
Ottery St Mary Parish 
Preventing Bullying and Harassment Policy 
 
Statement of commitment 
The Church is required by God to foster relationships of the utmost integrity, truthfulness, and 
trustworthiness. Harassment and bullying - however rare - will not be tolerated in our parish church 
communities. All complaints of harassment and bullying will be taken seriously and thoroughly 
investigated. 
 
This policy applies to all employees, office holders, members of parish groups and committees, 
volunteers, and church members in order to build a culture of mutual respect where individuals, whether 
lay or ordained, feel respected and safe, and treated with dignity. Every member of the church 
communities is responsible for conducting themselves in a manner 
consistent with this Policy in all their church-related activities. 
 
What is bullying and harassment? 
Bullying and harassment is behaviour which an individual or group knows, or ought reasonably to 
know, could have the effect of offending, humiliating, intimidating or isolating an individual or group 
to the extent that it causes actual harm or distress to the target(s), normally after a series of 
incidents over a prolonged period of time. Lack of intent does not diminish, excuse, or negate the impact 
on the target, or the distress caused. 
 
Bullying may manifest itself in a variety of different ways. It is usually persistent, and often unpredictable, 
and can amount to severe psychological intimidation. It is insidious and undermines the ability and 
confidence of the person suffering from it. It can lead to fear, isolation, demotivation and reduced output, 
poor concentration, symptoms of stress, a noticeable level of sickness absence or stubborn attendance 
when obviously unwell, psychological, emotional, and physical harm. 
 
Harassment, in general terms, is unwanted conduct affecting a person’s dignity. This may take place in 
churches, offices, church halls, and houses used for church meetings. It may be related to age, sex, race, 
disability, religious belief (including theology or church tradition), nationality or any personal characteristic 
of the individual, and may be persistent or an isolated incident. Differences of gender or ethnic 
background, for example may mean that what is said or done is not understood or heard as it was 
intended. The important point is that the actions or comments are viewed as demeaning and unacceptable 
to the recipient. 
 
This list of behaviours is not exhaustive but gives a clear indication of the sorts of actions that constitute 
bullying or harassment: 
• removing areas of responsibility without discussion or notice 
• isolating someone or deliberately ignoring or excluding them from activities 
• consistently attacking someone’s professional or personal standing 
• setting out to make someone appear incompetent 
• persistently picking on someone in front of others 
• deliberate sabotage of work or actions 
• deliberately withholding information or providing incorrect information. 
• overloading with work/reducing deadlines without paying attention to any protest 
• displays of offensive material 
• use of e-mails to reprimand, insult or otherwise inform someone of their apparent failing, either to the 
individual or to third parties 
• repeatedly shouting or swearing in public or in private 
• spreading malicious rumours to third parties 
• public humiliation by constant innuendo, belittling and ‘putting down’ 



• personal insults and name-calling 
• aggressive gestures, verbal threats and intimidation 
• persistent threats about security 
• making false accusations 
• aggressive bodily posture or physical contact 
• talking/shouting directly into someone’s face 
• direct physical intimidation, violence or assault 
 
The most serious incidents might result in: 
• creating an unsafe working environment 
• ignoring signs of overwork and extreme stress 
• putting someone’s health physically, emotionally or psychologically at risk by making them upset, 
frightened and/or ridiculed 
 
It is, though, important to distinguish between bullying, and behaviour that is reasonable in a 
particular context. For example there may be occasions where shortcomings in performance are 
being addressed and more incisive behaviour is interpreted as bullying simply because the recipient 
is unused to being challenged or asked to account for their actions. 
 
False accusations are a serious matter. The behaviour of anyone who is found to have made an unfounded, 
deliberately malicious complaint or allegation will be regarded with the utmost seriousness and where 
possible formal action taken. A member of either the clergy or laity could be subject to an action for 
defamation if they have made false accusations against someone else. 
 
Informal procedures 
If either a clergy or lay person considers that they are a target of bullying or harassment, they should speak 
to their Incumbent. (If the Incumbent is the alleged perpetrator, then the Area Dean should be contacted.) 
It is helpful to aim to speak to this person as soon as possible after the incident concerned. It is, however, 
recognised that complaints of this nature may relate to cumulative actions taking place over a period of 
time. 
 
Keep a factual log of all incidents of bullying – dates, times, nature of incident, details of accusations, 
criticisms, emails and other correspondence. This may be needed as evidence should harassment, 
victimisation or bullying continue or subsequently recur. 
 
It is the duty of the incumbent to investigate the allegations and, if there is sufficient evidence to justify a 
complaint, to speak to the person alleged perpetrator. It is the incumbent’s responsibility to take speedy 
action to stop harassment and it is important that it is made clear to the perpetrator that such behaviour is 
unacceptable and will not be tolerated. Silence or inaction can be seen as collusion and endorsement of 
such behaviour. 
 
Those investigating claims of harassment should consider all the circumstances before reaching a 
conclusion, and particularly the perception of the complainant, as harassment is often felt differently by 
different people. Having gathered all the evidence those investigating should ask themselves “could what 
has taken place be reasonably considered to have caused offence?” In some cases, it may be possible to 
rectify matters informally. 
 
Sometimes people are not aware that their behaviour is unwelcome and an informal discussion can lead to 
greater understanding and an agreement that the behaviour will cease. It may be that the individual will 
choose to do this themselves, or they may need support. 
 



If someone complaining about bullying or harassment considers the process followed to have been 
inadequate, they should next approach the Area Dean or Archdeacon. 
 
Anyone approaching their incumbent may wish to be accompanied by a friend or colleague. 
 
 
Formal procedures 
A formal complaint can be submitted by email or in writing. It should be sent to the incumbent, or if that is 
not appropriate then to the Lay Chair of the PCC, or if that is not appropriate then to another member of 
the Standing Committee of the PCC. 
 
It is our policy that we will not investigate unsubstantiated complaints. 
 
Grievances will be acknowledged by the person handling the complaint, normally within 10 working days. 
The acknowledgement will say who is dealing with the complaint and when the person complaining can 
expect a reply. 
If there is a conflict of interest, then the recipient of the complaint may refer it to the Archdeacon or Rural 
Dean for advice or investigation. 
If the Vicar, Lay Chair, or member of the Management Committee is able to investigate the grievance, they 
should arrange for a second person to work with them in this process. It may be appropriate for this to be 
someone from outside the immediate parish context. In this instance, the Archdeacon may advise on an 
appropriate person and if this is not possible, the Rural Dean may do so. 
 
Those investigating the grievance should attempt to meet with the person/s who have raised concerns in 
an effort to fully understand their perspectives. This may be in-person or in a conference call / online if 
necessary. In listening to these concerns, particular attention should be given to ascertaining the following 
information: 
• What happened? 
• Where and when did it occur? 
• Was this the first incident or have there been others? 
• Who was involved? 
• Were there any witnesses? 
• Has any action been taken about it, or any attempts to prevent further bullying or harassment? 
 
It may be necessary to speak to other people to clarify the alleged incident/s. 
 
If the complaint relates to a specific person they should be informed and given an opportunity to respond. 
 
Ideally complainants should receive a definitive reply within 28 days. If this is not possible, for example 
because an investigation has not been fully completed, a progress report should be sent with an indication 
of when a full reply will be given. 
 
Whether the complaint is upheld or not, the reply to the complainant will describe the action taken to 
investigate the complaint, the conclusions from the investigation, and any action taken as a result of the 
complaint. Where disciplinary action is deemed appropriate, the reply to the complainant will not include 
details relating to individual staff member’s employment record. 
 
It should be recognised that in some instances people will take positions where the matter cannot be 
resolved. However, the aim will be to ensure that the process respects those involved and is just in 
providing an active concern to those who are vulnerable, marginalised, or oppressed. 
 



The decision taken at this stage is final, unless the Archdeacon or Rural Dean deems it appropriate to seek 
external or further assistance with a resolution. 
 
The PCC should be informed of the outcome of any such procedure, at all times mindful of the importance 
of balancing confidentiality and appropriate information provided to the Trustees in relation, for example, 
to personal data. 
 
Data Protection (GDPR) 
All information pertaining to a bullying and harassment matter is treated with absolute confidentiality and 
that no action will be taken without the willing consent of the person who feels they been a target. 
Those responsible for working towards resolution of any concerns, will ensure appropriate confidentiality 
of records of any concerns and conversations that take place as part of that process and the rights of data 
subjects are maintained 
 


