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NEWS RELEASE
UP confronts the ‘silent epidemic’ of workplace bullying
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Dr Olebogeng Selebi (left) facilitates a discussion with a panel at the workplace bullying event.

PRETORIA — In the midst of a rapidly evolving working landscape, workplace bullying is becoming what experts
call a “silent epidemic”. This pervasive issue quietly inflicts emotional and psychological damage on individuals,
eroding the foundations of professional relationships and workplace culture.

These insights were drawn from a recent event hosted by the University of Pretoria’s (UP) Centre for the Future
of Work (CFoW) in recognition of International Workplace Bullying Awareness Week, observed from 13 to 19
October 2024. The event brought together thought leaders and practitioners to engage in discussion about the
implications of workplace bullying and the necessity of fostering psychological safety in hybrid workplaces.

Despite its widespread occurrence, workplace bullying often remains unaddressed, as victims grapple with fear
and stigma that discourage them from speaking out. As organisations embrace hybrid and digital work models,
the need to confront this silent epidemic has never been more urgent.
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Dr Olebogeng Selebi, Deputy Director of the CFoW, set the tone for the discussions by highlighting the critical role

of mental health in workplace productivity.

“Mental health and wellness are key to ensuring optimal functioning and productivity,” she asserted. “We must
prioritise the mental well-being of employees to foster a thriving workplace.”

The event explored various organisational factors that enable bullying to thrive, such as poor communication, lack
of clear policies and inadequate leadership training. These elements create an environment where negative
behaviours can flourish, undermining the core values of respect and collaboration that are essential for any
successful workplace.

The profound effects of workplace bullying extend beyond the victims themselves, affecting bystanders and the
overall work culture. Individuals who witness bullying may experience feelings of helplessness and guilt for not
speaking out or intervening.

“Bystanders often carry the weight of guilt for not helping, which can contribute to a toxic atmosphere,” said Dr
Motsei, author of the book Building Psychologically Safe Spaces. “This guilt reinforces the silence surrounding
bullying and allows negative behaviours to persist.”

Dr Ngao Motsei, further highlighted the stigma that often silences victims.

“It’s a silent epidemic because many individuals feel unsafe discussing their experiences. When they do speak out,
they often face further victimisation, especially when the perpetrators hold positions of power. This leads many
to suffer in silence.”

The complexities of power dynamics and intersectionality in workplace bullying were also examined. The
interaction of various identities — such as race, gender and socio-economic status — can exacerbate the effects of
bullying, making it imperative for organisations to adopt a nuanced approach to understanding and addressing
these issues.

The significance of the event resonated with attendees, including Bokang Phoshana, an intern at Old Mutual
Corporate.

“Such events are important because they help us to become better employees and leaders, and as individuals, to
treat each other better, including those who are often excluded from society,” she remarked. “After the event, |
felt empowered and more mindful of others, especially those with disabilities or those that society tends to
overlook.”

As the conversation around workplace bullying gains momentum, events such as this serve as platforms for
awareness and change, reinforcing the importance of prioritising mental health in hybrid workspaces. By fostering

an environment of understanding and support, organisations can work towards breaking the silence surrounding
workplace bullying and create a safer, more inclusive workplace for everyone.

- End
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Media enquiries can be directed to Mr Sashlin Girraj - Public Relations & Events Manager

Email: sashlin.girraj@up.ac.za | Cell: +27(0)72 447 3784

ABOUT THE UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA

The University of Pretoria (UP) is one of the largest contact and residential universities in South Africa, with its
administration offices located on its Hatfield Campus in Pretoria. This 115-year-old institution is also one of
the largest producers of research in South Africa.

Spread over seven campuses, it has nine faculties and a business school, the Gordon Institute of Business
Science (GIBS). It is the only university in the country with a Faculty of Veterinary Science, which is ranked the
best in Africa. UP has 120 academic departments and 92 centres and institutes, accommodating more than 56
000 students and offering about 1 100 study programmes. It has the most academic staff with PhDs (70%), NRF-
rated researchers (613).

The 2024 Times Higher Education subject rankings placed UP first in South Africa in the fields of Law, Veterinary
Science, Accounting and Finance; Agriculture and Forestry and Electrical and Electronic Engineering.
Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) ranked the University among the top five in Africa, as part of their 2024 World
University Rankings (WUR). UP was the only South African university featured in the 2023 World University
Rankings for Innovation (WURI), falling within in the 101-200 range of innovative universities.

For more information, please go to www.up.ac.za

Page 3 of 3



mailto:sashlin.girraj@up.ac.za
https://www.up.ac.za/news/post_3191349-2024-times-higher-education-subject-rankings-reflect-ups-commitment-to-academic-excellence#%3A%7E%3Atext%3DUP%20is%20ranked%20in%2011%2Cand%20Electrical%20and%20Electronic%20Engineering
https://www.up.ac.za/news/post_3163558-university-of-pretoria-climbs-to-323rd-position-in-2024-qs-world-university-rankings
https://www.up.ac.za/news/post_3163558-university-of-pretoria-climbs-to-323rd-position-in-2024-qs-world-university-rankings
https://www.up.ac.za/news/post_3172968-university-of-pretoria-ranked-highly-innovative-university-in-2023-world-university-rankings-for-innovation
https://www.up.ac.za/news/post_3172968-university-of-pretoria-ranked-highly-innovative-university-in-2023-world-university-rankings-for-innovation
https://www.up.ac.za/news/post_3172968-university-of-pretoria-ranked-highly-innovative-university-in-2023-world-university-rankings-for-innovation
http://www.up.ac.za/

