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that this decline in civility has infiltrated the workplace.
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Let’s define workplace bullying. It can range from rudeness
and incivility and escalate to verbal abuse, to psychological
aggression, to name calling, to mobbing (ganging up on
someone), to ostracism, to threatening behavior, to
withholding information needed for job performance, to
exclusion from meetings and rumor mongering. In general, it
is any health-harming, interpersonal behavior that interferes
with work and legitimate business interests (such as
contributing to a productive work environment).
Aren’t these just examples of typical, workaday,
interpersonal conflicts? Emphatically, no! One study of 180
people who were currently or former bullied employees
showed significantly higher levels of psychiatric distress than
other groups and they had higher levels of post-traumatic
stress than a comparison group that included U.N. personnel
recently returned from a war zone! Other studies of work
bullying have shown depression, panic attacks, intrusive
thoughts, excessive weight gain, and elevated risk of
cardiovascular disease, migraines and ulcers. And what
about the health of the organization? We see employees
being less willing or able to work as hard or as efficiently,
diminished productivity, poor morale and increased turnover.
Countries such as Norway, France and Sweden and the
Province of Quebec have already taken this issue seriously
by implementing antipsychological harassment laws and
there is a “Healthy Workplace Bill” pending in nine U.S.
states which would give severely bullied employees who
have suffered concrete psychological, physical or economic
effects the right to sue the bully and / or the company.
Workplace bullying occurs between managers and
subordinates, it exists between peers and even from
subordinate to manager. (That’s right. I found one case at
IBM where a group of factory workers were fired for bullying
a new boss.) Thus, the onus is upon individuals at all levels
of an organization to recognize, address and eliminate this
insidious form of abuse in the interest of a more civil,
humane and productive workplace for us all. Here are some
ideas to deal with this under-reported but very real problem.

Paths Forward
• The Leadership Challenge.
To one degree or another organizations are a reflection of

the values and behaviors of their leaders. If the leader
communicates a genuine belief in a healthy and respectful
workplace it is much less likely that workplace bullying will
take place. Beyond policies, slogans or memos it is
important to note that how the leader actually treats his or
her subordinates on a day to day basis has a strong trickle
down effect on the entire organization. The leadership
challenge is to recognize that – given the realities of human
behavior - these problems sometimes exist and to establish
a no-tolerance approach to address them.
• The Human Resources Challenge.
Here’s one more issue that so often lands on the inundated
human resources person’s desk. Interpersonal conflicts of all
kinds are often brought to H.R. The distinctions between
such events as a negative review versus a punitive review or
appropriate criticism versus humiliation or offering a genuine
opinion versus rumor mongering can sometimes be subtle
and are often in the eye of the beholder. But, as we
discussed above, the effects on the individuals involved and
on the larger organization are large. H.R. professionals can
do their part to address this issue by keeping a “weather
eye” peeled for instances of unacceptable behavior which
may actually be bullying. Sometimes “pockets” of
unacceptable behavior develop within a particular group or
department and, given the trickle down effect we mentioned
above, this may highlight a management or supervisory
problem that needs to be addressed. Group interventions,
supervisory or management training, individual coaching or
counseling and progressive employee discipline are all
helpful tools to address these types of situations.
• The Frozen Bystander.
Have you ever been witness to an episode of bullying? It is
not unusual for an observer to be shocked into silence.
Sometimes the bullied person is so embarrassed that it feels
like addressing the issue at the moment would only add to
that person’s discomfort. Sometimes it comes as such a
surprise that an observer has no idea of how to respond.
Sometimes the observer intervenes in the interest of civility
and workplace comity only to become a target him or
herself. There is no “on-size-fits-all” response that an
observer of bullying “should” take. Let your gut be your
guide; perhaps you need to offer support to the bullied
person (who often blames him or herself) after the event,
perhaps you need to confront (in a safe venue) the bully,

perhaps you need to bring this event to the attention of
your manager or to human resources. The important thing is
not to do nothing; this is your workplace we’re talking about
and, to a degree relative to your position, you need to take
some responsibility for it.
• Is Your Workplace Safe?
We have all been horrified and frightened by the occasional
outbursts of violence – up to and including multiple murders
- in the workplace. I am not saying that office bullying,
verbal abuse or psychological harassment will certainly lead
to workplace violence. But research shows that some
nonphysical form of aggression has preceded nearly all
episodes of workplace violence. I understand that raising
these issues at work may be uncomfortable or difficult. But
ignoring them could be worse – much worse.
• Choosing Your Work Environment.
If you find yourself a target of workplace bullying you need
to bring it to the attention of your manager and / or your
human resources person. If that doesn’t work you need to
alert someone in a position of greater authority. Often this
will be all that is required for an intervention to be made.
However, if your employer has a tacit “see no evil” approach
to such problems or, even worse, prides itself on a “lean
and mean” culture then you have a difficult decision to
make. Is your current paycheck worth your peace of mind,
is it worth your mental health, it is worth your physical
health, is it worth your life? If not, it is time for you to go
out and find an environment in which you can be productive,
healthy and safe.
LifeMap is about helping you find, build and contribute to a
workplace in which personal dignity and humane values are
as important as bottom-line productivity.

Resources
Stalled at work? Still struggling to find your true
vocation?
Or know someone who is? To order your copy of “Love Your
Job! Loving the Job You Have, Finding a Job You Love” by Dr
Paul Powers, click the link below.
Someone you know job hunting or thinking about it
yourself?

To order the best, concise, all-round job changing guide
available. “Winning Job Interviews: Reduce Interview
Anxiety, Outprepare the Other Candidates, Land the Job You
Love” by Dr. Paul Powers, click the link below.
http://www.drpaulpowers.com/booksarticles.html

Have Dr. Paul speak at your next meeting or
conference.
Fast-moving, practical, motivating presentations from an
acknowledged leader in the field of career and personal
success.
http://www.drpaulpowers.com/speakingschedule.html

Have an issue or question you’d like Dr. Paul to address in a future edition? Send an
email to the email address list below.
To ensure that LifeMap is delivered to your inbox, please add drpaul@drpaulpowers.com to your address
book or list of approved senders.
(Our privacy policy: we do not share or sell email addresses or any info with any other parties. Ever.)

Sincerely,
Dr. Paul
Email: drpaul@drpaulpowers.com
Phone: 781-237-0550
Fax: 781-237-5721
Web: http://www.drpaulpowers.com
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