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Business and domestic violence 

 

In 1984, Esta Soler was lobbying for a bill outlawing domestic violence in the United States 

(in European speak, lobbying for the criminalisation of).   One congressman, nicknamed it 

the ‘take the fun out of marriage’ bill.  Thirty years later, in Ireland, a big effendi (Arabic 

equivalent to sir/boss), stood on a podium alongside his right hand man, a ‘people strategist’.    

Addressing his audience, employees in the main, he advised them that going forward, those 

who did not behave well in the work environment, would receive a slap on the wrist.   He 

was, of course, quick to assure the male-laden crowd ‘we will not be changing the culture’.    

The estimated annual cost of domestic violence in Ireland is 1€2.2 billion.  The estimated 

annual cost of absenteeism from the workplace in Ireland is estimated at 2€1.5 billion.   

Irrespective of one’s financial position, that is a vast sum of money.  And, in the midst of the 

nine-hundredth feminist wave, what exactly has changed?  

 

Across Europe, it has labels such as mobbing, moral harassment, and psychological 

violence.   In Ireland, it is called bullying and harassment.  It is domestic violence dressed in 

professional etiquette.   My thoughts began with a question.  At what point did it become 

acceptable for a man to stand up in front of his employees and make the declaration that he 

had no interest in changing the culture while a woman, who has been systematically violated 

in her home, advised to be careful what she says in case she gets on the wrong side of the 

judge hearing her case? 

 

There was a natural flow to other scenarios.  I imagined a small housing estate, where five 

houses had been broken into and had some of their possession stolen.  If the detective in 

charge declared in front of the residents “if we identify these people, be assured, we will give 

them a strong warning”.   I imagined one of the residents stepping forward and saying “I’ve 

lived here for years, and now I’m afraid to go into my own home”.   I wondered what the 

public’s response would be if the detective said “Well, maybe you should consider moving 

somewhere else”. 

 

Those who have not experienced either home or workplace violence, would come up with 

two solutions respectively.  “Well, if it’s that bad living with them, just leave” and “Well, if it’s 
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that bad, why not find another job?”.   Pursue the debate with such individuals and eight out 

of ten times, you’ll hear “are you not just being sensitive?”.   So, I must be mindful as I 

articulate my thoughts, to be as concise as possible.   I would like to put forward an example.  

An example of what happened the last time someone told me I was too sensitive.    I was 

working on a building site.  I was the only female at the time.   There was one, exceptionally 

large porta-cabin, which we shared.   Every Monday morning, without fail, one of the boys, in 

his late-twenties, would come in and over coffee, loudly discuss his sexual conquests over 

the weekend.  But my problem, was what he said about the women.   There was something 

wrong with every woman he was with, stupid, ugly, fat, no good in bed.  One morning, I took 

him aside and told him I found it offensive the way he spoke about women, and that I would 

appreciate if he didn’t do it in my presence.   “Lovey, the problem with you women is that you 

are all too sensitive”.  I said nothing.   The following Monday, as I drove into the site, I braced 

myself.    True to form, he told the group about his conquest over the weekend.   The 

problem with this one was “nice face, but f*** she was a big momma”.     I waited patiently for 

him to finish speaking and then I said “well, at least she has the option of losing weight, but 

sadly, there is nothing you can do about your face”.   That was the last time anyone on site 

used the word ‘sensitive’ or spoke in derogatory terms about women within my earshot.  For 

me, sensitivity is an excuse used by those who are indifferent. 

 

It is when I am exploring subjects like this, that I am reminded of the inadequacy of 

language.  The verbiage available to describe a woman’s experience of violence is lacking.  

For the purpose of clear communication, it is necessary for me to define terms used.    

Professional bully, refers to those who exercise violence in the workplace.  Personal bully, 

refers to those who exercise violence outside the workplace.   Scilla Elworthy, who in 2005, 

was adviser to Peter Gabriel, Desmond Tutu and Richard Branson in setting up The Elders, 

categorizes type far better than I could.   Political violence is to intimidate, physical violence 

is to terrorize, mental or emotional violence is to undermine.     

 

3The outcome on the physical health of persons subjected to professional violence include; 

 high blood pressure 

 heart palpitations 

 heart attack 

 fibromyalgia  

 overwhelming anxiety and/or panic attacks 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Elders_(organization)
http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/fibromyalgia/DS00079


Business and domestic violence 
©Gormla Hughes 

November 2015 
 

3 

 
   

 

 

 sleep disruption 

 loss of concentration/memory 

 migraine and tension headaches 

 uncontrollable mood swings 

 posttraumatic stress disorder 

 eating disorder (diagnosed by a mental health professional) 

 irritable bowel syndrome (Crohn's disease) 

Nearly half of the people (49 percent) being bullied reported being diagnosed with clinical 

depression - including higher risk of suicide ideation.   

Yet, the person diagnosed is stigmatized because of their reaction to violence.   And the 

bully is rewarded with cultural acceptance and silence. 

“Targets tend to be independent and refuse to take on a subservient role. They may be 

better-liked, more sociable, and non-confrontational. By the unfortunate factor of seemingly 

posing a threat, the target is singled out by the bully. Since the victim is not likely to be 

confrontational, the bully knows that he or she can get away with the behaviour”. 

 

The outcome on the physical health of persons subjected to personal violence include; 

 Overwhelming anxiety/Panic attacks 

 Gastro-intestinal disorders 

 Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 

 Sleep disruption 

 Loss of concentration/memory 

 Clinical depression – including higher risk of suicide ideation 

Yet, the person diagnosed is stigmatized because of their reaction to violence.   And the 

bully is rewarded with cultural acceptance and silence. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/crohns-disease/DS00104
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443% of women were murdered by an intimate partner and 45% of women who had been a 

victim of attempted murder by an intimate partner had been strangled by that partner in the 

past year. 

 

5Statistically, in Ireland, the most recent survey on domestic violence found that 15% of 

women (or about 1 in 7) and 6% of men (or 1 in 16) have experienced severely abusive 

behaviour from an intimate partner at some point in their lives.  (Watsons and Parsons, 

2005) 

 

At least 1 in 3 women, or up to one billion women, worldwide, have been beaten, coerced 

into sex, or otherwise abused in their lifetimes. Usually, the abuser is a member of her own 

family or someone known to her.   

 

And workplace violence?.   6‘As far back as 1998 the United Nations International Labour 

Organisation reported that workplace bullying was one of the fastest growing complaints of 

workplace violence’.  The Workplace Bullying Institute in America, found that 35% of the US 

workforce (approximately 53.5 million people) have experienced bullying in the workplace.  

15% witnessed bullying.  62% of bullies are men. 58% of targets are women.  Women bullies 

target women in 80% of cases.   

 

A professional bully rarely operates in isolation.   She or he, will always have a minimum of 

two minions supporting the behaviour.   The minions will have a high level of personal or 

professional insecurity.  The professional bully has a finally tuned radar.  They need to, for 

the purpose of easy manipulation.    The personal bully does not operate in isolation either, 

they have the benefit of cultural acceptance.    The similarities between both are; the need to 

separate their target from others, neither will ever engage in a meaningful conversation to 

resolve conflict or crisis, their main tool of operation is to humiliate their target.  

 

______________________________________ 

4Journal of Emergency Medicine (2008 study) 

5HSE Policy on Domestic, Sexual and Gender Based Violence 

6Workplacebullying.ie 
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All bullies have selective amnesia.   They will always conveniently forget promises and 

commitments made to the target, but observe closely, they never forget anything that will 

benefit them.   The only difference between them, in the majority of cases, is physical 

violence.   Bullies thrive under the umbrella of secrecy and cultural acceptance. 

 

Emma Watson, in her address to UN Women, September 2014 in New York, said “The belief 

that men and women should have equal rights and opportunities. It is the theory of the 

political, economic and social equality of the sexes.”    Intellectually, I am fully supportive of 

the notion that positioning is crucial.  I do, however, have a need to understand, in real 

terms, how that possibly translates; when a woman is working in a hostile environment, 

being bullied and harassed in the workplace, being sexually harassed in the workplace, 

when a woman becomes pregnant because of rape and has to find the money to travel for 

an abortion, keep it secret, find money for counselling, money for medication that she might 

have to take to deal with the trauma, is she really going to sit in the office pondering her 

equal access to career opportunities in the workplace.   The woman who is dealing with 

being emotionally, physically and mentally abused domestically will not have equal rights 

and opportunities upper most in her mind.  She will be expending her energy on hiding her 

sense of humiliation.  Her thoughts will be based purely on survival.  Getting through another 

day will be her victory.  I am nervous of the assumptive premise of Emma’s statement, that 

these women (and men) are in a psychological, physical and emotional place to access the 

opportunities in the first instance. 

 

If all the team don’t show up, then there is no true balance of influence.  For all persons, the 

element of safety must be in place, physically, mentally and emotionally for a maximum 

participation in life, work and play.   When there is a deliberate attack on a person’s 

wellbeing, then those who attack, directly or indirectly should be held accountable.  And 

there should be no stigma to those who endured. 

 

Now, I remembering, a woman I worked with sometime ago.  She was mugged at lunchtime.  

Her handbag taken.  There was outrage and pandemonium when she returned to the office.  

The police were called, tea was made, sympathy dished out and a taxi called.  She was 

invited to take the following day off, to recover from the trauma.  I wonder at what point 

empathy becomes selective?   
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Women’s rights have, without any question, improved.  Rights that should never have been 

removed in the first place.  But, in gardening terms, weeding the garden isn’t the end of the 

job.   First and foremost, it requires a plan, a vision.  Planting and then maintenance.  

Consistent maintenance.  So, with all this so called new found liberation, why in 2015, for the 

first time in recorded history are there less women than men, globally?  (Gloria Steinem 

Oprah interview, 2015) Less women, because of domestic homicide, femicide, HIV/AIDS 

from rape and domestic violence, suicide, in a percentage of cases compounded by bullying 

and harassment in the workplace.  

 

In thirty years, including the evolvement of Health and Safety, I have never once heard a 

Health and Safety Officer speak with passion, never mind even mention, the psychological 

and sometimes physical violence in the workplace environment.   I have seen them in the 

role, verging on pedantic, not permitting the erection of Christmas trees and decorations in 

the office, while the HR department injects the notion of manipulation while an employee is 

discussing their mental health crisis.  It speaks of the priority of business. Of the government 

of the day.  And perhaps it speaks of a solution.   

 

Business is about product generating financial gain.  People are required to create, make 

and deliver the product.   People are required to be interested to purchase said product.    

Those in business, who possess a small degree of emotional intelligence know that one, 

archaic thinking strangles growth, two, a happy environment increases productivity.   People 

are individual.   It is an unrealistic expectation that business caters to each individual.   There 

must be codes of conduct, acceptable parameters of performance and a demanded level of 

integrity.  So, when a business dictates to one section that they are not permitted to record 

their overtime, but have created a cultural that expects overtime to be done – how do the 

experts in ‘Managing Absenteeism’ address employees taking sick leave in lieu of time 

worked?   7‘Keeping a record of absence sends out a message to employees that 

attendance is a priority in the workforce and that failure to attend for work will be noticed.’   

There is a lack of emotional intelligence in this approach to absenteeism.  Authoritative 

versus empathetic leadership.  Authority is indifferent to why.   Empathy motivates. 

 

 

 

_____________________________________ 

7IBEC Report ‘Managing Absenteeism’ 
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Businesses have either one person or a team of Human Resource experts looking after their 

interests.  They ensure that the business is seen to be complying with the law.    But, what is 

hidden, is done so by internal political intimidation.    When a number of women over a 

particular age are out of one business on long term sick leave, and it is widely discussed as 

being due to bullying and harassment - How do the experts manage that absenteeism?   Is 

there a correlation to the silence around domestic violence?   

 

There are individuals who, without question, take advantage and utilise sick leave for 

personal benefit.   Experts manage absenteeism towards the latter, insulting the former.    

So, businesses will do enough to cover themselves.    If the country they operate in is 

culturally accepting of any level of violence towards women, then they have the assumed 

backing of that government. It is reasonable, solely based on the above, to declare that there 

is a corporate, societal and cultural acceptance of violence – against women.   The Health 

and Safety Act, 2005 (Ireland) addresses anti-bullying and harassment in the workplace, but 

it is operates on the basis of ‘preferable’ not ‘enforceable’   And violence outside the 

workplace; 

8“The Istanbul Convention is a powerful tool to tackle comprehensively this human rights 

abuse which blights the lives of millions of women and girls across Europe. Ratifying and 

implementing the Convention is not a question of states granting special rights to women 

and girls - it is about remedying existing injustices and preventing further violations of their 

human rights.  

“With the Convention now having 36 signatures and 14 ratifications, Ireland is coming late to 

the table. We welcome recent statements by the new Minister for Justice and Equality that 

Ireland will now move quickly to signing the Convention. But her stated commitment to 

prioritise legislation needed to ratify the Convention must lead to real action.” 

(Since the above statement was issued; Ireland signed on 5th November 2015, the number 

of countries who have now signed stands at 40) 

 

Recognition is now in existence.   Rules and legislation are very slowly being put in place.   

That is the weeding.   

 

_____________________________________ 

8https://www.amnesty.ie/news/ireland-must-sign-and-ratify-istanbul-convention-fight-violence-against-women-and-girls 
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2015 – Enda Kenny, Irish Prime Minister responding to Irish women requesting a 

referendum on abortion-   “But believe me, believe me, to commit to abolishing the 8th 

Amendment without consideration of what you might do is not on my radar”. 

 

2015 - Fiach Mac Conghail, Director of the Abbey Theatre, Ireland’s National Theatre 

responding to the absence of female playwrights in the 1916 commemorations - “I don’t and 

haven’t programmed plays on a gender basis,” he wrote. “I took decisions based on who I 

admired and wanted to work with. Sometimes plays we have commissioned by and about 

women just don’t work out. That has happened. Them’s the breaks.” 

 

2015   Gloria Steinem,  to Steve Westly 

We were deeply disturbed to read last week's Sacramento Bee story about your work to 

prevent a violent domestic abuser from facing justice, and your plans to run for Governor 

despite this scandal.  

As the Bee and the Wall St. Journal reported, Radium One CEO Gurbaksh Singh Chahal 

was charged with 47 counts of Domestic Violence after hitting and kicking his girlfriend 117 

times in half an hour, and preventing her from breathing for an extended period (the abuse 

was documented by his security cameras). Police used the video footage to indict Chahal, 

and the victim made it clear this was not the first time he had abused her.  

Three months after Chahal was charged and the abuse was widely detailed in the media, 

you joined his Board of Directors, promising to "do whatever it takes" and "pull out all the 

stops" in order to "make this go away."  

When the abuser got off with a slap on the wrist after getting the video evidence thrown out 

of court, you celebrated the "good news" and sent him a personal note exclaiming "Huge 

Congratulations!" 

You now claim that you "should have done more due diligence before joining" his board. 

That is simply nonsensical - you clearly knew what you were doing when you helped this 

violent abuser escape prosecution.  

Adding insult to literal injury, you made sure to tell the media that you have "supported 

several organizations that help victims of domestic abuse." This is crassly offensive.  
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You have even admitted to have been motivated purely by greed - you wanted to personally 

profit from the company's planned IPO. (In your own words: "We can’t move forward with the 

IPO until we resolve Chahal’s legal issues") 

Steve, your work has caused more women to be victimized, as Chahal has recently been 

sued for gender discrimination and accused of repeatedly kicking a woman. 

Let us be perfectly clear - your work defending this violent abuser in order to personally profit 

disqualify you from any public office. Your actions are unforgivable and we will not sit idly by 

while you campaign as a Democrat.  

If you choose to run we will make sure voters know the facts. We ask that you reconsider 

your plans to run for Governor. 

Gloria Steinem  

Eve Ensler  

Beverly Upton 

 

Women contributed to the €3.7 billion used to ‘deal’ with domestic violence and long-term 

absenteeism.  I think we have the right to be vocal in addressing the causal patriarchies 

behind that level of spend, and access to funding to do so. 

 

If the cultural mind-set remains intact, it corrodes progress. If business is the microcosm of 

the society in which it operates; then I cannot see that culture has made any truly celebratory 

leaps.   The change that occurred was the law, but not the behaviours.   

 

“We will not be changing the culture”.  -  the arrogance of privilege.  


