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Dealing with 
workplace bullies
While there have always been workplace bullies, 
organizations are now recognizing the devastating effects 
such people can have on moral, turnover, short- and 
long-term disability leaves, productivity and employee 
retention. As a result, most have implemented strict 
anti-bullying policies. Many provinces have also enacted 
anti-bullying legislation to further protect employees. But 
nothing can be done to help victims unless they stand up 
and speak out.

• Social isolation (excluding from the group or the silent 
treatment)

• Spreading rumours and gossip

• Personal attacks on someone’s private life and/or 
personal attributes

• Excessive or unjustified criticism and fault finding

• Over-monitoring of work

• Verbal aggression (shouting and/or swearing)

• Withholding information or deliberately giving wrong 
information

• Withholding job responsibilities and replacing with 
demeaning jobs

• Unreasonable demands, deadlines or goals and 
constantly changing work guidelines

• Deliberately interfering with the completion of work

• Discounting accomplishments and taking credit for 
someone else’s ideas or work

• Blocking requests for training, leave or promotion

• Criticizing someone’s abilities and belittling their 
opinions

• Physical abuse or threats of physical abuse

The impact of bullying
Bullying can have long-lasting effects on our physical and 
mental health. Constant high levels of stress and anxiety can 

result in:

• headaches and migraines;

• aches and pains and chronic back pain that won’t 
respond to treatment;

• frequent illness;

• gastrointestinal issues, such as Irritable Bowel 
Syndrome;

• fatigue;

• insomnia, nightmares;

• poor concentration, forgetfulness

Bullies can be male or female, colleagues, clients, suppliers, or members of the public. However, 72 percent of workplace 
bullies are in positions of authority1. It’s important to note the difference between a strong management style and bullying. 
An effective manager uses objective comments and constructive feedback to motivate employees. Bullying, on the other 
hand, is repeated, continuous, aggressive behaviour meant to intimidate, offend, degrade or humiliate a person or group. In 
the workplace, the most common victims are women in their 40s, especially those whom the perpetrator views as threats: 
those who are capable, dedicated and well-liked2. The following are some examples of bullying behaviours:

  1 Canada Safety Council   2 Canada Safety Council
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• tearfulness;

• uncharacteristic irritability and angry outbursts;

• depression; and/or

• shattered self-confidence or low self esteem.

What can you do if you’re being bullied?
Most organizations have harassment and anti-bullying 
policies that are clearly stated in employee handbooks 
and company intranets. Make sure you understand your 
company’s policy and process for reporting inappropriate 
behaviour. 

Before reporting the bullying to the person identified in your 
organization’s policy, try to:

• Keep a factual journal of events. Record the date, 
time, witnesses, what happened (in as much detail as 
possible) and the outcome. A record of the number and 
frequency of events can help establish a pattern of 
bullying.

• Take copies of all emails, memos, letters or faxes you 
receive from the person.

• Tell people you trust: co-workers, friends, and family.

• Seek support from your Employee and Family 
Assistance Program (EFAP) to help manage stress.

• Avoid the temptation to retaliate. Bullies cover their 
tracks and retaliatory behaviour on your part can make 
you appear to be the bully.

• Keep all copies of your performance appraisals and 
references to prove that you perform your duties well. 

• Continue doing your job to the best of your ability.

• Do not allow the bully to isolate you. Stay connected to 
your co-workers.

• Confront the bully. Sometimes, an individual may not be 
aware their behaviour and actions constitute bullying. 

• Tell the individual that his or her behaviour is 
inappropriate and unwelcome.

• Focus on the problem, not the individual. Avoid 
accusatory language such as, “you always...” Instead, 
describe the outcome: “When you criticize me at client 
meetings, I feel they lose confidence in my abilities and 
if they lose too much confidence in my abilities, they 
may look to another company to represent them.” 

• Remain calm and professional. Don’t allow the 
perpetrator to draw you into an argument or allow him 
or her to become abusive. If this happens, calmly say 
you’re happy to continue the discussion at another time 
and walk away.

If the situation does not improve, report the situation to 
Human Resources or the representative designated in 
your company’s harassment policies. If your concerns are 
dismissed or not addressed, proceed to the next level of 
management, your union or professional association. Present 
your concerns in a factual, professional way. 

Remember that bullies rely on people being too intimidated 
to speak out. If you are being bullied, or witness bullying, 
don’t keep quiet. For more information or assistance dealing 
with a bully, contact your EFAP.  
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