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Abstract 

This paper examines the views of Human Resource Professionals (HRPs) and employee 

representatives on joking behaviours and the potential link to workplace bullying in Australia.  

Individual semi-structured interviews were conducted with 10 HRPs and five employee (union) 

representatives.  Contextual factors stemming from Australian culture and historic 

characteristics of work in this country are discussed.  The findings indicate that the legal 

framework – specifically, the definition of bullying and related legislation such as health and 

safety laws and equal employment opportunity legislation – is key for HRPs in establishing 

whether joking behaviours transgress into bullying.  Implications for HRPs including 

‘boundary’ management of joking behaviours are discussed and some ideas for future research 

are presented. 
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Key points 

1. Joking behaviours are considered to be part of Australian culture and are common in 

workplaces in Australia, which is problematic as such behaviours can be linked to 

workplace bullying 
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2. Human Resource Professionals and employee representatives in Australia are heavily 

guided by relevant laws (e.g. health and safety, anti-discrimination) in distinguishing 

between acceptable and unacceptable joking behaviours 

3. Human Resource Professionals and employee representatives have a crucial role to play 

in the boundary management of joking behaviours to ensure that bullying does not 

occur 

 

Introduction 

 

Humour is observed to have both positive and negative outcomes for individuals in 

organisations and can thus be considered a ‘double-edged sword’ (Billing 2005; Mortensen 

and Baarts 2018).  Similarly, the use of humour has been described variously as a bullying 

behaviour (e.g. nasty teasing: Hogh et al. 2005), a way of building solidarity among workers 

(Collinson 1988), and as a coping mechanism (Wanzer, Booth-Butterfield and Booth-

Butterfield 2005).  The interplay between joking behaviours and workplace bullying has been 

recognised (Matthiesen and Einarsen 2010) but only recently has it become a focus in bullying 

research – thus little is known about the aforementioned interplay (Mortensen and Baarts 

2018).  Person-oriented humour in workplaces has generally been categorised as occurring in 

the context of either ‘asymmetrical relationships’ (in which the target of the humour is someone 

from an out-group), or ‘symmetrical relationships’ (played out between equals and reciprocal) 

(Matthiesen, and Einarsen, 2010); however, it is noteworthy that humorous exchanges can be 

reciprocal but still lead to bullying (e.g. in cases where sexual minority workers are made to 

accept ‘sick humour’ as an attempt to ‘soften intrusive and inappropriate comments’) (Hoel, 

Lewis and Einarsdottir 2018). 

 

The aim of this paper is to examine the use of joking behaviours in Australian workplaces from 

the perspective of Human Resource Professionals (HRPs) and employee representatives – 

specifically how these professionals distinguish and draw the line between ‘acceptable’ and 

‘unacceptable’ jokes that could form part of bullying behaviour.  In exploring this issue, we 

will also be considering the influence of Australian culture.  HRPs and employee 

representatives are most often tasked with the responsibility of dealing with the behaviour of 

employees in workplaces, inclusive of both joking and bullying behaviours – and hence are an 

appropriate choice of participants for this study.  This article will be based on data collected 

from HRPs and employee representatives via individual interviews. 
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Workplace bullying 

The following definition of workplace bullying, provided by Einarsen et al. (2011, 22), 

highlights the main elements of bullying noted in the literature: 

“Bullying at work means harassing, offending, or socially excluding someone or 

negatively affecting someone’s work.  In order for the label bullying (or mobbing) to be 

applied to a particular activity, interaction or process, the bullying behaviour has to occur 

repeatedly and regularly (e.g. weekly) and over a period of time (e.g. about six months).  

Bullying is an escalating process in the course of which the person confronted ends up in 

an inferior position and becomes the target of systematic negative social acts.  A conflict 

cannot be called bullying if the incident is an isolated event or if two parties of 

approximately equal strength are in conflict.” 

 

In Australia, bullying is conceptualised in a similar manner to that presented above.  Some 

states, such as Victoria, have enacted specific workplace bullying legislation.  However, given 

that workplace bullying has in law been treated mostly as an issue of workplace health and 

safety, the health and safety of employees is a key consideration in definitions of workplace 

bullying throughout Australia.  For example, Safe Work Australia (2016, 5) defines workplace 

bullying as “repeated and unreasonable behaviour directed towards a worker or a group of 

workers that creates a risk to health and safety”: this definition is used in most states of 

Australia.  In that state of Victoria, where this research was undertaken, the regulating body for 

workplace health and safety defines workplace bullying as “persistent and repeated negative 

behaviour directed at an employee that creates a risk to health and safety” (WorkSafe Victoria, 

2012, 2).  In Western Australia, the definition of workplace bullying is “repeated unreasonable 

or inappropriate behaviour directed towards a worker, or group of workers, that creates a risk 

to health and safety” (Commission for Occupational Safety and Health, 2010, 18).  The relevant 

definition of each state’s regulating body is applied to workplaces within its jurisdiction – and 

as such tends to be adopted by HRPs within that particular state. 

 

Humour in workplaces 

Collinson (1988; 2002) notes that a large volume of empirical studies spanning several decades 

have demonstrated the pervasiveness of joking, horseplay and humour in many different 

occupational settings.  Several reasons for such behaviours are provided, such as to overcome 

the monotony of work tasks, stress, and frustration, as well as to channel hostility and conflict 
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away from becoming dysfunctional (Butler, 2015).  There have been some studies that have 

noted differences based on the relative hierarchical positions and genders of the parties 

involved.  Links are made to the social class of the workers, the disruption of ordinary 

hierarchies of control, informal resistance, sub-cultures and masculinity.  Humour can both 

define and divide the work group (Collinson 1988). 

 

Collinson (2002) comments – from a managerial perspective – that humour has been used by 

managers to aid in reducing high levels of anxiety and stress in workplaces and in raising 

morale and cohesion.  Management employing humour in such ways may indicate that it could 

harbour issues relating to power and control in organisations, or it may be a futile attempt to 

control humour as a mechanism; it may also create ethical issues stemming from the 

manipulation of the use of humour.  Conversely, it has been posited that the same joking 

behaviours can be utilised for the purposes of worker subversion (Butler, 2015). 

 

Studies have shown that joking, banter, teasing and profane language are considered by some 

participants as important components of socialisation of staff and team cohesion in various 

professions (e.g. chefs: Alexander et al. 2012, Bloisi and Hoel 2008; healthcare: Mortensen and 

Baarts 2018; IT workers: Plester and Sayers 2007), as well as a coping mechanism for 

collectives of workers (Loriol 2016).  Nonetheless, there is a difference between ‘orchestrated 

campaigns of cruelty’ (humour-based bullying) and ‘jokes’ – as well as a difference between 

being the recipient continually (in which there is a cumulative impact) and being an incidental 

recipient (McCann et al. 2010). 

 

The use of humour in workplaces is also described as a ‘community of practice’ with a 

significant impact on organisational culture and sub-cultures within organisations, as well as 

the social identity of members of the organisation (Holmes and Marra 2002).  Important 

elements in the community of practice include the verbal and non-verbal behaviours, sustained 

mutual relationship (both harmonious and conflictual), shared engagement, shared stories, and 

displays of membership of the work group (Holmes and Marra 2002; McCann et al. 2010; 

Mortensen and Baarts 2018).  According to Holmes and Marra (2002), the humour used in the 

workplace forms – and reflects – the accepted norms of people in the workplace. But humour 

– through socially-performed displays – may also be a mechanism through which in-group and 

out-group membership is determined, as groups use humour to establish the boundaries of what 

is acceptable and/or unacceptable in a group (Burn 2000; cited in McCann et al. 2010).  One’s 



Jokes and bullying –Australian HRP perspective 

5 
 

participation in – and response to – an attempt at humour determines their belonging to an in-

group or out-group, which may be linked to theories of social identity (e.g. Tajfel 1982).  Power 

dynamics are also embedded in humour.  It has also been highlighted that in some situations 

organisational members may feel forced to participate in joking practice because they risk 

being socially excluded if they refrain, including instances where participation in the joking 

practice would equate to bullying (Mortensen and Baarts, 2018).  Humour has thus been 

described as an under-acknowledged socially proscribed form of bullying (McCann et al. 

2010).  Humour may also be utilised as a form of social control and a way of creating or 

maintaining power hierarchies, including in bullying scenarios (Plester 2016), whether based 

on formal or informal means of control. 

 

 

Humour and Australian culture 

Humour and laughter are considered universal, but national cultural differences are found in 

the contents and situations of humour (Ziv 1998).  Researchers on the use of humour in 

Australia (e.g. Davis and Crofts 1988) have tended to report that in most aspects there are 

similarities to the use and content of humour elsewhere in the world.  Differences may emerge 

in the purposes and social effects of humour, in which use of humour is considered a 

‘democratic right’ for Australians, particularly the utility of humour for the purposes of 

displaying irreverence and anti-authoritarianism (Davis 2009) – thus Australian humour has a 

levelling tendency and serves to cut ‘tall poppies’, or knock people off their pedestals (Davis 

and Crofts 1988).  

 

As with many other cultures, humour in Australia also tends to be considered a coping 

mechanism in hard times, with the uncomfortable living conditions in remote geographic 

locations and the vastness of the continent providing key contextual factors (Davis and Crofts 

1998).  The remoteness, vastness and harsh conditions of the continent are common to the use 

of humour by both indigenous and non-indigenous Australians, with the aforementioned 

groups also employing jokes at the expense of one another (Davis 2009; Holt 2009).  

Australians are also known to use nicknames (sometimes including derogatory terms) as a sign 

of affection and inclusion, and “colloquialisms, sarcasm, irony, jokes, dry wit and self-mockery 

are used as part of normal conversation” (Paull and Omari 2016, 196), with such humour also 

being used in workplaces. 
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A further notable feature of the use of humour in Australia is the ‘masculine’ basis for its use, 

similar to the shop-floor humour Collinson (1998) describes.  Hegemonic masculinity, 

although challenged, remains the prevailing ‘ideal’ in many nations including Australia 

(Connell 2005).  Given that organisational settings contain open displays of masculinity 

including through joking behaviours (Collinson and Hearn 2005), those who do not adapt to 

the masculine mould may be destined for the ‘out-group’, which is also a potential explanation 

for the bullying of women (and minorities) in male-dominated workplaces (Salin and Hoel 

2013). 

 

An element also described as being distinctively Australian is the propensity to make fun of 

any newcomers unfamiliar with the terrain, or to ‘take the mickey’ (a.k.a. ‘take the piss’): this 

use of humour seems to have endured through all waves of new arrivals to the continent and is 

applied to friends, strangers, colleagues and bosses alike.  It is considered an acculturation 

ritual in which formal hierarchies and hierarchical status are deemed irrelevant and thus offer 

no protection from being the target of a joke.  ‘Taking the mickey’ can be considered a cultural 

reminder to all (particularly newcomers) of the aforementioned Australian social norm of 

egalitarianism (Davis 2009). 

 

Perhaps the most distinguishing feature of humour in Australia – notwithstanding the features 

noted above – is its pervasiveness, as Davis (2009, 38) notes: 

“For Australians, using and appreciating (or at least tolerating) humour is not so much 

permitted as compulsory.  This is a culture that deploys humour openly as a weapon to 

identify those who are truly ‘at home’, in both the land and the society.  In this sense, it 

is the style and conventions of the ‘joke(e)-ing’ rather than those of the jokes that indicate 

‘Australian-ness’ – that is, how Australians use humour rather than the nature of the 

humour used.” 

 

Joking behaviour, bullying, and human resource professionals 

Human Resource Professionals have been described as the ‘gatekeepers’ of humour in 

workplaces (Plester 2016) and thus are often tasked with controlling the use of humour in 

workplaces, including assessing what would be (un)acceptable use of humour in the workplace.  

Only a limited number of studies have been conducted that explore the boundaries governing 

workplace humour.  Though it is understood that boundaries exists, it can be difficult to 

establish “where such boundaries lie, how they are created and by whom… humour boundaries 
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are complex and dynamic and changes occur as the organisation grows, develops and 

encounters different situations and events” (Plester 2016, 88-89).  The current study aims to 

address part of this gap by revealing the perspectives of HRPs and employee representatives in 

Australia. 

 

HRPs, as the gatekeepers of humour in organisations, are expected to deal with instances of 

unacceptable humour.  HRPs are tasked with the responsibility of ensuring that the organisation 

is compliant with relevant workplace legislation, such as anti-bullying legislation, Workplace 

Health and Safety and Equal Employment Opportunity – as well as the development of 

organisational policies to ensure compliance and adherence by employees, which include anti-

bullying policies.  When dealing with the boundaries governing workplace humour, HRPs 

conducting investigations of bullying complaints must apply legal and policy standards with 

changes in prevailing norms in mind: Societal influences may deem that behaviours once 

common or tolerated in organisations are now deemed unacceptable.  Given the interplay 

between joking and bullying behaviours, the role of HRPs and employee representatives is 

paramount in this regard.  The rationale of this paper is therefore to explore how HRPs and 

employee representatives distinguish between ‘acceptable’ and ‘unacceptable’ jokes that could 

form part of bullying behaviour. 

 

Methodology 

 

This study was part of a larger study examining bullying from the perspective of HRPs.  For 

this component of the study, a total of 15 in-depth individual interviews (semi-structured) were 

conducted with HRPs (n = 10) and employee (union) representatives (n = 5) from various 

industries in the state of Victoria, Australia.  Each interview was conducted by one of the first 

two authors.  The participants were assured that no individual or organisation would be 

identified in any outputs of the research and that participation in the study was completely 

voluntary.  The interviews were conducted in a private room at the participant’s workplace and 

ranged between 30-80 minutes in duration.  The interviewees comprised 11 males and four 

females, with an average age of 47 years, and an average of 15 years of experience as a HRP.  

The interviewees came from a variety of industries, including education, manufacturing, 

mining, health, construction, business consulting and employment services.  The research was 

approved by the relevant university Human Ethics Committee and informed consent was 

gained from each interviewee.  Respondents were asked to make several comments on the 
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following behaviour in the workplace: “Telling jokes or encouraging others to tell jokes about 

someone or engaging in practical jokes.”  Specifically, in relation to the aforementioned 

behaviour, the respondents were asked if this behaviour could be acceptable in work contexts, 

under what circumstances it could be labelled as bullying, and also to comment upon whether 

the hierarchical position or gender of those involved would affect general interpretations of the 

situation. 

 

Interviews were audio-recorded for accuracy and then transcribed – the data were then coded 

manually.  Manual coding was deemed appropriate in this instance given the limited number 

of interview transcripts, as well as the objectives of this study (with most emphasis on the 

question on ‘joking behaviours’ noted above and related portions of each transcript).  The first 

author was principally responsible for the coding with the research objectives in mind, carefully 

reading the transcripts and subsequently arranging the data according to common themes by a 

process of compiling the relevant quotations.  The first author was assisted by the co-authors 

in this data analysis process to verify the themes as presented in this study. 

 

Results 

 

This section will present the data based on questions posed on how the interviewees believe 

that Australian culture may influence the use of joking behaviours in workplaces in Australia, 

as well as scenarios in which such behaviours would be deemed to be either acceptable or 

unacceptable.  The potential role of hierarchical status and gender were also explored and the 

responses of the participants on these will be presented. 

 

Australian culture and joking behaviours in workplaces 

Workplace cultures in Australia were typically described by the interviewees as being ‘laid-

back’, ‘matey’ and ‘blokey’.  Some researchers (e.g. Davis and Crofts 1998) link the ‘blokey’ 

elements to early European settlement in Australia, where both women and entertainment were 

scarce and thus males would engage in humour among themselves in the rugged Australian 

environment.  Later, the ‘mateship’ element was established among Australian soldiers during 

the harshness of the battlefields of World War I, though the ‘mateship’ term has since been 

(arguably wrongly) applied to fraternity in various settings including workplaces (Page 2002). 

Taken together, the ‘blokey’ and ‘matey’ elements of the national culture point to a yearning 

and eagerness for a laugh.  The interviewees provided the following remarks: 
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“I think our [Australian] ‘laid back’ culture makes a difference; we’re so relaxed and 

like to joke.” [HRP4] 

 

“There’s something in Australian culture about work and the ‘mateship’ that goes with 

it.  And those people who are not part of the ‘matey’ circle could very well feel that they 

are outsiders.” [HRP3] 

 

“I think sometimes the Australian mateship culture and the culture of having a bit of a 

joke – having fun – with somebody – I think it can be taken too far by people, perhaps in 

all innocence and I think part of that culture is ‘can’t you take a joke?’  And that wouldn’t 

be accepted in, for example, an Asian culture so I think in our culture there are potential 

dangers.  I’m thinking back to some cases I’ve dealt with, where managers or individual 

employees have said ‘are you joking?!… This is what we do’.” [HRP6] 

 

The above quotations demonstrate the ‘in-group, out-group’ elements of social identity (Tajfel 

1982), which has been discussed elsewhere in the bullying literature (e.g. Lewis, Glambek and 

Hoel in press; Ramsay, Troth and Branch 2011).  To be accepted in Australian workplaces, 

there seems a general expectation that one is willing to partake in the joking behaviours, and 

participation in the joking behaviours includes being on the receiving end of the behaviour at 

times.  The previous quote notes the added expectation that one is suitably ‘de-sensitised’ to 

offensive joking behaviours – that you can ‘take a joke’ – as also noted by several other 

interviewees: 

 

“I think the Australian culture is that you don’t take yourself too seriously, you’ve got to 

have a sense of humour and a bit of fun, and not a great deal of sensitivity.  I think it’s a 

‘matey’ and ‘blokey’ kind of culture, and that can be a wonderful thing and women can 

be part of that in a positive way.  I’m not saying it’s a bad culture, but with that it’s about 

understanding where the fun stops and when something does become negative, when it 

excludes a person and so on.  There’s a range of personalities and the culture doesn’t 

recognise a more sensitive person, or someone who’s a bit shy and can’t necessarily be 

a part of the typical social group.  By its very nature, it’s a subtle kind of bullying, 

because people can’t integrate themselves into the culture and be part of the dominant 

group in the workplace.” [HRP5] 
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The comment above highlights the notion of Australian culture as being masculine (as noted 

earlier in this article) and that workplaces in Australia still tend to be male-dominated settings, 

but also that women can be a part of the prevailing ‘matey/blokey’ culture in a positive way.  

The requirement to accept the ‘matey/blokey’ norm means that women have had to accept and 

adapt to the prevailing culture – the same can be observed for others in the minority, such as 

people from ethnic groups, as noted in the following quotes: 

 

“Australians can be self-critical and also can ‘take the piss’ [joking, banter] out of 

themselves.  So when other people ‘take the piss’ out of you, you sort of go ‘ok, no 

worries, mate!’  I think not to the point of bullying, but a bit of self-criticism is part of 

our culture…  You go on-site here [building and construction] and they’ll ‘take the piss’ 

out of themselves and there’s a lot of banter, whereas I think in a lot of other cultures it’s 

less acceptable.  I’ve also noticed in a lot of companies where there’s only Chinese or 

Middle Eastern workers, you see less of the banter etc.  The Australians, Italians etcetera 

love it.  Interestingly, the Italian migrants in the 1970s used to be offended by it – now 

they’re some of the worst offenders – they’re enculturated now!” [EmployeeRep13] 

 

“There would be an expectation to ‘laugh things off’.  A lot is in the reception of jokes, 

and Australian culture is very ‘laid back’ and accepting of jokes and humour.  Jokes are 

part of Australian culture, racial and ethnic jokes were endemic – every ethnic group has 

a joke about every other ethnic group – and those jokes are considered highly amusing 

and people tell those jokes all the time.  Sometimes people say ‘I shouldn’t tell this joke, 

but I’ll tell it anyway’.  It’s more of a tolerance than anything else.  So I think the ‘laid 

back’ attitude is also not being as sensitive to these kind of things.” [EmployeeRep12] 

 

Interestingly, the participant above mentioned the requirement for the recipient of ethnic jokes 

to be ‘tolerant’ of those jokes – in some ways this alludes to the ‘symmetrical relationships’ 

noted earlier whereby parties are equal and joking is reciprocal.  Where the joking is indeed 

reciprocal it may serve as a mechanism of acculturation and egalitarianism (Davis 2009; 

Loosemore et al. 2011).  However, there may be hierarchical implications, particularly for 

migrant labourers who find themselves a target as both a member of a minority group and as 

somebody low in the organisational hierarchy.  For such employees it may be more about 

‘surviving’ or ‘being accepted’ in the workplace than a reflection of a multicultural society and 
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such ethnic joking may have harmful effects (Wise 2016).  There can be a nasty undercurrent 

in circumstances such as these, something that the following participant also commented on: 

 

“We are supposedly this ‘knock-about’, larrikin sort of society – you know, ‘I didn’t 

mean anything by it’.  But unfortunately there’s a soft under-belly to it.  And were we to 

have our children treated in the way we treat others, we would immediately react.  

There’s this almost double-standard.” [HRP9] 

 

The responses of the participants in the research suggest that the joker is typically not sensitive 

to what others may think of their joke, and also that there is a particular onus on the recipient 

of the joke to not take things too seriously – blame can thus be attributed to the recipient of the 

joke. 

 

Some contextual factors were also highlighted as contributing to the national culture and the 

workers in it.  As noted earlier, historically people in Australia lived and worked in difficult 

and harsh conditions and locations and this contributes to the use of humour in communities 

(Davis and Crofts 1998).  Manufacturing and (more recently) mining were once mainstays of 

employment in Australia; both are environments in which the monotony of work and/or the 

vastness and tough conditions of the continent contributed to the use of joking behaviours for 

worker entertainment: 

 

“I think in our workplace [manufacturing firm] people are so comfortable in the 

workplace that they almost use bullying as entertainment, to see if they’re going to get a 

reaction from someone, and see how long that person lasts and puts up with it.  It’s almost 

a bit of ‘game-playing’.  A lot of the work here can be monotonous and it’s like there’s a 

sitcom going on because they just need to entertain themselves – I know that can sound 

harsh.  I can see the boredom in this type of work as being one of the factors contributing 

to bullying.” [HRP4] 

 

The above quotation highlights the use of jokes as an alleviation of boredom in the workplace, 

which has been noted elsewhere in the literature (Collinson 1988; 2002).  Interestingly the 

above quotation also mentions that the reaction of the target is key – that in addition to ‘getting 

a laugh’, part of the objective of the joking behaviour is to test how long it will take for the 

target(s) to react and to discover what the reaction will ultimately be.  The modern 
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manufacturing firm is not immune from the historic ‘right’ of Australian workers to have a 

laugh.  The following quotations also demonstrate this: 

 

“I think particularly in a unionised environment – we have quite remote locations as well 

– where the Aussie humour is perhaps used as an excuse for making what we would term 

‘bullying behaviour’ acceptable in certain environments, particularly in ‘blue collar’ 

environments, where it’s: ‘We’re just having a joke, mate!’, ‘Lighten up!’, or ‘We didn’t 

mean anything by it’, ‘That’s not what I meant’, ‘Can’t you take a joke?’, ‘She’ll be right’ 

etcetera come across strongly.” [HRP7] 

 

“I guess there’s a bit of a history in Australia of playing some practical jokes on 

somebody – for example, the new worker – and I think it’s probably more centred on 

apprentices, and in non-professional kinds of industries.  It’s sort of a larrikin thing.” 

[HRP10] 

 

Other interviewees pointed to a change in the culture, one where people are far less likely to 

tolerate behaviour that they think is inappropriate.  For example, interviewees noted that: 

“In areas that have more of a ‘blokey’ or ‘masculine’ culture it could encourage 

bullying.  They see how far they can push their jokes and generally tease each other.  

There could also be an ‘old-school’ mentality of work behaviours.  There are a lot of 

behaviours that were acceptable in the past that aren’t allowed nowadays.” [HRP4] 

 

“Traditionally there has been a sense of ‘just get on with it!’  People say things like 

‘they’re only joking’, ‘don’t worry about it so much’.  My mum used to say just ignore it 

if someone is bullying you or just laugh at it and just walk off.  With the older generation 

of people there’s a bit of an acceptance that from time-to-time you’ll be treated rudely 

or abruptly and you should just wear it.  These days things have improved a hell of a lot 

– my own kids in school were taught things like ‘stop it, I don’t like it’.  Kids are much 

less likely to tolerate being treated poorly than my generation were brought up to.  So 

there’s a ‘turn the other cheek’ mentality and this other mentality of ‘why would you turn 

the other cheek?’…  Another thing is that I think in Australia we’ve become very 

compliant, whereas in some other countries people are not likely to put up with certain 

behaviour and complain or walk out.  In Australia we’ve become much more accepting 

of being compliant and being directed.” [EmployeeRep11] 
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The above quotation highlights not only a shift in what is deemed generally acceptable (or not) 

in terms of joking behaviours, but also a shift in a recipient’s response to joking behaviours.  

For instance, the joking behaviour of teasing might also be a social control, whereby the teaser 

attempts to control the behaviour of the target and thus the target experiences the teasing as 

bullying (Plester 2016).  The social control aspect may also be influenced by the nature of the 

relationship between the parties, such as in an asymmetrical relationship where a manager uses 

joking behaviours as a method of controlling the workforce and the labour process.  In past 

eras the expected social norm in general may have been to ‘not make a fuss’ but, as the 

interviewee noted, it is perhaps increasingly the case in Australia that people are gaining the 

confidence to stand up to negative behaviours and to call-out particular joking behaviours as 

unacceptable. 

 

Having described the influence of Australian culture on the use of joking behaviours, we next 

examine how acceptable such behaviour is in workplaces.  This poses many difficulties for 

HRPs, as the following remark demonstrates: 

 

“What is really interesting about Australian culture is that people say something and 

you’re not quite sure if it’s harmless banter or does it have more meaning?” [HRP1] 

 

Acceptability of joking behaviours 

There seemed to be general agreement among the interviewees that joking behaviour is, rightly 

or wrongly, accepted in workplaces in Australia – and that engaging in joking behaviours is 

part of Australian culture.  But one of the main themes was the ambiguity associated with 

joking behaviours and the ‘fine line’ or ‘grey area’ on what is deemed acceptable, as stated by 

the following participants: 

 

“Yes, it’s [i.e. joking behaviour] part of the Australian culture.  This is probably the 

greyest area around all of these [bullying] behaviours.  It’s about the cultural setting in 

the workplace and it’s about the nature of the joke.  It’s a really difficult one – a grey 

area.” [HRP5] 

 

“It [joking behaviours] could be acceptable, it could be.  And the reason for that is, we 

say with bullying or harassment of any type, that intent is irrelevant.  Now that doesn’t 
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mean that everybody is going to interpret the same thing in the same way.  So, in some 

instances, having a joke at work is fine and acceptable depending on the audience.” 

[HRP7] 

 

“… in the Australian sense of humour, there is a very fine line between being comfortable 

and being the butt of the joke, and being consistently the person who is put down.  But I 

think quite often there’s a very fine line between what the average Australian would 

believe is bullying and what is just a bit of fun…  I think that it depends on the degree of 

the joke and personalisation of the joke, and if it involves a personalisation then I think 

most Australians would see the mocking of somebody, or making them the butt of the 

joke, to be bullying.  However, we run a very fine line.” [HRP1] 

 

“It depends on what type of jokes they are.  It’s risky, I like telling jokes myself and 

having fun and I’m someone who tries to make the workplace light-hearted because it 

makes the day go quicker and it’s good for the culture of the workplace where there is 

joking.  It depends on the type of jokes that you’re telling about someone and the type of 

person you choose to tell the jokes about.  It’s a difficult area, because there are times 

where people have made jokes about me and I get a bit insulted – and because I’m a 

‘joker’ kind of guy!  Depending on the joke, it can be ok, but it can be unacceptable as 

well.” [EmployeeRep11] 

 

The notions of the ‘fine line’, ‘boundary’ and ‘grey area’ (along with transgression of the 

boundary) are noted in the literature on workplace humour (e.g. Plester 2016), but also add to 

difficulties in managing bullying.  In one sense, it seems that employees in Australia seek to 

defend their right to ‘push the boundaries’ in their joking behaviours: that whether something 

is offensive (or not) ought to be determined by the joker and that the joker ought to similarly 

have the right to self-regulate.  In the bullying literature, however, it is the perspective of the 

target that is the key determinant of whether bullying has taken place and the intent of the 

perpetrator is typically deemed far less important (Einarsen et al. 2011).  The ‘fineness’ of the 

line poses a further difficulty, as once a person pushes closer to the boundary of what is 

considered bullying (perhaps in their quest to get a laugh or to increase the likelihood of getting 

a laugh), the delicateness of that boundary-line means that a joke can veer easily into an 

incident of bullying: thus the chance that bullying has occurred is greater.  It is also possible 

that pointing to a ‘fine line’ or ‘grey area’ enables HRPs to avoid taking a stance even in cases 
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where jokes have crossed the boundary.  If employees are self-regulators the result may be a 

greater pressure on the target to adjust and shift their own boundary, rather than requiring a 

HRP or manager to be responsible for upholding organisational/societal standards.  

 

The quotations above also demonstrate that, despite the focus in the bullying literature on the 

reaction of the target rather than the intent of the perpetrator, some consideration is given to 

the notion that a perpetrator was ‘well-meaning’, or the joking behaviour was ‘fit for the 

audience’.  There are undoubtedly difficulties in assessing the motives of the perpetrator, 

(Einarsen et al. 2011) – a joker might be motivated just to ‘get a laugh’, but doing so could put 

others down.  In addition, several of the participants noted the difficulty for HRPs in accounting 

for individual interpretations of what is considered acceptable joking behaviour or not, as the 

following interviewees show: 

 

“It [joking behaviours] happens.  It is a difficult one, because what is a joke to one person 

may not be a joke to another person.  It depends on what type of jokes…  Quite often 

humour can be self-deprecating, or it can be aimed at somebody else.” [EmployeeRep12] 

 

“In the construction industry practical jokes happen a lot – the old ‘silicon on the lead’… 

they go to roll up the lead and get black silicon all over their hands; vests or helmets that 

are put in the freezer and are frozen; moving people’s tools; painting people’s tools; 

painting people!  It does happen a bit.  It’s all seen as a bit of fun.  It does depend on the 

individual – whether they’re the type of person who’ll just laugh it off and have a crack 

back or are they offended by it.  It depends on the individual.” [EmployeeRep13] 

 

It seems that practical jokes continue to occur in certain workplaces and industries, but perhaps 

such behaviours are becoming less common owing to factors such as work intensification and 

more stringent standards of conduct.  In any case, given the clear embarrassment to the target 

caused by these behaviours, the relationship between the parties – such as whether there is 

reciprocation and whether the parties ‘get along’ with each other in general – may be an 

important contextual factor (Matthiesen and Einarsen 2010).  Interestingly, the interviewees 

also commented that notions of what is acceptable joking or humour are changing with time, 

so behavioural expectations in the workplace are more stringent in modern Australia: 
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“We’ll often lapse into humour to cover up embarrassment or uncertainty or resistance 

in some way.  I think that probably feeds the bullying thing in Australian society.  That’s 

the main one that comes to mind, perhaps of what people classify as ‘funny’, because I 

think as we continue along more and more in the modern workplace there’s less and less 

that is acceptable really.  I think people will pretty readily speak up against – or express 

their feelings or anger or whatever at – something inappropriate that is said.  I think that 

humour is a key element of Australian culture that feeds the notion of bullying.” [HRP2] 

 

It is noteworthy that the interviewee above mentioned the reasons that people ‘lapse into 

humour’.  Concealing ‘uncertainty’ and ‘embarrassment’ seem highly individual and private 

feelings – and also suggest a vulnerability of the individual (be they the perpetrator or the 

target); the nature of joking in these situations may lead to other forms of symmetrical and 

reciprocal humour.  Employing humour for the purposes of ‘resistance’ may be more closely 

associated with power dynamics and self-aggrandisement and hence more likely to be linked 

to bullying. 

 

Circumstances in which joking could be labelled as bullying 

We also need to consider the elements of ‘joking’ behaviours that HR professionals would 

consistently deem to be bullying.  The responses of the interviewees tend to reflect both the 

academic definition of bullying (e.g. Einarsen et al. 2011) as well as the relevant local 

legislation/regulation (e.g. WorkSafe Victoria, 2012) – a finding that is consistent with data 

from various countries (Salin et al. 2019).  The interviewees in the current study, for example, 

highlighted the definition of workplace bullying including that the negative acts are ‘repeated’ 

or ‘belittling’, as noted in the following quotations: 

 

“If the target makes it clear to the person making the joke that they didn’t appreciate it, 

and it’s then repeated, then it’s bullying.” [EmployeeRep11] 

 

“To label all jokes as being bullying would be too much.  But yes, it can be bullying if 

it’s persistent and repeated – also if it has the potential to do harm.  You’d have to 

consider the type of joke and how that joke could do harm.” [EmployeeRep12] 

 

“Using nicknames is one thing that I encounter a lot in my workplace.  People have been 

working here for 20 or 30 years and they know each other so well, like a family almost, 
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and something like calling someone ‘Cockie’ because that’s what they’ve called him for 

20 or 30 years, but if he suddenly turns around and says he’s offended by it and it 

continues, then I would consider that bullying…  But there’s also now a sense of a ‘Nanny 

state’ mentality.  There is bullying legislation and we’ve held education sessions so 

people know what bullying is, people are almost too educated now and it’s almost making 

some behaviours unacceptable when it’s potentially not bullying.  I know it is a bit 

contradictory, but educating staff so much they seem to use bullying as a label for 

behaviours that aren’t necessarily bullying.” [HRP4] 

 

Interestingly, the interviewee described potential overregulation (a ‘Nanny state mentality’), 

which links to one of the earlier quotations from an interviewee about reducing the right to be 

ourselves or to regulate ourselves.  The above quotation also demonstrates that anti-bullying 

training in workplaces could possibly result in employees applying a ‘bullying’ label 

inappropriately – that HRPs are dealing with increasing numbers of bullying complaints where 

it is deemed that no bullying has occurred.  An alternative interpretation is that some HRPs are 

perhaps failing to understand the nature and seriousness of workplace bullying, or would prefer 

to not have an active role as a HRP in preventing or dealing with bullying scenarios in their 

workplaces (akin to a laissez-faire approach to management).  In other words, there may be a 

preference to leave it to individuals to set and protect their own boundaries. 

 

A further element that was discussed in the interviews is situations in which HRPs in 

contemporary organisations would consistently label a joking behaviour as bullying.  A notable 

example of this – mentioned by several interviewees – was where the joke involves a ‘protected 

category’ in anti-discrimination and equal opportunity legislation (such as race, religion, sexual 

orientation etc.), with a further element of HRPs’ obligation to ensure a safe working 

environment, as demonstrated by the following interviewees: 

“I’ve got an investigation underway at the moment on this exact situation where a 

leading-hand has been making racist jokes about two members of his team of 10 people 

and it’s been ongoing – become almost a norm in that workgroup – for racist comments 

to be made.  But it is particularly galling for two individuals who have been the butt of 

these comments, and one of them has now put in a formal complaint about it and we’re 

now investigating it.  Yes – it’s bullying behaviour because it’s repeated offensive 

behaviour directed towards another employee.” [HRP3] 
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Though it seems, in the instance above, that HR was hesitant to intervene to the extent that 

racist jokes had been ‘normalised’ in that particular workplace, most interviewees clearly 

emphasised the unacceptable nature of jokes about the aforementioned ‘protected categories’.  

For example:  

“If it’s a joke about a ‘protected category’ – for example, a joke about somebody’s race 

or religion or age – particularly in those cases it would be regarded as bullying. If you’re 

having a joke about and at somebody’s expense then it may be bullying…  The legislation 

talks about creating an environment where people feel comfortable and are safe from 

bullying and harassment.  The really overt things are easier to deal with – name-calling 

etcetera.  The things that are less obvious can be very damaging.” [HRP9]. 

 

“It’s people’s dignity, it’s people’s characteristics that are being attacked, and of course 

there’s any list of attributes on the Equal Opportunity Act, so it’s totally unacceptable…  

For example, in a group, someone makes a joke about gays or something.  How does the 

person know, that within the room there were people that were gay?  It was probably 

intended as a harmless enough joke, it wasn’t vicious, but it was inappropriate and they 

could be taken to task for bullying.” [HRP2] 

 

“Scenarios jump straight into my mind from my own experiences and work.  People 

making jokes about people’s characteristics or sexual orientation would be examples.  I 

definitely think it could be considered bullying.” [EmployeeRep14] 

 

Similar observations have been made in workplaces in New Zealand where employees declared 

that “sexual, sexist or racist humour, jokes that mocked personal characteristics, and jokes that 

had a physical element (such as some pranks and horseplay) all transgressed the normal 

workday boundaries for humour” (Plester 2016, 89).  Note that such comments do not make it 

a precondition that the joke is repeated to make it unacceptable and forming part of bullying 

scenarios.  This may also reflect the similarities between Australia and New Zealand on 

employment laws relating to discrimination and harassment. 

 

A second notable example of situations in which joking behaviours would consistently be 

considered bullying is where there was a risk to a person’s safety and well-being – again, this 

criterion is consistent with research findings noted elsewhere (e.g. Salin et al. 2019) and reflects 

the requirement for employers to comply with workplace health and safety legislation: 
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“Yes, it [joking behaviour] could be bullying if someone is being made fun of, if there’s 

a risk to health and safety.” [EmployeeRep15] 

 

“It’s a compliance issue as well, because bullying is part of Occupational Health and 

Safety and we want to comply with our legal responsibilities and ensure that all our 

employees are safe and healthy.” [HRP4] 

 

“I think it’s about how safe people feel in their environment, and it’s about the nature of 

the jokes.  I think it’s [joking behaviours] the greyest and most difficult area of all of 

them.” [HRP5] 

 

“It could be [bullying], if it’s done in conjunction with other bullying behaviours.  It 

depends on the nature of the joke, whether a person is being put at risk [safety or well-

being], where the perpetrator of the joke sits in the power structure and where the victim 

sits.” [HRP5] 

 

The above quotation also conveys the hierarchical element of bullying.  The potential influence 

of hierarchical status on the interplay between joking behaviours and bullying will now be 

examined in closer detail. 

 

Influence of hierarchy on interpretations of joking behaviours 

The role of hierarchical status in bullying is widely examined in the literature (e.g. Zapf et al. 

2020).  But whilst some bullying behaviours stem from hierarchy and can only be utilised by 

managers (e.g. assigning an unreasonable workload), humour and joking can be utilised by 

anybody in the workplace.  In a study in a Danish hospital, the results suggested that status as 

either a perpetrator or target were malleable and fluctuated, and that hierarchy was irrelevant 

when it came to derogatory teasing – everybody teased or was teased and those who did not 

participate in derogatory teasing or complained about it were socially and professionally 

excluded, as well as being described as being unfit for the work in the hospital (Mortensen and 

Baarts 2018). 

 

With regard to joking behaviours, the participants in the current study were asked if it would 

make a difference if the joking behaviours were performed by a manager, a colleague, or by a 
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subordinate.  The main theme to emerge was that managers should be held to higher account – 

that managers set a standard of behaviours that is an exemplar for their subordinates.  This may 

be linked to ‘social-learning theory’ (Bandura 1969; 1978) in terms of behaviour modelling. 

 

“It doesn’t matter [hierarchy] – but again the seriousness is of a higher order if it’s 

[joking behaviour] undertaken by a manager.” [HRP3] 

 

“Absolutely [hierarchy does make a difference].  Managers have a higher expectation in 

terms of behavioural expectations.” [HRP8] 

 

While the two participants above allude to the closer scrutiny of the behaviour of managers, 

there may be some situations where the joking behaviour of a manager would be acceptable, 

most notably if another manager is the target of the joking behaviour whereby the joke is seen 

as a form of ‘game’ or ‘light heartedness’, rather than putting someone down publicly.  The 

distinction between such scenarios was noted by the following interviewee: 

 

“It’s certainly unacceptable for a manager.  In all but very rare circumstances, I can’t 

see where it’s appropriate for a manager to do that [joking behaviours].  I guess if it’s 

two managers playing-off each other and in the right cultural environment I think it can 

be an enjoyable and positive thing within the workplace for everyone.” [HRP5] 

 

The power imbalance in typical scenarios of bullying has also been well described in the 

literature (Einarsen et al. 2011; Hodson, Roscigno and Lopez 2006).  An imbalance of power 

was also discussed by the participants in this study in their application of hierarchical status, 

but it is important to note that creating offence can be the beginnings of a power imbalance 

irrespective of formal hierarchy, particularly laughing ‘at’ someone, as noted by the following 

interviewee: 

 

“I think if it’s a manager it’s [joking behaviour] more likely to be humiliating.  If it’s 

someone who’s a colleague and there is no power imbalance, it’s probably less likely to 

be something that’s going to create offence.  The thing about joking with somebody else 

is laughing ‘at’ someone and laughing ‘with’ someone – if you’re all on the same 

hierarchical level then you’re more likely to be laughing with them rather than at them.  

Nobody likes being laughed ‘at’.” [EmployeeRep11] 
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“I have higher expectations of managers to understand the limitations of their 

relationships with their staff.  However, again the grey area about friends and 

perceptions – it can easily fall out of balance.” [EmployeeRep14] 

 

In general, given that the participants believed that managers should be held to higher account 

in terms of their behaviours and potential transgressions, it would seem that managers need to 

be particularly cautious and conservative in their use of joking behaviours.  A contributing 

factor here may be that the target is more likely to feel humiliated if their manager is the 

perpetrator of the joking behaviour. 

 

 

Influence of gender on perceptions of joking behaviours 

In terms of workplace humour, in general the main influence in joking interactions has been 

‘masculine’ jokes, perhaps because historically many workplaces were almost exclusively 

male (particularly workshop/factory settings in which females were not employed in earlier 

eras), though the forms of humour and joking behaviours used are continually undergoing 

change to reflect the modern workforce (Collinson 2002; Plester 2016).  Some bullying 

researchers have examined workplace bullying as a gendered phenomenon, wherein power and 

social norms influence behaviours and their interpretation (Escartin Salin and Rodriguez-

Carballeira, 2011; Lee 2002; Salin and Hoel 2013).  The participants in the current study were 

asked if joking behaviours would be perceived differently if performed by a man or a woman.  

Most of the respondents suggested that the gender of the perpetrator would make no difference 

to the way the behaviour was perceived; However, some of the participants did note that there 

could be a difference in perception due largely to gender stereotypes.  This could also be 

influenced by the ‘blokie’, ‘matey’ elements of Australian culture noted earlier in this article, 

with links back to the patriarchal nature of Australian society and the country’s history. 

 

“For some of the [joking] behaviours though, there may be an influence of gender 

stereotypes.  So what men can get away with in predominantly male worksites, such as 

the ‘tradesmen’ type environment, but then it all gets very stereotypical – that men are 

meant to take jokes better than females.  But then maybe females get more upset by the 

performance management stuff.  I don’t want to use the stereotypes, but there are 

stereotypes and things that I’ve heard that happen on tradesmen sites where that [joking] 
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sort of behaviour is acceptable, yet if the same thing happened in a predominantly female 

workplace it would be a disaster – so there may be some gender differences there.” 

[EmployeeRep15] 

 

“I would sense that this [joking behaviours] is more of a male thing… my experience is 

that males would tend to lapse into humour more than women would.  I think it is more 

[socially] acceptable if a male does it – males might get away more with lacking 

sensitivity than a female would.  I’m not saying that it is a good thing of course.” [HRP2] 

 

As was noted by another participant, the context in which the joking behaviour occurs is also 

important to the way it is generally perceived by people, irrespective of gender dynamics: 

 

“It depends on the context of the joke, I think.  In contemporary workplaces you risk 

straying into peddling some kind of gender stereotype – you’ve got to be careful of that.  

I’m one for joking with my colleagues regardless of their gender and age, to be inclusive 

and talk to everyone.  People share in jokes, but have to be mindful and have a good 

antenna [to sensitivity] to make sure that you judge your audience well.  Some people 

don’t have that antenna and say and do things without being aware of how they’re being 

perceived by everybody else, that they’re being quite crass.” [EmployeeRep11] 

 

The suggestion in the above quotation is that the onus is on the joker in terms of sensitivity – 

that the joker should themselves be mindful of being inoffensive and staying well clear of the 

‘fine line’ between acceptable joking and bullying. 

 

Discussion and conclusions 

 

This article examined the use of joking behaviours in Australian workplaces from the 

perspective of HRPs and employee representatives, in distinguishing between ‘bullying’ and 

‘non-bullying’ jokes and humour.  As has been noted elsewhere in the workplace bullying 

literature (eg, Mortensen and Baarts, 2018), though humour itself has been widely researched, 

the interplay between joking behaviours and workplace bullying has received minimal 

attention.  Thus, the current study enhances understanding of the views of Australian HRPs 

and employee representatives on the use of jokes and humour and links to workplace bullying, 

as well their consideration of Australian culture as a contextual factor. 
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The aforementioned professional groups (HRPs and employee representatives) are typically 

responsible for governing workplace behaviours, including bullying behaviours such as joking, 

and are also typically responsible for compliance with relevant workplace legislation (e.g. anti-

bullying laws, health and safety laws, and equal employment opportunity laws) so their insight 

is a key feature of the current study.  The study also highlights the relevance of the use of 

humour as a form a social control (Plester 2016), as well as the ‘in-group/out-group’ dynamics 

in Social Identity (Tajfel 1982) and how these may influence the interplay between joking 

behaviours and workplace bullying. 

 

The use of joking behaviours is widespread in Australian workplaces, and is historically linked 

to factors such as: the remoteness, vastness and harsh conditions of the continent; the working 

conditions and type of work performed in the country; and, the general anti-authoritarian 

sentiment and importance of egalitarianism in Australian society (Davis 2009).  The 

‘masculine’ hegemony of society in Australia (Connell 2005) and its work culture also 

influence the ubiquity of joking behaviours in it, with resulting ‘in-group’ ‘out-group’ 

dynamics further fuelling joking behaviours and potentially also workplace bullying. 

 

The definitions of workplace bullying in the legal frameworks in Australia have influenced the 

interpretations of HRPs and employee representatives in their application of the label 

‘bullying’.  An important element of this is their views that bullying is behaviour that is 

‘repeated’ – a view shared by all of the HRPs and employee representatives interviewed in this 

study.  In some ways the responses of the participants in this study are testament to the effect 

of a legal framework encompassing a definition of workplace bullying.  There may, however, 

be further implications of this for single incidences that have an ongoing impact on targets (e.g. 

a ‘joke’ posted once on a target’s social media page).  Thus there are implications for workplace 

cyber-bullying regarding the criterion that behaviours must be repeated (D’Cruz and Noronha 

2013; D’Souza et al. 2018; Vranjes et al. 2017).  Moreover, if focusing too much on the 

repeated nature of the behaviour, jokes which by their nature transgresses the boundary for 

acceptable behaviour – for example by expressing sexism, racism or homophobia – could go 

under the radar. 

 

A related legal element is the Workplace Health and Safety legislation, as HRPs linked joking 

behaviours to potential breaches of their obligation to provide a safe workplace.  It is notable 
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that in some states of Australia, managers can be found personally liable and prosecuted for 

breaches in health and safety (Safe Work Australia 2018).  Along similar lines, when asked to 

describe circumstances in which joking behaviour could be considered bullying, the HRPs most 

commonly referred to protected characteristics in Equal Employment Opportunity legislation 

– these include gender, age, sexual orientation, ethnicity, religion etc.  As such, the legislation 

does serve one of its purposes in bringing personal characteristics to the forefront of the minds 

of HRPs.  Similar findings have been reported in New Zealand (particularly in companies with 

a formal culture: see Plester 2009), which may be a reflection of similarities in the national 

cultures of Australia and New Zealand, as well as each nation having comparable employment 

laws relating to discrimination and harassment.  Compliance with relevant workplace laws will 

continue to be a priority for HRPs and employee representatives. 

 

It has been noted in the literature on workplace bullying that humour and jokes can occur in 

the context of ‘symmetrical relationships’ (among equals and reciprocal) or ‘asymmetrical 

relationships’ (where ‘in-group’ ‘out-group’ dynamics are present) (Matthiesen and Einarsen 

2010), with other researchers adding that ‘symmetrical’ exchanges can still lead to bullying 

(Hoel, Lewis and Einarsdottir 2018).  In some scenarios participation in derogatory behaviour 

is an expectation of the workgroup and the individuals involved in the joking behaviours can 

switch between being a perpetrator or target of the joking irrespective of the hierarchical status 

of the parties (Mortensen and Baarts 2018).  Such dynamics may add to the difficulties for 

HRPs and employee representatives in dealing with bullying, but simultaneously are indicative 

of the general imperative for swift and serious management intervention. 

 

One of the common views shared by the participants in this study was that managers are held 

to a higher standard of behavioural expectations than their subordinates.  This can be linked to 

behaviour modelling, which would imply that managers demonstrate the standard of acceptable 

conduct in workplaces.  Moreover, that managers are held to a higher standard of behaviours 

also relates to an employer’s general ‘duty of care’, which must be seen in connection with the 

managerial prerogative: a manager’s right to manage also requires that they concurrently 

consider the health, safety and dignity of their employees (Hoel and Einarsen 2011).  Another 

hazardous aspect of managers engaging in joking behaviours is the power imbalance in such 

situations – that subordinates are possibly more likely to feel humiliated if they are the target 

of the joking behaviour of a manager.  Managers in organisations must therefore be particularly 

mindful of their general conduct and the utility of joking behaviours in workplaces, particularly 



Jokes and bullying –Australian HRP perspective 

25 
 

joking behaviours directed at their subordinates, as these are likely to be interpreted as more 

severe than general joking behaviours among workmates. 

 

The geographic and societal context for this study in itself provides some interesting 

implications for management.  It has been suggested that the key feature of the use of joking 

behaviours in Australia is its pervasiveness – the ‘democratic right’ to employ humour (Davis 

2009).  That joking behaviours have the potential to cause offence has historically been a 

secondary consideration.  The data from this study do, however, suggest that the aggressive, 

crude, insulting jokes common in general social settings are now less tolerated in workplaces.  

Thus HRPs and employee representatives have the unenviable task of ‘boundary management’ 

(Plester 2016) in determining when a joker has gone into improper territory and determining 

where the ‘fine line’ between harmless banter and offensive jokes in workplaces is drawn.  

There are a myriad contextual factors that form part of this boundary management process, 

including, but not limited to, organisational, industry and work-group norms.  Organisation 

culture has also been identified as a key element of the boundary management process (Plester 

2009).  Though the HR ‘policy police’ (Ulrich 1997) in Australia undoubtedly play a key role 

in boundary management, boundaries are socially constructed and there is a role for everybody 

in the workplace to establish and keep joking behaviours within acceptable boundaries.  Further 

to HR’s own responsibility in boundary management, researchers have suggested that HRPs 

also have an important role in empowering bystanders (such as employees who witness 

bullying) to take action on behalf of targets of bullying (Paull et al. in press; Paull, Omari and 

Standen 2012; Wu and Wu 2019), with HR and mangers’ role as behavioural or social anchor 

playing a key role for bystander intervention (Ng, Niven and Hoel in press).  Managers and 

workers alike will benefit from both eliciting the positive outcomes of joking behaviours and 

from curbing the negative outcomes.  Communication of the established boundary 

distinguishing acceptable from unacceptable joking behaviours must also be clear in 

organisations, and must include clarity on the potential repercussions (such as dismissal) for 

any employees who cross the boundary. 

 

Limitations and Future Research 

A potential limitation of this study may be the relatively small number of interviews, but it is 

noteworthy that the study was focused on a specific cohort of professionals and was rather 

exploratory in nature.  There seem to be common themes that emerge among the participants 

which may not have been altered by additional participants, but nonetheless a larger sample 
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may have been beneficial.  Quantitative research may provide useful indications on the 

pervasiveness of joking behaviours and also ascertain how often joking behaviours transgress 

the boundary into bullying behaviours. 

 

Participation in this study was restricted to HRPs and employee representatives.  A focus on 

the views of these groups was deemed appropriate given the objectives of this research.  

However, including lower-level employees in the study may have yielded some insights to how 

joking behaviours are utilised first-hand among employees, as well as how these behaviours 

are potentially linked to bullying by the targets of the joking behaviours.  It may also be useful 

for future studies to explore potential differences in the perspectives of HRPs and employee 

representatives on joking behaviours, as well as on more general elements of workplace 

bullying. 

 

As noted in the findings, the majority of the participants in this study suggested that gender 

does not make a difference to the way that joking behaviour is perceived. Some of the 

participants noted that there may be differences resulting from gender stereotypes.  Given that 

some workplace bullying research has suggested that there are gender differences in 

experiences of bullying (McCormack et al. 2018; Salin 2019; Salin and Hoel 2013), this is 

worthy of further attention. Many workplaces in Australia are still male-dominated and it 

would not be surprising if gender differences in the perceptions of joking behaviours or other 

bullying behaviours do exist – and a potentially more complex interplay between power and 

gender could be explored by researchers in future.  The possible influence of gender on joking 

behaviours may be more pronounced in some national cultures than in others.  Furthermore, 

there may be differences in predominantly female or predominantly male workplaces and 

occupational groups.  Also, though none of the interviewees in this study commented about 

their experiences of joking (nor other bullying) behaviours among transgender, gender fluid, 

and/or intersex employees in workplaces, this is an area worthy of examination in future.  

Future research could also be extended to examine the use of joking behaviours as related to 

other aspects of workforce diversity, such as potential differences in ethnicity or among 

multiple generations in age and joking behaviours. 

 

This study’s design and focus on HRPs and employee representatives meant that participants 

were more than likely recruited from large organisations – specifically those organisations with 

an HR department or, at the very least, with an HR or trade union designated within the 
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organisation.  Thus, the relevant experiences of the interplay between joking behaviours, 

bullying and how this interplay is managed in smaller organisations may not be captured in this 

particular study.  Similarly, experiences may vary according to the form of employment, such 

as employees in precarious (non-permanent) employment – which was not examined as a part 

of this research. 

 

Finally, this study was restricted to Australia and needs to be interpreted with Australia’s 

national culture and the historic elements of Australian society and work in mind.  The findings 

may be remarkably different in other countries owing to different national cultures (Paull and 

Omari 2016; Salin et al. 2019; Salin et al. 2019), but also due to different employment laws, 

forms of employment, authoritarianism, gender roles, and industrial and sectoral composition.  

Thus, there are many avenues for future researchers to pursue in order to enhance our 

understanding of the interplay between joking behaviour and bullying. 

 

Concluding comments 

This exploratory study examined the utility of joking behaviours in Australian workplaces from 

the perspectives of HRPs and employee representatives, including when joking behaviours 

would be labelled as bullying.  In exploring this issue, it was noted that historic and societal 

factors in Australia and its culture have led to joking behaviours being widely adopted in 

workplaces in Australia.  Human resource professionals and employee representatives have a 

key role in managing the boundary between joking behaviours and workplace bullying and are 

heavily guided by relevant definitions of workplace bullying and relevant workplace laws (such 

as anti-bullying, workplace health and safety, and anti-discrimination legislation) in 

determining whether or not joking behaviour would be considered bullying.  Contextual factors 

in workplaces (e.g. nature of the work tasks, industry, hierarchies, demographics) also 

influence the likelihood of labelling joking behaviours as bullying. 
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