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Andrea Adams was a freelance broadcaster and journalist who spent three years uncovering the effects of bullying at work. Her first presentation of this phenomenon was in two BBC Radio 4 documentaries, ‘An Abuse of Power’ and ‘Whose Fault Is It Anyway?’ The programmes elicited a tremendous public response of which this book is a direct result. Andrea died in 1995 having substantially raised the profile of workplace bullying in Britain.

Neil Crawford, author of several chapters in this book, trained as a psychoanalytic psychotherapist at the Tavistock Clinic, London, where he was a senior consultant in the Tavistock Consultation Service. He was a leading expert in this field, consulting to organisations, lecturing and running management seminars on workplace bullying and human relations in organisations. He died in 2000.
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For my parents, Philip and Dulcie,
who gave me life, and unstinting love.




Humanity will ever seek but never attain perfection.

Let us at least survive and go on trying.

Dora Russell, ‘The Religion of the Machine Age’






Author’s Note

All the women and men in this book are real individuals whom I interviewed in depth, or corresponded with. All quotes are used with their consent. In order to protect their livelihoods, however, their names, and the names of their family members, have been changed. Other identifying details, as well as geographical locations and specific job descriptions, have been slightly altered or omitted.
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Is This Book for You?



	You feel under stress at work because whatever you do is belittled by your boss

	Your confidence has been undermined and your health affected

	Your partner seems depressed and wants to talk only about the way the boss behaves at work

	As a child you were frequently criticised but rarely praised

	At work you think you are always right and like to keep everyone else under your control

	Your organisation has a rapid staff turnover, rising sickness and absenteeism rates

	Profits and productivity have inexplicably declined





Foreword


In June 1989 Andrea Adams came to me with an alarming story. It sounded incredible, and would have been especially hard to believe if it hadn’t affected so many people. Over a period of four years, no less than fifty men and women employed at a major high street bank had had their working days made utterly miserable by one of their managers. He had persistently intimidated and humiliated selected individuals, with the result that their personal and professional confidence was severely undermined. Despite attempts by his staff to stand up to him, and despite the numerous complaints that were made to personnel, nothing was done. Yet if his behaviour was having such a devastating effect, why was it allowed to continue, unchecked and disbelieved, for so long?

For a radio producer, original ideas are vital, but they must be about something to which listeners can relate, and although I was intrigued by this story, I remained sceptical. Could it really be that the trivial behaviour we usually associate with the school bully was terrorising men and women at their place of work?

In the months that followed, bullying hit the headlines. A child was murdered in a Manchester school playground. Kidscape, a charity concerned with children’s welfare, issued guidelines for dealing with bullies at school. Education authorities began to encourage new policies to deal with the problem. The media covered efforts by the Ministry of Defence to stamp it out in the armed forces. No one, however, was talking about bullying anywhere else.

Once Andrea’s preliminary research had indicated that the problem in the workplace could be widespread, we were given the go-ahead to make a two-part radio investigation. But even at this stage, I can clearly recall my apprehension when I sat down to hear the first of her recorded interviews. For any producer that first ‘listen’ is always exciting, but this time my anticipation was mixed with anxiety. Would I be genuinely convinced by the story I heard, or would I have to conclude that this was a person who seemed to encounter trouble wherever they worked?

Ten minutes into the first tape I was doodling on the pad in front of me beginning to feel irritated. Anne, a woman bank employee, recounted how her manager had ridiculed her in front of the others for her vegetarian eating habits. Her response at once suggested that Anne must be over-sensitive. Did she really have to resort to eating her lunch in the ladies’ loo to escape his taunts? Surely she could have withstood something so petty? Had I made a mistake in proposing this programme? As it transpired, she was not alone, and as she catalogued the verbal destruction of many other members of staff, a picture of the manager in question slowly emerged: an autocrat capable of extreme unpleasantness who was mercilessly aggressive and frequently out of control.

Although this was two years after his removal from the bank, Anne’s voice still trembled. ‘You feel so demeaned, inadequate somehow … because it teaches you things about yourself that you are not very proud of … that you should have been stronger … that you shouldn’t accept what is thrown at you when you know instinctively that it is wrong.’ Within thirty minutes of pressing the playback button, I, too, was in tears, and although I didn’t realise it at the time, my experience of listening to that first recording was to take me through all the stages of disbelief – and the need for proof – that besets all those who suffer from being bullied at work.

Despite this early initiation, Andrea and I were completely unprepared for the response which followed the two radio programmes. Most of these women and men had never before felt able to tell their stories, even though some of the incidents they recalled had taken place twenty years earlier. Letters were filled with painful revelations. Telephone calls were distressing in their detail. If this unprecedented response was an indication, the scale of the problem was frightening. Teachers, nurses, personnel staff, civil servants, clergymen, union employees, secretaries, managing directors, shop assistants – few areas of employment were exempt. Contrary to my original anxieties, many of these people had done everything in their power to stand up for themselves, even though the penalty for telling tales was to risk putting their jobs on the line. In which case, you may wonder why the problem was not already exposed.

It became clear that bullying has nasty connotations, for some of us disturbing memories of things that have happened to us in other contexts. It was embarrassing to talk about, even to close colleagues, so people became isolated from each other once they were repeatedly under attack. The predicament of all those involved raised important questions, which this book endeavours to answer. Why do some people misuse their personal power over others? What can those on the receiving end do to defend themselves? Are any of us likely targets? Are we all potential bullies? Can childhood experiences be blamed for the way we behave when we go to work? What is the employer’s responsibility when caring for the psychological well-being of all employees?

It is my belief that in every organisation, every company, someone is likely to be experiencing the difficulties imposed by bullying behaviour that has not been identified. This book is an attempt to find a way forward; through personal accounts which detail every aspect of the dilemmas faced by all those involved; through the eyes of psychotherapist, Neil Crawford, who helped us in our programmes to understand the reasons why. Whether you are being bullied, or suspect you are a bully yourself; whether you have been approached to help someone, or whether you wish to prevent bullying from occurring within your area of concern – this book has been written for you. I hope it will also serve as a tribute to those courageous women and men who, three years ago, trusted us with their painful stories. I hope they will feel we have used their experiences to good effect.


Cathy Drysdale, BBC Radio

4 Producer, An Abuse of Power and

Whose Fault is it Anyway?

1992





PART ONE


The Problem



He is a human being and terrible things are happening to him. So attention must be paid.

Arthur Miller, Death of a Salesman
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Forewarned is Forearmed



Facts do not cease to exist because they are ignored.

Aldous Huxley, Proper Studies ‘Note on Dogma’





I magine. It’s Monday morning and you leave for work with a sickening feeling in the pit of your stomach. Anxiety has disturbed another night’s sleep. All you can think about is another week of being persistently undermined at work.

It is shocking to discover that respected working colleagues can subject you to the petty criticisms and name-calling that you thought you had seen the last of when you left school. For that reason, adults on the receiving end are often ashamed to admit that they can’t cope. Like the child bullied at school, they become convinced that what is happening to them is their fault.

Bullying at work is like a malignant cancer. It creeps up on you long before you – or anyone else – are able to appreciate what it is that is making you feel the ill effects. Yet despite the fact that the majority of the adult population spends more waking hours at work than anywhere else, the disturbing manifestations of adult bullying, in this particular context, are widely dismissed.

Kate held an important post in a government advisory service, where her boss’s relentless bullying eventually caused her to become so ill that she was advised to take prolonged sick leave:



‘It started at my induction interview, when in front of a colleague he said, “Well, you might look all right, but we don’t know if you’ve got a brain in your head, do we?” Later I heard him make similar comments to some of the men. He was constantly making derogatory statements, to the point where I felt totally bewildered and wondered why on earth he was so against me. Everything I did was called into question. He listened in to telephone calls, invented complaints from outside contacts which proved to be totally unfounded, and then told me I was a lovely person who was reading too much into his actions.

‘Despite the fact that I was doing what was required, and senior colleagues confirmed that I was doing it right, he created the myth that I was a hopeless and inadequate person. One morning I arrived at work and found my office empty. He’d moved my desk into a colleague’s office as punishment for receiving one personal telephone call. It was disorientating and I just never knew what I was going into the next day. When I went into hospital for an operation, he told everyone in the office that I wasn’t genuinely ill and I realised that if he couldn’t get rid of me for something I hadn’t done, he was going to invent things. I began to feel very distressed and threatened, but because he’d been there for so long, and was a personal friend of the director, I knew that if I complained, he would be the one to be believed.’





Although some people will insist otherwise, bullying at work is separate from the recognised problems of sexual harassment or racism. A male colleague who had previously worked for Kate’s boss, for example, resigned because his health was so adversely affected. He was repeatedly insulted, and his annual report was judged on damning personal events which simply had not happened. When he finally left, he was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Other men in that office were also singled out for demeaning words and deeds, and as the stories in this book unfold, you will discover that female bullies are no less vitriolic, wherever they work. (See Chapter 9 for the outcome of Kate’s experiences.)

Before Hilda’s appointment as manager of a medium-sized office in the public sector, staff left only for personal reasons or better-paid jobs. Less than three months after her arrival, the previously high morale was virtually destroyed. One year after her rampant bullying began, resignations and transfers had depleted the office of an experienced workforce. Two of her colleagues provide a portrait of a typical bullying style:


‘When Hilda arrived she said she was prepared to listen to people’s views and opinions. In fact she employed a practice of shouting down or talking over those who disagreed with her and subsequently labelled them blinkered. Her manner was intimidating from the outset and she seemed determined that she would brook no opposition from anyone. “You will do this” and “I won’t have that” were two of her favourite phrases. Hilda gradually became less aloof with staff when she realised that not communicating with them meant having less control. Then she took to asking people loaded questions about each other. These were later referred to as undisclosed sources of information which, in turn, created tension and distrust.

‘She passed down most of her instructions through supervisors and constantly changed working guidelines and procedures without any consultation so that people became confused, overworked and frequently distressed by these bewildering alterations. Hilda also had a knack of making staff feel that if they didn’t do what she wanted, in the way that she wanted, and within the time she said it would take, they were inefficient. This made people fearful of making errors, or being caught in the backlash of those committed by colleagues, soon causing friction in an office where previously everyone had worked well. Her tyrannical approach often reduced grown men and women to a state of running around like headless chickens, desperately trying to solve a problem before there were further recriminations. People were snapping at each other all the time because of the pressure.

‘Hilda continues to insist on taking control of even the most trivial aspects of office procedure, but at the expense of important management checks. It’s as if she feels that to let go of the smallest thing would mean that control of everything would begin to slip from her hands. She appears to perceive anyone else’s comments or opinions as a threat which must be removed. Her selective memory means that she chooses to remember only people’s bad points and flagrantly abuses the annual reporting system to make personal attacks. Hilda is also capable of being charming and good-humoured, and this is the side that outsiders always see.’



Numerous complaints about Hilda’s behaviour were made to personnel and welfare officers, and assurances were given that some positive action would be taken to help her to become more reasonable. Nine months later, nothing had been done to improve the situation and further resignations followed.

In view of the fact that bullying in apparently respectable places of work is allowed to continue unchecked, it is perhaps no surprise that the problem is something with which, at the time of writing this book, no organisation wished to be publicly identified. But whether the label is denied or not, bullying at work is emerging as an alarmingly widespread phenomenon. In order to solve a problem, however, you have to be able to recognise it, and in order to recognise it, you must be able to give it a name.

Harassment, intimidation, aggression, bad attitude, coercive management, personality clash, poor management style, ‘brutalism’ and even ‘working in a funny way’ are labels more commonly used. In America, employee abuse, as it is called, is referred to as ‘workplace trauma’, but it has been identified as a more crippling and devastating problem for employees and employers than all the other work-related stresses put together.

On both sides of the Atlantic, failure to recognise the problem as it really is has already proved a hugely expensive error, both in financial terms and in the way that individuals’ belief in themselves as useful members of the workforce is eroded. Statistical evaluation will clearly have to wait until organisations confront the issue and its effects. At present, bullying is not singled out as one of the greatest sources of stress which causes people to stay away from work through fear, or to take prolonged sick leave. Costly training is money down the drain when employees resign from their jobs simply to escape. There is no doubt that for this reason alone they leave in droves, taking with them a sense of injustice that the person who has made their working lives a misery is the one who nearly always remains. Yet the boss who bullies is often someone whose innermost feelings of inadequacy and insecurity can be a serious threat to the effective running of any organisation, particularly when that person is put under stress or overstretched.

The costs to the individual are explored in personal accounts throughout this book. As yet it is impossible to identify the precise costs to industry or other organisations because, as in cases of unreported rape, there can be no statistics to quantify the true scale. However, given the physical and emotional effects of those who suffer this experience, the likelihood is that a sizeable percentage of the following examples will be directly attributable to unidentified bullying at work.


	Over 360 million working days are lost each year through ill health, according to the Department of Health.

	
In the UK, the Confederation of British Industry puts the annual cost of stress-related absenteeism and staff turnover at £1.3 billion.

	For an individual business, the effects of stress-related problems could amount to 5 or 10 per cent of profits, according to Professor Cary Cooper, Professor of Organisational Psychology at the University of Manchester Institute of Science and Technology.

	In the United States, the Bureau of National Affairs states that businesses are losing an annual five to six billion dollars in decreased productivity alone caused by real or perceived abuse of employees (Personnel Journal, July 1991).



To protect all employees, and their own financial interests for the future, organisations must surely be persuaded to examine more closely the climate in which they expect people to work. In Britain, stress audits and employee assistance counselling programmes are still in their infancy, yet both provide a confidential outlet for men and women to tell it how it really is.

A study of Post Office workers in the North of England revealed a 66 per cent reduction in absenteeism after such counselling sessions. The exercise showed that for every 175 people counselled, there was a saving to the organisation of £1,000. In the United States, where employee assistance programmes are comparatively commonplace, a random sample of 600 full-time workers showed that 72 per cent said they suffered from three or more stress-related symptoms – highlighting the need, perhaps, to dig deeper and establish when it is bullying that is the major source.



2


Seeing is Believing



When regard for truth has been broken down or even slightly weakened, all things will remain doubtful.

St Augustine ‘On Lying’





To make a convincing complaint about what is happening at work, you first have to know exactly what is going wrong. But before you even take that route, there can be other hurdles to overcome. In an essentially macho organisation, for example, weakness is despised, and until the problem becomes more generally identified the likelihood is that bullying will be suffered in silence.

Defy the bully and risk losing promotion, resign and jeopardise financial security, report the person’s behaviour to a higher authority and end up being branded as lacking in resolve. Without adequate recourse for those caught up in this catch-22 situation, there is often too much at stake to tell tales.

Jamie, an ex-army officer:


‘It isn’t easy to shrug off the pressures imposed by the bullying superior; the working all hours to meet questionable deadlines, the nitpicking, the demand for ultra-perfection in trivial matters; insidious time-wasting in normal working hours so that the real work can be done only after the bully has gone home; the miserable atmosphere of the workplace when all the staff are on the receiving end; disruption to family life. If it’s happening at the height of a person’s ambitions, when their family and financial commitments make them most vulnerable, small wonder that the individual feels trapped and the bully survives unchallenged.’



C. Brady Wilson,* a clinical psychologist in Arizona, has made a study of the profound effects of abuse on employees and states: ‘it clearly falls under the domain of post-traumatic stress disorder, similar to the shell shock suffered by soldiers experiencing battle conditions’. There is no doubt that once bullying gets a grip, the employers should focus their attention on possible clues, such as a high staff turnover, absenteeism, prolonged sick leave, and a decline in productivity.

The earliest signal to the individual is when a relationship at work somehow doesn’t feel right. Problems often arise when a person is newly appointed, or internally promoted to a position, so if professional contributions which have previously been respected and appreciated suddenly become the target for continual criticism, someone should wonder why.

The individual’s responsibility is to ask: How does this person respond to me in a different way from my previous boss? Do I suddenly feel put down? Being aware of what might be happening to you early on puts you in a stronger position to counter belittling remarks, or fend off attacks on your professional competence. If you feel that the situation is not something you can handle yourself, observing the differences in behaviour will at least equip you to explain your dilemma to those above your boss.

There is no doubt that being bullied at work leaves both men and women feeling very hurt, vulnerable, angry and impotent – not least because the boss is usually the one to be believed. But if it is a person’s perception that they are being bullied, then the bottom line is that they must be believed. If they are not, all their time and energy will be used up in simply trying to survive each working day, in the knowledge that whatever they do is likely to come under attack, or be undermined.

Bullying at work, like bullying at school, often takes place where there are no witnesses. Without concrete evidence, however, proof is almost impossible. If others are not present, or if colleagues are too concerned about their own jobs to back up any complaint about a bullying boss, it is crucial to keep a detailed diary and log everything that has been said or done to you during the time you feel you have been bullied. Without third-party proof, this is one way of putting together a case.

Recognition is a major problem because bullying is rarely confined to derisory remarks or open aggression. It can be subtle, devious and immensely difficult to confront for those whose confidence and self-esteem have been exposed to a misuse of personal power and position. One of the reasons why the problem occurs at all is envy, usually of a quality that the bully does not possess. The background to this will be explained in a later chapter, but it is important to bear in mind that a bully will probably try to get rid of someone whom he or she perceives as any sort of threat to their own position within an organisation. The ways of achieving this can be so subtle as to go entirely undetected, so here are some clues:


	A manager may not promote a very able subordinate, for example, because of a fear that they might prove more competent and ultimately take over their job. By overlooking a person in this way, the bully can keep them in their place so that they no longer pose a professional threat.

	A manager who takes the credit for somebody else’s ideas is likely to make a subordinate feel that their initiative is being undervalued. The underlying hope is that constantly stifling any chance for creativity, so that life is made intolerable, will cause the person concerned to leave their job through sheer frustration. Getting rid of the competition is a classic survival technique.

	A manager may alter objectives, knowing that the new ones cannot be achieved. Once there is evidence that the person has failed to meet the requirements of his or her job, the perfect excuse to bring about dismissal becomes available.



So – if you feel that things are going wrong in a working relationship, what do you do? To tackle unseen aggression in particular, you need to be aware of what it actually is. The following set of experiences will help you to identify ways in which a bullying boss may set out to undermine …

Janet, a deputy headteacher:


‘Almost from day one I realised my move to a new school had been a mistake. Within the first hour I saw staff being verbally torn apart by our boss. I also discovered there was very little for me to do. Aware of my high academic qualifications, and my proven success in running another school, she gradually encouraged me to apply for headships. Then she’d tell me she couldn’t give me anything substantial to do within the school because I might be leaving, so I was only given menial tasks. When I needed her support for applications I’d made, she said she couldn’t give me a good reference because I hadn’t put anything into the school. When I was eventually asked by the head to produce an educational document, colleagues told me it was the most exciting thing to come out of the place in years, and it created much excitement and enthusiasm within the academic environment. But my ideas were always attributed to someone else, and as soon as the head saw me succeeding, and enjoying what I was doing, she’d take it away halfway through and give it to someone more junior.’



Steve, an employee of an American company based in Britain:


‘Where I work there is extensive bullying as part of a hiring and firing policy. One technique is to make people redundant and then have a change of mind. This happened to me, and I’m still there because if I leave out of annoyance, I lose any redundancy money. When the same thing happened to a colleague who’d been with the company for eighteen years, he was given one hour to leave the premises. Many people I know were given the same treatment, with the same timescale, including one guy who’d notched up twenty-seven years’ service. Replacements are always found for these employees, often with slightly different grades or job descriptions. Another common technique is to promote someone to a new post, appoint someone to fill their previous job, and then, after a year or so, declare the new post redundant. Perhaps the company’s most disturbing bullying tactic is demotion for no justifiable reason.’



Suzanne, a civil servant:


‘He was always moving the goalposts so that we could never anticipate what he wanted to show up on any particular job. If we pointed out these inconsistencies, which were clearly deliberate, he either flatly denied his previous decisions or told us that we must have misunderstood what he had said. He Snopaked or Tippexed out notes that we had made relating to our work, or altered values in our notes, so that there was no record of his changes of mind on policy that we had recorded to cover ourselves. He always made it look as though the extra correctional work was our fault, not his.’ (In Chapter 9 Suzanne challenges her bullying boss.)



Anne, a clerk who resigned from a transport network:


‘Papers that came through the post for me to record were withheld by this person, so I’d sit at my desk for up to two days with nothing to do and then be shouted at for being lazy. She also took letters out of the Internal Post box which I was sending or receiving, and that sent my work haywire. Completed documents would disappear from my desk, which meant that they had to be redone or I’d get into trouble. She constantly made sneering comments about my working-class background and referred to me as “a member of the lower orders”. She talked like that about me to everybody, so I ended up feeling like some sort of non-person. I think she was jealous of younger women because she’d looked after a sick mother for years while her sisters married rich husbands and moved away. What I can’t understand is why both the head of department and personnel ignored the constant stream of formal complaints about this woman. They allowed it to go on for years, but people were always being told “Well, she has worked for us for a long, long time”.’



Joe, an advertising executive:


‘If he thought someone was doing a better job than him, he’d move them out into a cramped office that was well away from everybody else. He wanted to know everything about us, as if we were his property, and we all felt constantly spied on. He’d creep up and listen outside office doors, or suddenly peer through the window. We were convinced the place was bugged because he seemed to know exactly what had been said and done, even when he was away seeing a client. The place was full of paranoia. People were constantly leaving, because in his eyes whatever they did was rarely right.”
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