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Banter in the Workplace – a quick guide 

The term ‘banter’ is used frequently in our society and workplace to refer 

to jokes, comments or exchanges which have humourous or harmless 

intent. However, over the past 10 years Inclusive Employers’ have been 

asked to support organisations who have a “problem with banter”. This 

quick guide lays out what and when banter may be a problem and what 

individuals and organisations can do to tackle it.  

Does banter have a place in an inclusive culture? 
Short answer, yes. Humour and having fun are essential parts of an inclusive culture. When inclusion 

proffesionals talk about ‘bringing your whole self to work’, they mean the ability to have fun, build 

relationships with colleagues in an authentic way. For many people, this will involve some banter.  

There is research that shows that humour releases natural chemicals into our bodies, called 

endorphins, these chemicals increase productivity and discretionary effort (going the extra mile). 

However, the term ‘banter’ is increasingly being used to refer to excluding, bullying or harassing 

behaviour, which does not have a place in an inclusive culture.  

When is banter a problem in the workplace? 
Banter is a problem when it makes anyone (colleague, customer, member of the public) feel 

uncomfortable, excluded, embarrassed, harassed, bullied or harmed in any way. Organisations who 

are aiming to create an inclusive culture should be working to elimate all types of exclusion, 

including inappropriate banter.  

What are some examples of inappropriate banter? 
Banter is inappropriate and could cause a problem if: 
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• It involves jokes/comments about or related to a protected characteristic (i.e. sex, gender 

identity, sexual orientation, age, disability, pregnancy and maternity, marriage and civil 

partnership, race or religion and belief)  

• It is meant to cause harm or exclude 

• It is repeatedly aimed at the same person 

• The person who is receiving the banter is more junior than the person making the joke, and 

therefore, feels potentially powerless or trapped  

• The person has asked for the banter to stop and the request has been ignored  

• The person receiving the banter already feels excluded, different or left out because they 

are the only person of their race, sex, age, etc. In this case, banter can worsen their feelings 

of exclusion  

What can individuals do if banter becomes inappropriate? 
If you witness or experience behaviour of any type that makes you uncomfortable you should try to 

take the following steps: 

Step 1: Speak directly with the person, in most cases people don’t realise the impact of their actions 

and having a friendly informal conversation can help them to understand your point of view and 

stop any future issues  

Step 2: If step 1 is not successful (or you do not feel comfortable with step 1) you should speak to 

your line manager about what has happened and ask them to have an informal conversation with 

the perpetrator on your behalf  

Step 3: If step 2 is not successful, or you feel that the action requires more than informal resolution, 

you can make a formal complaint through your organisations HR procedure 

It is always advised to resolve things informally wherever possible as formal procedures are likely to 

cause distress to all parties and it is difficult to repair relationships. However, never feel scared or 

worried about making a complaint as it is important in an inclusive culture that we tackle and learn 

from any exmaples of exclusion.  
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What can organisations do to tackle a culture of inappropriate banter? 
The most important thing an organisation can do is take any reports seriously, no matter how big 

or small the issue seems. An inclusive culture is one where reports of exclusion never go unresolved. 

Organisations can also: 

• Train colleagues to understand the fine line between banter and bullying  

• Train managers in the skills to resolve conflict informally  

• Make sure that HR team members understand how the Equality Act 2010 can be applied in 

circumstances of banter  

• Raise awareness about professional behaviours through communications campaigns, 

learning and development, induction or leadership role modelling  

• Deal with formal complaints in an efficient, timely and serious manner  

• Use anonymised information from complaints for evaluation, spotting trends and designing 

tailored interventions 

If you need more support… 
Please contact your Inclusive Employers account manager for a discussion of how we can help you 

or email info@inclusiveemployers.co.uk  
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