyddsstyrelsen (AFS 1994:1) 
22 The Discrimination Act in English (see sources) 
23 Nämnden mot diskriminering’s homepage: https://www.namndenmotdiskriminering.se/ 
24 Offentlighets- och sekretesslag (2009:400). 
25 Regeringen. 2016. 
26 Ibid, p. 16. 

https://www.government.se/information-material/2015/09/discrimination-act-2008567/
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Adaptation to new challenges and b) the Councils conclusions on a new agenda on health and 
safety at work to create better working conditions.27 

To reduce WBM the government puts great faith in SWEA’s new provision on organizational 
and social work environment (AFS 2015:4). This is stated in the government’s strategy for 
2016-2020 (see 4.5).28 

4 Changes in the third chapter of The Discrimination Act 

Earlier legislation required employers only to work plan-based and goal-oriented for equal 
rights. That’s why the government rewrote the Discrimination Act (see Prop. 2015/16:135).29 
According to the 3rd chapter in the old Discrimination Act from 2009 employers had to take 
active measures to prevent and counteract harassment with a connection to seven 
discrimination grounds with the help of a policy against WBM and routines with instructions on 
how to investigate complaints of discrimination or WBM. In a survey by Statskontoret in 2014 
half of the employers said that those measures had little impact on discrimination.30 That’s why 
the government tightened up the requirements in the law. According to the new Discrimination 
Act from 2017 all employers of all sizes must carry out a systematic risk analysis of the work 
environment from a discrimination perspective and take preventive measures against 
discrimination (for example take notice of risks for harassment, sexual harassment or 
reprisals). The work must be documented in writings if an employer has more than 25 
employees.31 Further, the employer must follow up and evaluate how both the guidelines and 

the routines are used.32  

5 Sandvik Coromant  

The industry of Sandvik Coromant has started a project to prevent WBM. All leaders and 
employees are educated.  

Contact: Joakim Fagerud. Mobile: +46-703 57 20 81 

V Analysis of specific instruments  

1 Economic instruments 

The Swedish government use economic instruments mostly to finance their own authorities. 
SWEA and DO for example have received extra millions, since the wake of #metoo 2017. The 
government also finances the work of the anti-discrimination agencies. 

2 Legislative and strategic instruments 

Issues concerning the labour market has out of tradition always been solved by discussions 
between the government, the employer’s organizations and the trade unions. The authorities 
are also an important instrument when it comes to combat WBM. During the past years the 
government puts a lot of faith that these co-partners will contribute. And, yes, all of them 
have at least informed others on how to combat WBM. 

The legal requirements to carry out a systematic work to prevent risks for work-related 
problems is costly. The liberal and conservative parties ruled the country between 2006-
2014. They (and the employer’s organizations) regard the legislation as too demanding. 

                                                
27 Ibid, p. 16. 
28 Ibid. 
29The Government’s bill (2015). 
30 Utredningen om aktiva åtgärder mot diskriminering (2014, pp. 163–167). 
31 The Equality Ombudsman (2016).  
32 The Government’s bill (2007, p. 356). 
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That’s why they changed the Discrimination Act. The rule saying that employers should carry 
out an annual work was changed to every third year. Later, the regulation was restored. Their 
political resistance has affected the opinion among employers negatively.  

DO have noticed that there’s an indifference regarding issues related to discrimination among 
employers. DO has carried out an interview study with 521 representatives of hundreds of 
employers during 2017. More than half of the interviewed employers' representatives did not 
know of any of the major changes made in the Discrimination Act. Only one in four employers 
stated that they had changed or developed their way of working because of the changes in the 
law. It turned out that the low involvement was not so much due to ignorance as pure 
unwillingness. Only one out of six felt that it was necessary to work against discrimination.  

The new Discrimination Act from 2017 together with SWEA’s provisions (AFS 2015:4) and 
(AFS 2001:1) seem to put high pressure on employers to conduct a systematic work against 
WBM. But employers seldom risk a court case because of the prevalence of WBM or for being 
accused for not working preventively against WBM. Too few organizations are made 
responsible by SWEA and DO for the prevalence of WBM. SWEA gets thousands of 
complaints from individuals, but the authority doesn’t go to court with individual claims. SWEA’s 
mission, SWEA says, is not to take individual cases of WBM to court. And of those few cases 
that DO or the trade unions take to court (concerning individual complaints of harassment) few 
employers get reparation.  
 
In the light of the situation some political parliamentarians have raised the idea of creating a 
new national authority against bullying. Though, this is not something that Swedish political 
parties have showed interest in. 
 
Since DO doesn’t take more than one or two percent of incoming notifications (of individual 
discrimination) to court, the Swedish anti-discrimination agencies (ADA) has become more 
activate. Today there are 17 ADAs in 14 of 24 counties. The agencies work to combat 
discrimination and promote equality and diversity, both locally and regionally. They are party-
political and religiously unbound non-profit organizations. Their aim is to help and support 
individuals (whom have been subjected to discrimination) through legal advice and support. 
They help people free of charge by investigating, negotiating, reconciling and reporting cases 
of discrimination. They take cases to court and engage in mediations of conflicts between 
employees and employers. They get most of their finance from an authority called the Swedish 
Agency for Youth and Civil Society.33 In addition to providing advice and support, they work 
preventively through various educational and information initiatives.  
 
The official definition of victimization has been criticized, because it doesn’t explain what a 
victimization is. It only states the consequences of it (exclusion or illness). When it comes to 
harassment the definition is that someone’s dignity has been violated. A violation is defined 
from an objective standpoint. In a vague situation the victim must speak up, according to the 
Discrimination Act. The second time the person is victimized it can be defined as a 
harassment.   

3 Administrative instruments 

The Swedish government puts great faith in SWEA’s new provision on organizational and 
social work environment (AFS 2015:4) in the prevention of WBM. There hopes may be dashed. 
Even though research give evidence for that systematic work environment management is an 
important method to prevent WBM it has proved difficult to convince employers of working 
preventively. A systematic international literature review of the effectiveness of and the 
conditions for regulation and supervisions shows that the introduction of new legislation seems 
most effective when it is developed and implemented in consensus between partners. The 

                                                
33 https://eng.mucf.se/ 
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awareness among employers and the public is needed in order to improve compliance to the 
new regulations of the need for new regulations. That’s why awareness-rising initiatives are to 
be recommended. Qualitative evidence also shows that employers generally follow the advice 
given by inspectors.34 

Most of the Swedish companies are of a smaller size. Smaller firms are seldom subject to 
inspection by SWEA (once in ten years). The reason is economical. It takes a lot of SWEA’s 
resources to monitor the compliance.  

The Swedish National Audit Office35 has examined the work environment initiatives taken by 
the state and its authorities. The result was presented in a report in 2016. In recent years, they 
write, SWEA has been given increased resources in order to the supervise the work of 
employers. Despite this, the number of inspections has decreased by one third since 2011. 
SWEA 's inspectors are also criticized for rarely choosing workplaces with known shortcomings 
in their preventive work environment management.36  

Due to the critic SWEA has begun carrying out more inspections this year. 2019 SWEA started 
a specific round of inspection pinpointing WBM. Between 2018 and 2020 SWEA are focusing 
on monitoring if employers conduct a preventive and systematic work environment work 
against threats and violence and if employers follow the work environment legislation.  

DO shows little interest of supervising the preventive work that should be carried out according 
to the Discrimination Act. Since many years DO hasn’t prioritized the supervision. During 2017 
DO hardly carried out any inspections. The reason, they said, was because the Discrimination 
Act was new. Employers needed time to adjust their work.  

DO’s disinterest for supervising has been a detriment for the development. The authority 
blames it on its economic situation. The truth is that the authority never has showed interest in 
supervision. The authority has been hardly criticized for ten years. The government allocated 
additional resources (10 million SEK) to DO a couple of years ago. Since then DO has only 
monitored employer’s routines against WBM, not the preventive work as a whole. The 
regulations concerning routines against WBM are few. So, it has been an easy task to monitor. 

Swedish employers that lack a preventive work against harassment don’t risk very much if 
inspected. Those with an inadequate work receive a letter after the inspection with information 
of what they must do to fulfil the regulations in the Discrimination Act, together with a warning 
that DO maybe will return. DO, or a trade union, never go to Nämnden mot diskriminering with 
them that don’t do the law submits them to do. It has only happened once in 15 years. The 
dilemma is that there’s a lack of sanctions.37 

DO awaits a possible amendment to the law, which will make it possible for organizations to 
be sanctioned if they haven’t carried out the work prescribed by law. The government has 
appointed an investigation which will propose an amendment. The assignment is to be 
reported in September 30, 2019.38 

4 Informative instruments 

Since 2003 the Swedish Work Environment Authority (SWEA) - through different information 
campaigns - has promoted the implementation of a systematic work environment management 

                                                
34 Arbetsmiljöverket (2016b) 
35 https://www.riksrevisionen.se/en.html 
36 Riksrevisionen (2016)  
37 In the Netherlands, unions have joined forces and have offered impartial commissions to help with issues 
related to WBM. 
38 Regeringen (2018). 

https://www.riksrevisionen.se/en.html
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at workplaces. Three knowledge seminars have been held in 2017, with representatives from 
trade unions, researchers and others from the field of health and safety.  

In 2018 the Swedish government’s Social Partner’s Council (Sunt Arbetsliv)39 and Prevent40 
presented new tools to help employers create safe and healthy workplaces. The tools included 
films, books, examples, checklists and tests – all inspired by SWEA’s provisions.41 

To reduce the scope of threat and violence at the labour market SWEA will continue to spread 
information about preventive measures against threat and violence. Their recommendations 
concern physical measures (such as improving the security in premises) as well as having a 
good systematic work environment work to identify risks for threats and violence, and to 
organize work so that the risks are reduced. 

The #metoo campaign has had a major impact on public opinion and employer’s interest of 
preventing harassment. Thousands of people in different sectors of the labour market has 
raised their voices against sexual harassment. This has altered the awareness among the 
population. In Sweden media, politicians, unions and people in general have agreed on that 
there’s a human right to not be infringed. This has put pressure on the employers to act swiftly.  

Both the government and the authorities believe in the power of information campaigns and e-
learning tools. The authorities, the trade unions and the employer’s organisations reacted 
strongly on #metoo. Many of them launched information campaigns: leaflets, e-educations, 
films etcetera. 

Due to the #metoo uprising in 2017-2018, the Swedish government have taken several 
measures in (spring 2018) to counteract sexual harassment and strengthen the preventive and 
competence-enhancing work among employers.42  

The government has given millions SEK to SWEA and other authorities, ordering them to 
information employers about the preventive work against WBM. The government has also 
contributed 15 million SEK to the state funds for regional safety representatives in 2018. Later, 
all this was evaluated. Unfortunately, it showed that several organizations hadn’t managed to 
dispose so much of their extra money during 2018. 

In 2018, the government commissioned SWEA to work together with DO to develop a common 
digital platform with relevant information to all employers about how to prevent sexual 
harassment.  

The same year SWEA and DO arranged a seminar for senior leaders of authorities, to inform 
them on how to prevent sexual harassment. SWEA has also sent a leaflet to all employers in 
Sweden about the regulations and how to work preventively.  

Information campaigns are important. But without a combination of inspections, political unity 
and legislative sanctions the desired development wouldn’t come about. 

                                                
39 https://www.suntarbetsliv.se/ 
40 https://www.prevent.se/ 
41 Partsrådet’s guidelines about work environment management: 
https://utbildning.partsradet.se/lesson/systematiskt-arbetsmiljoarbete-vilka-regler-styr/ 
42 Regeringen (2017). 
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VI Practical level of prevention and elimination in companies and 
organizations 

1. The main reasons for prevention and elimination  

In recent years the diversity of the workforce has changed, partly because of the immigration 
and partly because of the internationalization of Swedish companies’ activities. This has 
changed the interest for WBM, foremost among bigger employers. 

Efficiency is another reason. With low levels of conflict, the employees become more 
productive. One reason of prevention and elimination in organizations are the employers’ 
interest of reducing the conflict level among the staff. 

The reputation of a trademark is important, both to entice customers and to attract 
employees. The competition of customers and labour has hardened. In the wake of #metoo 
many employers were afraid of that their trademark would be tarnished by the media. Since 
then employers show more interest than earlier to prevent WBM. 

2. Forms of WBM prevention and elimination used by companies and 
organizations  

SWEA has published a tutorial for how to tackle risks of WBM. The recommendation is to 
discuss issues of WBM with the employees and in a policy declare what kind of behaviours 
that aren’t allowed. Important is also to have routines for how cases of victimization should 
be handled. According to the legislation leaders should furthermore have the necessary 
knowledge that may be required to prevent and handle victimization.43  

Another way to prevent WBM is to conduct a systematic work environment management. 
During this risk assessment you examine the work climate is examined. Other circumstances 
that can give rise to WBM are an unclear leadership or a large workload. A major 
reorganization can also constitute a breeding ground for WBM. All these are examples of what 
constitute risks situations that the employer ought to handle.44  

The investigations of WBM are mostly conducted only with the help of employee surveys. It is 
recommended to also investigate the situation of the organization in other ways, for example 
by doing observations as a leader or by making individual interviews or by holding group 
discussions. 

One of Sweden’s best experts on WBM, Thomas Jordan at the University of Gothenburg, has 
carried out an explorative empiric study of 81 cases of WBM. He recommends conflict 
management and mediation, or measures taken to solve dysfunctional group relations. Other 
prerequisites are leaders that set limits, leaders that are empathetic, ethic and democratic. 

DO emphasizes the importance of follow-up and evaluation procedures, to find out if taken 
measures has been effective. DO’s supervision shows that many employers do have a policy 
against WBM and routines for how victimization should be handled. 

In some organizations the work to create a common value ground or a respectful and inclusive 
climate has created an organization culture where risks of WBM are diminished. 

Out of many reasons not everyone does report incidents of WBM to their employer. That’s why 
some organizations have created a whistle blower function for anonymous reports. 

                                                
43 Arbetsmiljöverket (2016c).  
44 Ibid.  
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A new way of investigating offensive treatment is now widespread across the country. The 
method is based on the Norwegian research-based method called the fact investigating 
method. The method has been developed in Norway by the University of Manchester and the 
University of Bergen together with representatives of trade unions, employers’ organizations 
and the Norwegian Work Environment Agency. This investigation method emphasizes the 
importance of treating everyone involved with respect and justice during the investigation. The 
basic idea is that when words stand against words one can search for correct facts and find 
out what has happened.45  

3. The main motivators to support WBM prevention and elimination 
implementation  

For them that conduct a preventive work there are some economic advantages. According to 
a government inquiry, the cost per long-term case of WBM is approximately SEK 2 million. The 
society's costs, such as medical care, medicines, etc. not included.46  

WBM could affect employers’ creativity, communication and therefore the organizations 
productivity.  

The quality of the production can be affected by norms, attitudes and negative behaviours 
among the staff.  

Higher society costs are also two reasons why it is necessary to combat WBM. Other reasons 
for working preventively are to fulfil the human rights and to live up to European and national 
legislations.    

4. A project in the culture industry 

The Theatre Association for Scenes and Film and Swedish Performing Arts and The 
Swedish Union of Professional Musicians decided to appoint a joint commission to remedy 
sexual harassment in 2017. In this work two trade unions and the employers’ organization 
worked together toward a common goal. The commission's task was to give examples of 
measures to prevent, to pay attention and to handle sexual harassment. A survey among 
Swedish actors was conducted. The Commission registered a lot of testimonies made in the 
performing arts field. The project used researchers to dig deep into the question: why do 
harassment occur? The final report stated that there is a great deal of desire in the industry 
for a change. 47  

There are clear hierarchies in the performing arts field. Informal power structures are 
dominating. This creates an ambiguous work environment. The fact that some people with 
"star status" become important for a production constitutes a risk for harassment. This is the 
fact when local managers withdraw from their role as leaders, not willing to correct those of 
status. A further problem is that “artistic freedom” is used as one argument for taking liberties 
at someone else's expense. A third problem is that the field of performing arts is 
characterized by temporary work assignments. The commission believes that the culture of 
silence is a big problem in the industry. The silence is not just because the victim does not 
dare to speak up, nor does anyone who witnesses a violation affecting another dare to 
intervene. Furthermore, there’s a lack of both knowledge and routines for handling cases of 
sexual harassment.  

The commission gave some recommendations:  

                                                
45 Einarsen et al. (2011). 
46 Arbetslivsdelegationen (1999, p. 265) 
47 Kantar Sifo 2018. 



[Sem zadejte text.] 
 

16 
 

 Increase knowledge of sexual harassment and take measures to change the work 
climate and prevent risks. 

 Make every employee aware of the content in policies and routines against 
harassment. 

 Create conditions for good leadership. 

 Consider making changes in collective agreements and other agreements. 

 Make reconciliation as a goal in the investigation process. 

 Use the Employers’ organization and the Trade Unions Group as a hub to drive the 
change process forward.48  

The project arranged a conference in Sweden in 2018, with all key persons of the culture 
sector invited. The use of researchers gave the project a scientific ground which altered the 
status of the conference.  

During 2019 examples of preventive measures are collected from 15 opera and theatre 
institutions.49 The initiatives have had positive effects in 2019: 

- There is a greater awareness today at our workplaces, says Gunnar Jönsson, 
chairman of The Swedish Union of Professional Musicians. A quick survey that we 
just carried out shows a positive development. The important thing now is that the 
conversations lead to practical results and that we remain active. However, we are 
still concerned about the fixed-term employees and the vulnerable situation of the 
students. We must win their confidence so that they also dare to report so that we 
can prevent them from being subjected to further harassment. 

The future for the project is unsecure. The project needs further financial support from The 
Swedish Arts Council. 

VII Four examples of successful WBM prevention and elimination 
implementation in companies and organizations 

1 Falun Municipality 

The Falun Municipality with 5 000 employees belongs to the public sector.  

The organization handle reports of WBM with the aim that the person who has suffered shall 
receive an apology and that people are to be reconciled. If there are no possibilities for 
reconciliation, they use “the fact investigating method”.50  

The working method is praised by the safety representatives in Falun. Of the eight cases that 
have been investigated, according to the new method, the investigator has, in some cases, 
concluded that the events could be defined as WBM. Other times, it is about organizational 
deficiencies or perhaps a misunderstanding.  

The risk with this investigation method is that some organizations act as if is the only way to 
handle disputes, conflicts and interpersonal problems is to investigate to see who is guilty. If 
there’s a conflict in a workgroup it can worsen the situation if one starts an investigation. If the 
problem has to do with organizational problems (ambiguous roles, too much work pressure) 
other measures could be more relevant. If a person with psychological disorders is involved 
therapy may be the best solution. Falun Municipality is aware off all these risks. That’s why the 
employer only use the method when it’s relevant.  

                                                
48 Teaterförbundet’s pressrelease (2019). 
49 Kommissionen mot sexuella trakasserier inom scenkonsten (2018). 
50 Einarsen et al. (2011). 
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The municipality emphasizes the importance of working preventively. They spread the word 
about their core values. They have zero tolerance against all forms of WBM. In order to prevent 
WBM the employer offer a one-day leadership training in ethics. Their local managers discuss 
questions related to WBM once a month with their staff.  

Contact: Johanna Gustafsson, Human Resource Specialist 

Please send a mail to decide a time for the interview: johanna.s.gustafsson@falun.se 

Telephone: +46-72 715 19 05  

2 Region Norrbotten 

Region Norrbotten is the County Council of a region in Sweden called Norrbotten. This public 
organization employs 7 300 persons mostly working in the health care and the dental care 
sectors and with collective transport. 

They have a policy against victimization, harassment, sexual harassment and reprisals and 
routines for investigation. They have put a great effort in these documents. In these guidelines 
the employer declares zero-tolerance against WBM.  

Every local manager is supposed to work these documents through with their staff. With the 
help of a material discuss about what kind of behaviours that aren’t accepted. They also use 
another material called Health Enhancing Workplaces, to discuss matters related to health, 
job satisfaction and what equal treatment is. If the early employee survey shows that people 
don’t treat each other with respect, this is also something that local managers bring up for 
discussions among their staff. This preventive work creates an awareness which can 
encourage employees to break an eventual culture of silence. 

Several times per year the safety representative does a round with a cheque list of questions. 
Local managers are supposed to answer questions about the work climate. If there are 
problems measures are taken. There’s a time-based plan for how to handle the problems with 
certain people made responsible.    

Their employees are informed on how to act if being bullied. There is a formula to fill in. The 
report is taken care of by a special team at the human resource department. There are four 
ways to characterize a report: 

1. The case has to do with an infringement against the employment law.  

2. It’s a matter for the occupational health service: mediations of conflicts, therapy 
etcetera. 

3. A “fact investigation” is made to find out what has really happened. They use internal 
investigators. If the alleged wrongdoer is a manager, they use an external investigator.  

4. Anonymous reports are treated as what they call “a mis behaving process”. The local 
manager then discusses reported behaviours with their group of employees. 

Contact: Marie Forslund, Human Resource Strategist.  

Please send a mail to decide a time for the interview: Mail: marie.forslund@norrbotten.se  

Telephone: +46-920-710 27 or +46-72-218 86 98 

3 Skanska 

Skanska is a world leading project development and construction group in the private sector. 
During the last 20 years the company has grown. Nowadays it is a global organization with a 
high degree of diversity. For quite a time there’s been a lack of engineers at the labour 

mailto:johanna.s.gustafsson@falun.se
mailto:marie.forslund@norrbotten.se
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market. More women have been recruited. Thus, the company became aware of the need to 
assure a work climate that was inclusive for everyone.  

The Code of Conduct is one of Skanska's most important tools. It regulates how employees 
should behave and what core values that are to be followed. Everyone is trained in ethics. 
Local managers regularly have discussions with their employees to keep the issue alive. 
They teach everyone to have the courage to speak up against the perpetrator or if a 
colleague is being bullied. 

If a case of WBM can’t be solved immediately the victim can contact the human resource 
department or its manager. Sometimes employees don’t dare doing so. They can use a 
whistle blowing system. These cases are handled by an ethic team.  

Skanska’s programs, tools and support to provide create an inclusive workplace for everyone 
are to be admired. If people are trained to act inclusively it’s hard to go about and bully 
others.  

One of their major success factors is their evaluation system. The progress is measured in 
many ways. Higher leaders’ interests and efforts to create an inclusive work climate are 
evaluated. Higher leaders regularly asks local leaders of how they have contributed to create 
an inclusive working climate – one that is characterized by trust, respect, openness, 
participation etcetera. What happen if managers don’t do what is expected is a delicate 
question. 

Contact: Monica Westerberg, Diversity Manager 
Please send a mail to decide a time for an interview: Mail: monica.westerberg@skanska.se 
Telephone: +46-10-449 40 75 

4 Region Stockholm 

Region Stockholm’s challenges are enormous. The organization employs 46 000 people, 
mostly working in the health care and the dental care sectors and with collective transport. The 
work pace is hard which constitute a risk for WBM. Besides governing such a big organization 
there are separate units - independent companies – which must be convinced to work to 
prevent WBM.  
 
The central management believes more in preventive work, promoting equal rights and 
inclusion than investigations of WBM. What is effective are their efforts to make local managers 
active. They give two-days leadership training on how to become an inclusive leader. They 
strive to make their leaders courageous, to set limits and handle conflicts in an early phase. 
Leaders are supposed to discuss WBM issues with their staff with the help of cards with 
questions etcetera. There also offer e-learning. Their aim is to make the employees aware of 
their responsibility to contribute to create a decent and inclusive work climate.     
 
Contact: Eva Bergman, Human Resource Strategist.  
Please send a mail to decide a time for the interview: Mail: eva.l.bergman@sll.se 

Telephone: +46-1231 81 40 

Conclusion 

Nothing shows that the numbers of bullied are declining, despite all measures and initiatives 
from actors at the national level. One could argue that the awareness and the sensitivity among 
the population has increased. That is a possible explanation. But what is notable is that the 
Swedish government and the authorities place too much faith in legislative instruments and 
information campaigns. The laws and provisions regulating the systematic and preventive work 
against WBM are detailed and burdensome and therefore costly, especially for smaller firms. 

mailto:monica.westerberg@skanska.se
mailto:eva.l.bergman@sll.se


[Sem zadejte text.] 
 

19 
 

Without the authority’s supervision and with the lack of sanctions the employers don’t seem to 
be prepared to follow the regulations altogether.  

The negative attitudes towards the requirements of the law among Swedish employer’s 
organizations and right-wing and liberal politicians has reduced employers will to meet the 
requirements of the law. Nonetheless a lot of organizations produce central guidelines, 
routines and core values. The hardest part though is to engage local leaders and safety 
representatives of the organization for the cause. Their contribution can really make a 
difference.  

The wake of #metoo and a court case in 2014 though, has created a public pressure thanks 
to media. This has brought the question of prevention up to date again. Together with an 
intensified supervision, political unity and sanctions a future change of attitude is possible.  
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