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For all those wounded by the bullying behaviour of others, be it at home, at a place of work, or at play.
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Preface

Workplace bullying often flies under the radar and is an insidious, toxic, isolating, and shameful practice which frequently leaves those targeted with long-term psychological scarring. Productivity and performance, morale, and employee relations as well as retention rates among employees and absences from work being seriously counterproductive, it will gravely compromise organisational strength and health within a company when bullying becomes a reality.

For the individual caught in the bullying drama the impact and consequences on working life will be to their personal and professional cost. Psychologically the person will ultimately, after suffering a considerable time of exposure to bullying and harassing behaviour at work, become vulnerable in their grief and isolation. They feel their confidence in self is waning, questioning themselves in their judgement of what is happening at work, unable to understand the behaviour of the bully as it feels to them to be well removed from reality. The person will start to feel alienated from work colleagues and feel their loyalty to the job questioned. The impact on their mental health will eventually be significant as stress, anxiety, low mood, depression, disturbed sleep patterns, panic attacks, paranoia, and at times suicidal thoughts, evolve out of this situation. In some instances, the bullied person may give in to their suicidal thoughts and decide to end their life, with all the dramatic and deeply unsettling consequences thereby. The physical symptoms after a prolonged period of being exposed to bullying behaviour are well documented, and may present as, for instance, chronic headaches, stomach aches, back aches, insomnia, palpitations, irregular heartbeat, nausea, increased perspiration, anxiety, exhaustion.

This book has been written to give a short exploration of the most relevant points of a bullying situation, including legislation pertaining to workplace bullying and harassment to support counselling practitioners and others to provide some focused background information about the difficult interpersonal and intrapersonal relationships of the bullying drama when clients arrive at their therapy session disclosing a possible bullying situation. The bullying dynamic is complex and multifaceted, and it would therefore be prudent to be familiar with some of the various aspects the bullying phenomenon poses.

Since the voices of the bullied are seldom heard, emphasis has been placed on the narratives of individuals who were willing to share their experiences of workplace bullying to give the practitioner an idea of what to expect when welcoming the prospective client. Although the participants’ full and often meticulous accounts are evidential of the impact bullying episodes have had on them, and that even after many years it is still “alive” in detail, it does not necessarily touch on the complexities involved in workplace bullying. A person’s personality, perceptions, and behaviour may have had an impact on the bullying situation as there are multiple players involved, each needing to be considered, and how they impact on each other separately and collectively.

In literature on workplace bullying, the term “victim” is used more frequently than the term “target”, and although both terms are used intermittently throughout the book it should be kept in mind that there is a distinct difference between the two.

Target—The bully has chosen someone as their next “person of interest”, their target.

In acknowledging you are the chosen target it opens the door to become objective and generalise the bully’s behaviour, thereby reducing the impact on physical and psychological health.

Victim—Feeling helpless, powerless, and fearful will invoke the victim mode. Physical and psychological consequences are most likely to follow.

A target still has preserved their power but sadly a victim has lost their power.




Background

A personal experience of workplace bullying, and its debilitating process and aftermath, provided the catalyst for the writing of this book. Not as a biography but rather as an endeavour to add to the body of knowledge on workplace bullying with not only a focus on the theoretical background of bullying and harassment in the workplace but also to hear the voice of the target and/or victim. The experience of being caught in the web of workplace bullying is a very individual feeling of confusion and despair, of loss, fear, and isolation, and is often soul-destroying in nature as is made clear in the extensive narratives of those portrayed in Part II.

As I had never previously experienced that level of antipathy in a professional environment and despite my training as a counsellor, I felt at a loss as to how to address the behaviour levelled at me and its impact on me. My work ethos of self-awareness, honesty, humility, and humanity forming the basis for being an empathic and effective practitioner, I found it difficult to understand the other’s behaviour, the attitude towards me, the dismissive and at times mocking language that was used, and struggled to place my experience into something that was meaningful to me, either positive or negative. The effect it had was even more potent as I was working in a mental health organisation.

Despite witnessing and experiencing bullying and harassing behaviour directed at several other members of a small staff group, I had not even considered or recognised that, eventually, also I was being bullied.

The tension started when, with other members of staff, I witnessed a colleague with nearly twenty-five years of loyal service being targeted by the newly arrived manager. Being aware that my colleague was being treated in an incredibly devious way, I voiced my disbelief to other colleagues who also were aware of the situation but felt unable to intervene. The message had been clear: “Do not get involved.” The situation scared me, and I felt quite powerless and weak. This unsettling incident left a mark of discontent within the team. I felt guilt and even disappointment in myself that I had not been strong enough to counter the unfairness and destructiveness of it all.

Shortly after our colleague was “released” from their post, the conflicting and confusing messages, indifferent attitudes expressed in dismissive body language and flippant remarks, the trivializing of concerns I brought forward, the lying and engaging in malicious degrading of my professional competence, all started. It was not only experienced as a personal attack but also created an insidious and toxic atmosphere in which some staff members became caught up and ultimately colluded with the bully. I later came to understand their reaction of distancing themselves from me as colleagues, as they may well have been afraid of receiving the same treatment or even losing their job.

The climax of this year-long situation came with a contemptuous look during a staff meeting from my superior who, incidentally, had previous counselling experience. For the outsider and perhaps onlooker an insignificant moment, but it was the point at which I felt that the very core of my values and beliefs of morality and integrity, of decency, had been “molested” and violated. At that moment I was left with a feeling of extreme vulnerability and inexplicable fear. I filed a concern with the management team. The concerns I brought forward to them were followed up as if they had amounted to a complaint; written statements to explain the nature of the concerns were pointed out as being “vitriolic”, and the bullying activities described as “a personality clash”. Instead of at first being able to voice my concerns and for management to hear, assess, and hopefully de-escalate the situation, no individual support was offered. None of the staff team members were allowed to contact or even communicate with me, or another colleague who experienced a similar traumatic experience at the time. It left me feeling isolated and vulnerable. Team members, who had been witness to different instances of aggressive behaviour, were interviewed at very short notice, but were not able to give a true account of the situation, with some of them colluding with the bullying manager and therefore effectively having “morphed” from an observer into a bully. At the time it made me think they had become afraid of the bully and would be better off siding with them until I had been “dealt with”. This situation, drip-drip in nature, played out over a period of nearly two years, and ultimately led me to resign from a job I had enjoyed and was successful in. Not only did I lose my job but also in the process some of the friends I felt I had made at work, and in effect I felt I had been forced to leave earlier than I had envisaged.

My experience has had long-lasting effects that surfaced through physical and emotional problems such as panic attacks, anxiety, low mood, listlessness, loss of confidence, irregular heartbeat, back problems, disturbed sleep patterns, and irritability. In general, I felt emotionally paralysed. Workplace bullying can be equated to trauma and if not resolved or at least addressed and worked through can result in post-traumatic stress disorder and/or post traumatic embitterment disorder.

However, receiving unconditional support, understanding, and being made to feel validated by family, friends, supervisor, therapist, and a few work colleagues through endless chats, while attempting to analyse the dynamics of what had happened, and slowly but surely over time finding understanding and meaning from these exchanges, took me to a place where I was able to “reset” myself. This episode could so easily have had a lasting negative effect on myself, destroying my identity at work as a counsellor.

In therapy, the counsellor believing in me and validating the fact that what had happened was unjust and unfair was helpful. But working on my shattered confidence levels, it took long months of self-reflection and self-talk before I could restore faith in myself, and to put the unfairness of it all in a “box”. Naively, I did not understand at the time why anyone would display such a malicious and venomous attitude for no apparent reason.

During this time, I had missed the deeper explanation of the workplace bullying dynamic. I felt I developed an almost pathological need to know more which, it appeared, kept me in a festering and victim mode, and within the perpetrator’s radar.

This experience and its immediate aftermath left a hollowness, at first an inability to be productive on a personal and professional level. The feelings and thoughts I experienced were many and presented themselves in the desire for revenge, hate, disbelief, anger, fear, hurt, sadness, bitterness, disillusionment, to name a few. Feelings of revenge were at times unbridled and scary, an emotion apparently not unheard of, but common sense would prevail when I considered the destructive consequences of such an action.

To “reclaim” myself I felt I needed to find an in-depth understanding of my situation and with this understanding to come to a point of acceptance of what had turned out to be a deeply incapacitating experience through no fault of my own, and after a period of mourning my loss to be able to move on.

After some time, the paralysing state of indecisiveness and listlessness was slowly ebbing away, and moral strength started to appear in its place, and with it the curiosity of the phenomenon that bullying is. The “chats” with friends and colleagues became more focused and discussion more driven in nature. Extensive reading on the subject followed as I immersed myself more in the theoretical aspects of bullying, while further attempting to also gain understanding through academic knowledge and trying to achieve something positive out of a distinctively negative situation.

Finally, through a process of post-traumatic growth, I was able to “reset” myself, but not until nearly three years had passed.

Yet, by no means is my experience unique.

Ultimately, the whole episode had a positive impact both personally and professionally. It has given me a deeper insight into the feelings of distress, hopelessness, isolation, and injustice individuals experience when having been at the receiving end of the workplace bully, and the impact it may have on clients if they feel not acknowledged through a lack of knowledge of the workplace bullying dynamic.

This instilled a drive to look behind the scenes of the workplace bullying drama, not only with a focus on the players, but also the phenomenon that workplace bullying represents as well as the laws that should explain its illegality or fail to deliver justice for those affected.

Personally, it has given me an understanding of the harsh, unrelenting, and destructive reality that workplace bullying is and the difference we can make as professionals in a client’s life dealing with this situation, all too often, in their working environment.

My hope is therefore that this book not only brings some enlightenment to those who find themselves in this predicament, and for it to be a guide to those supporting victims of workplace bullying.




Part I

The bullying phenomenon




CHAPTER 1

Introduction to the bullying phenomenon

The different facets of bullying, such as school bullying, domestic abuse/bullying, cyber-bullying, keyboard bullying, each with their own specific characteristics, have a common denominator, that of conflict, with aggressive, intimidating, humiliating, and destructive behaviour designed to bring chaos, confusion, and devastation to those that are targeted. Of these the workplace bullying dynamic appears to be one of the most complex, involving all types of abuse of power between employees and middle and higher management, and in which human resources (HR) personnel play a major role.

Bullies are often emotionally abusive by, for instance, playing mind games, humiliating their target by making them look foolish in the eyes of their colleagues, addressing employees in a dismissive and derogatory manner. Managers, in particular (top-down bullying), may make employees feel isolated by not inviting them to meetings or ignoring them in meetings, spreading malicious rumours damaging to an employee’s professional and personal standing. Equally, they may give targets tasks below their level of competency and may threaten to take favourable tasks away and assign them to another colleague. Intimidating behaviour in the workplace, not to be confused with legitimate constructive criticism, will instil fear in the targeted employee, fear for their place in the working community they belong to and ultimately of losing their place and job. This intimidating behaviour unfortunately occurs in all levels of working life.

The havoc created on an employee’s life by workplace bullying is often underestimated, and more worryingly, dismissed, ignored, or even denied by organisations. It appears to be a hidden condition in the workplace. This lack of acknowledgement of the situation may also further victimise the target either knowingly or unwittingly.

Victims may feel humiliated, isolated, fearful, undervalued, intimidated, shamed and guilty for failing themselves, experience a loss of confidence on personal and professional levels. Often these deficits lead to feelings of worthlessness and paranoia. In extreme cases when it becomes impossible and unbearable to escape the emotional turmoil the victim may lose their purpose in life and suffer suicidal thoughts that, sadly, can lead them to end their lives.

Feeling powerless, silenced, and alone in an atmosphere of suppression and injustice, the target may be lost for words when invited to relate their story or express their emotional pain. Unfortunately, it appears that research so far has only touched the surface of investigating the “how does it feel to be bullied” part of the bullying phenomenon.

Workplace bullying most often occurs in an atmosphere of “silence” and “isolation”, meaning bullying often takes place on a one-to-one basis with no witnesses present, therefore no evidence is available.

Isolation often follows through exclusion of the target, instigated by HR and/or managers, from the day-to-day proceedings at work on professional and social levels, as work colleagues collude with the bully fearing to becoming the next potential target. Consequently, the victim feels ostracised and silenced, and as such may suppress the urge to complain or explain their situation. The emotional pain experienced is paralysing.

They find it difficult to pinpoint the moment bullying started and further instances may initially feel insignificant and they perhaps think that others may find them quite absurd. As one client said, the whole process of finally recognising and admitting to oneself that bullying was taking place felt “like death by a thousand tiny stabs”.

The victim may fear people will not believe them as unfortunately their story is often disjointed and inarticulate because of their inability to verbalise accurately the nature of the incidences, fearing they may appear trivial when told, such as a look, a sigh, body language. Another significant push into silence may be the victim’s fears of the bullying becoming worse and unbearable, and of further likely actions of revenge by the perpetrator(s).

This, deafening silence can only be addressed by making sure that the target/victim is given the opportunity to have their voice heard before addressing the problem itself and to start aiding their healing process.

As practitioners, we are often confronted with the deeply distressed client who only presents when well into the bully–target/victim conflict dynamic.

For the counselling practitioner to feel effective in supporting a client who presents with work-related stress due to aggressive conflict behaviour it is important to understand this dynamic. The task of the therapist will initially become one of acknowledging the situation the client finds themselves in and that what is happening to them is not acceptable; to validate and understand the emotions involved and to recognise the negative effects of workplace aggressive behaviour on the individual’s well-being, both personally and professionally. Eventually, the destructive pattern of workplace bullying can be explored, and support provided to examine and develop strategies to understand and deal with the situation.

It needs to be remembered that a single incident of fight or conflict in any situation and between colleagues is not defined as bullying. Even though these single incidents may cause distress, bullying is defined as an ongoing and deliberate misuse of power through repeated verbal, physical, and/or social behaviour, such as intimidating and/or insulting behaviour, that intends to cause physical, social, and/or psychological harm. It can involve an individual or a group misusing their power, or perceived power, over one or more persons which makes a person feel fearful, uncomfortable, and disrespected, but who feels unable to stop it from happening. For this unwanted behaviour to be recognised as bullying the benchmark is often set to be ongoing for a period of several months at least.

There is a wealth of information available through published literature, either in research articles or reference books, and of course the internet. However, often the academic language used may be so laden with jargon that it becomes cumbersome to read.

Research on workplace bullying has considerably, and thankfully, increased in the past two decades and focuses, for instance, on the role of HR in the workplace bullying dynamic (Cowan & Fox, 2015), models to explain these dynamics (Poilpot-Rocaboy, 2006; Tehrani, 2012), attempts to provide an all-encompassing definition (Einarsen, 2000; Einarsen et al., 2011), the increasing incidence of cyber bullying (Privitera & Campbell, 2009) risk factors for employees (Salin, 2008), investigation of differences in personality traits between targets and non-targets of bullying (Glasø et al., 2007), the impact of bullying behaviour on the health and well-being of employees (Cooper et al., 2004), organisational risks (Salin, 2003), and how bullying is experienced by individuals and groups with regard to their status within an organisation (Hoel et al., 2001).

Definitions explaining workplace bullying have become increasingly clearer in time with a focus on persistence (lasting at least six months), repetitiveness (at least once a week), as well as a perceived power imbalance (management to employee). Therefore, if conflict occurs once, and/or the parties carry equal weight in the organisation, it is not considered bullying (Einarsen, 2005; Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Leymann, 1993; Zapf, 1999).

However, if a colleague of equal standing in the organisation, for instance in the case of Morag in Chapter 14, persistently and over a considerable time engages in humiliating, insulting, and distressing acts towards their colleague, it is to be identified as bullying and/or harassing depending on the severity of their behaviour.

A word of caution: it needs to be remembered that the notion of incivility, an interpersonal activity, can and has been defined as an example of workplace mistreatment (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). It has been described as a form of disrespectful behaviour, verbal and non-verbal, and of low intensity and intent. It should be measured against the target’s perception of their experience of the interaction, just or not, and the situation in which the perceived incivility (for instance, rudeness) occurs, as well as keeping in mind the norms the organisation has set, that is, their policies and mission statement for a safe and healthy working environment. Some would regard incivility as a subordinate occurrence of the concept of bullying (Lutgen-Sandvik et al., 2007). Often underestimated, rudeness at work can negatively affect performance and profit; however, it is to be hoped that a perceptive manager would be able to evaluate and judge the situation and control the behaviour. Research further concludes that the individual interpretation and perception of workplace bullying behaviour, and the context in which it takes place, has just as much impact as the behaviour itself (Bloise & Hoel, 2008). Although workplace bullying can have a significant impact on a victim (Bentley et al., 2012), in certain societies bullying may be rationalised as part of the workplace culture, is accepted, and not have the impact it might have in a different place of work (Taylor, 1977). As yet unfortunately, research is lacking on this notion (Bloise & Hoel, 2008).




CHAPTER 2

Overt and covert bullying

The following shows some examples of overt and covert bullying tactics as experienced by Catherine, Morag, Ingrid, Emma, Steph, and Niall, whose workplace bullying experiences are presented in Part II. And even Steph being a bystander, by the very fact she felt unable to intervene because of potential consequences, was vicariously bullied.


Examples of overt bullying

Verbal abuse, such as personal insults, shouting, and swearing directed at colleagues/staff, as experienced by Catherine: the head had thrown so much at her that she was not able to relate what it was, but she described it as venom and vitriol. Catherine felt deeply insulted and devastated when the head told her “you are not fit to be a teacher …” These are remarks that are highly inappropriate in any situation. It will have made Catherine fear for her job if her boss had such a low opinion of her, and no doubt this thought would feed in to low self-esteem and loss of confidence in her own professional abilities.

Humiliating, ridiculing, and demeaning people in the presence of others. For instance, when Catherine’s boss “had a go” in front of the children in her class, she not only felt humiliated but experienced it also as undermining her status in the classroom,


she would come to the class and say this is the worst behaved class, it’s the noisiest class … and I was outraged at the unfairness of her using the children to get at me ….

Aggressive behaviour, threats, and out of control anger often started by minor and insignificant situations: Catherine had been subjected to fury by the head which apparently had been triggered by Catherine being kind and concerned regarding the head’s health as she was suffering from shingles.

A strong example of overt bullying, when a bully harasses their target in a threatening manner, is evident in one of Morag’s experiences:


I had gone along to another professional’s office, and I asked them … they had a spare desk in that office … and I asked if I could place myself at that desk … because it was in the same corridor, but it was not in the same room, but within half an hour of me moving there … this woman came into the office. I had gone out to interview somebody … she came into the office for no apparent reason … she asked a trivial question, and I was made aware that she had been in the office, and they thought she had come in to check out why I was not in our office … after I was back in the office a couple of hours, I could feel her at my back and the person who was sitting opposite me looked at the door and looked at me and I just got up and out of my chair, turned around and went out of the office … and panicked … I could not breathe … it was not a panic attack; it was more the adrenaline … I can’t say I felt weak, an adrenaline rush can make you feel more energized, so not necessarily making you feel weak … perhaps scared … that is the fight or flight response … so rather than staying at my desk I got up ….


Examples of covert bullying

One of the more common forms of covert bullying presents itself when the bully takes credit for the other person’s work, while not acknowledging any responsibility when things go wrong, but rather blaming the other person.

Spreading malicious rumours, another veiled tactic by perpetrators of bullying behaviour, is cruel and vicious, and difficult for the target to defend themselves against. A disturbing episode was when a client once shared that they had been sent hate mail in which inappropriate relationships with two superiors were alluded to. The unsavoury accusations were unfounded but caused deep distress for the client, as they not only felt violated in their integrity but through investigations carried out the incident became common knowledge among work colleagues. Defending themselves against such a cyberattack is extremely difficult and may have a devastating impact on their career if not properly investigated and resolved.

Subjecting targets to excessive supervision, monitoring everything they do, micromanaging staff, and being excessively critical about minor things with malicious intent. It undermines a person’s professional autonomy. In Steph’s case:


no, it is “I am watching you” … so it makes you fearful for your position … it makes you fearful for your registration … and it makes you fearful for when you make a mistake … so scared … ehm … I would say hypervigilant as well because you don’t know when it is coming … you try to second-guess the manager and everything but bearing in mind this manager wasn’t just this person … she was just a terrible manager and so she would micromanage everybody … that … see when somebody micromanages that’s when you actually have to think … right, something is not right here … I think if I would ever be micromanaged again, I don’t think I would stay in a place like that ….


Freezing out, ignoring, and excluding, such as deliberately talking to a third party to isolate another. Catherine experienced “freezing out” first hand:


I was not given info or [only] at the last minute or making decisions you were not party to ….


Concealed negative, excluding energy within the team. Ingrid agrees:


hidden is a good word and at one point it felt like it was very kind of secret, people were in on things that I would be expected to know, and I didn’t know it, because I was not informed ….


It does not need further explanation that excluding behaviour such as this has a profound effect on the victim and will attack their self-worth, self-reliance, and poise.

Never hearing or listening to the other’s point of view, continuously interrupting when in conversation with others. Ingrid recalled that her colleagues did not seem to be able to hear, understand, and acknowledge her view:


I just couldn’t see that at the time. I can see that now, it seems ridiculous because if we’d been able to talk this out then ….


Not listening to another’s point of view is not respecting the other and being dismissive of them.

The managers continued to speak to her individually about the difficulties each had with the other and about other members of the group but not about why her behaviour was suddenly seen as problematic or how it could be addressed. Instead, Ingrid was left to find out indirectly about “things” that had been said or done from others. She therefore decided not to interact so much with her colleagues in the team as she did not want to create more trouble for her colleagues by involving them in her personal struggle at work. However, she still felt that the selective interference of others was done with the best of intentions, even though she was often being ignored. But, by deciding not to interact much with her colleagues at the time, did Ingrid give her power away by trying to appease them?

Overriding an individual’s authority and autonomy without warning or proper discussion, and deliberately withholding information which the person needs to do their job effectively: Catherine’s experience was when the head had allowed another member of staff to introduce and appoint “the work experience person”, which fell under Catherine’s remit, the consequences of which could potentially be detrimental to the staff team. Catherine had not been made aware that a new person had been allowed in the school on work experience. As this area was her responsibility, she had felt sidelined, even “starved of oxygen”.

Setting impossible targets and objectives, or changing these without telling the person in question, as well as removing whole areas of work responsibility from a person, reducing their job to routine tasks which are well below their skills and capabilities.

Often these tactics develop from being envious of the victim, that is, being envious of a perceived higher intellect, or education/training, more expensive house/car, younger and more dynamic, high levels of experience. The bully wants to rob and destroy these attributes from their victim (White, 2013).
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