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Foreword

The over-arching theme of this publication is human resource man-
agement, which is central to the functioning, efficacy and skills reten-
tion of an organisation. Viewed in this perspective, the term
“organisation” applies to a group of people who, being united, give
expression to an explicit purpose, a definitive set of rules and a formal
structure. In the context of this book the concept of “workplace” is syn-
onymous with that of “organisation”, be it public or private.

This is a ground-breaking and indeed enthralling source book on the
theory and praxis of identifying and handling workplace bullying. It
spotlights the tyrannical act of bullying as a cancer which may per-
vade some or all aspects of human resource management in the pub-
lic or private sector. 

Under normal circumstances, organisations (of whatever type) are not
designed to allow for bullying to be acted out by role-functionaries.
Functionally an organisation is characterised by social ranking, role
allocation, a normative structure and a code of sanction (for reward or
punishment). But inherent in the nature of the workplace organisation
is a hierarchical structure of superordinate-subordinate relationships.
Superordinates convey directives and messages to subordinates,
who must receive and obey the contents. Against this background the
organisational ranking system tends towards institutionalising ine-
qualities between people who are otherwise social equals. But while
the contents thus communicated are consistent with the functional
relationships of superiors and subordinates, it is largely the mode or
tenor of communication which may serve either to reinforce unequal
power relations or to promote unity of purpose.

However, let it be pointed out that “unity of purpose” might be a cliché,
which falls short of explaining the dynamism of employer-employee
relations. The workplace typifies what should be referred to as a
“loosely coupled” organisation, constituted largely of “streams” (for
the private sector) and “strata” (for the public sector). This means that
beneath the ascribed unity of purpose lie on-going adversarialism and
bouts of irritation, of which bullying may be a logical consequence.
Therefore, the challenge of handling workplace bullying goes along
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with the one of normalising relations as well as that of managing con-
flicting interests.

Bullying is an anti-normative and covert phenomenon, which may be
linked to a dysfunctional organisational culture as the enabling envi-
ronment. Every organisation evolves a valued set of assumptions,
understandings and implicit rules, which govern day-to-day behaviour
in the workplace. On the positive side, the organisational culture
enhances commitment and increases consistency of employee
behaviour. These are clearly the benefits of an organisational culture:
it communicates to employees how things are done and what is

important. But on the negative side, dysfunctions of organisational
culture provide the substrate for bullying, wherein, amongst other
things, values such as justice, equity, mutual respect and human dig-
nity may be flagrantly or surreptitiously disregarded. 

Bullying may be acted out consciously or unconsciously by its perpe-
trators, be they employers or employees, superordinate or subordi-
nate. However, because of its habitual association with unequal
power relations, bullying tends to be a tool of intimidation, persecution
and humiliation of the vulnerable or powerless targets. It is precisely
because of the organisation's vulnerability to this scourge that
employers must devise preventive as well as curative measures,
which seek to strike a balance between work task values and inter-
personal relationship values in the workplace. The South African Con-
stitution guarantees every citizen the rights to human dignity and
security from all forms of violence, torture, cruel and degrading treat-
ment. In this respect bullying is an act which impinges on another per-
son’s right. Therefore, employers are compelled to give employees
the necessary protection against this aberration, as well as measures
of recourse in the event of being bullied.

Bullying may be defined by the intention of the perpetrator in acting
out his or her premeditated, continual, malicious and belittling tyranny.
But it may also be defined by the consequences of the action. In both
cases bullying may be an act of commission or omission. The distinc-
tion between intention and consequence is significant because,
regardless of the presence or absence of a deliberate intent, bullying
is bound to impact negatively on the targeted individual, who may feel
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tortured and damaged continually, repeatedly and defencelessly. The
predation of bullying itself takes on many forms and the list is virtually
infinite. In some cases, the bullying tactics reflect the pathological
state of the perpetrator. The scourge diversifies into physical, psycho-
logical or verbal manifestations. The consequences are far-reaching
for both the targeted individual and the organisation under siege. 

This source book has been crafted as a text with a difference, for wide
readership. Drawing from varied theories and techniques, the publica-
tion is a scholarly, timely and valuable contribution to the terrain of
people management, particularly in the context of the culture of
human rights in South Africa.

Vika

(Prof. Raymoth Vika Gabela).
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Preface

The signing into law in March 2022 of the Code of Good Practice on
the Prevention and Elimination of Harassment in the Workplace,
requires employers to put in place measures to prevent and deal with
the scourge of workplace harassment/bullying. If you are an
employee or a manager in the South African context, this book is for
you, whether you work for a big or small, a public or a private sector
organisation. If you interact with others in a work context, as a subor-
dinate or a manager, you can benefit from this book. Neither does it
matter whether you work as a professional, an administrator or a serv-
ice worker, as bullying in the workplace knows no boundaries.
Regardless of the work you do, you may find yourself being a target
for bullying. In some instances, you may be a perpetrator of bullying
behaviour and not even be aware that you are a bully, due to the pre-
vious legislative vacuum.

The book uses a systems approach to tackle the problem of work-
place bullying, dispelling the widely held belief that where bullying
occurs, it is a matter between the bully and his or her target. Behind
every workplace bully there is an organisational culture that enables
bullying. Adopting a systems approach to workplace bullying allows
for the identification of factors that enable bullying, moving from the
nexus of bullying, i.e. the bully and his or her target, to consideration
of the immediate context of the department or section where bullying
manifests, within a broader organisational meso-system that is
defined by the organisational culture and policies. These link directly
to the macro-system, which is rooted in the socio-historical and legis-
lative context of South Africa.

From a systems perspective, there are no winners in a workplace
where bullying/harassment is rife. The book explores the impact of
bullying on the individual target, his or her social system, on bystand-
ers or observers of workplace bullying, as well as the organisation
which suffers immensely as a result of reduced productivity, low staff
morale, high staff turnover including the loss of highly skilled employ-
ees, potential litigation as well as reputational damage.
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The book moves from a premise that with proper leadership bully-free
working environments are possible and that the instruments provided
by the Code will help in this regard. Following a systems approach,
the book pieces together various aspects that lead to the creation of a
bully-prone work environment, how bullying manifests itself, and what
the effects of bullying are – not only on the target, but also on the tar-
get’s social system, the bystanders and the organisation at large.
Leaders of bully organisations are taken on a journey of organisa-
tional introspection to explore organisational culture and policy gaps
that create fertile ground in which bullies thrive. 

The book aims to help workplace bullies embark on a journey of self-
reflection and introspection, with a view to helping them understand
firstly why they act the way they do, and also why their behaviour is
neither in their own best interests nor those of the organisation.

If you have found yourself on the receiving end of workplace bullying,
without knowing that you have been bullied, the book aims to
empower you firstly to identify bullying behaviour when it occurs, and
further to equip you with skills to challenge bully behaviours construc-
tively, regardless of whether acts of bullying against you are perpe-
trated face to face or remotely, e.g. using online platforms.

Practical examples in the book identify bully behaviours for what they
are; case reflection exercises help readers consider practical ways to
mitigate the effects of being bullied. For bullies, the practical exam-
ples that are provided aim to help them change their destructive
behaviours, while the examples can help organisational leaders know
what to look out for as they strive to create psychologically healthy
work environments that are bully proof.

In an annexure in the back of the book, case studies (generously
shared by targets of workplace bullying who were specifically inter-
viewed for this book) provide readers with examples that can help
them interpret what they experience. Additional case studies included
in the book were gleaned from participants in virtual training sessions
held during the various stages of Covid 19 lockdown including the
local government sector, the higher education sector, and the moni-
toring and evaluation fratenity. The same case studies can be used to
empower bully bosses to examine their own behaviours critically and
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to mend their ways by understanding how bully behaviours manifest.
The book contains the following chapters:

Chapter 1 What is workplace bullying? 

Chapter 2 Types of workplace bullies and why they choose their tar-
gets 

Chapter 3 What enables workplace bullying/harassing tendencies? A 
systems approach 

Chapter 4 How far-reaching are the effects of workplace bullying?

Chapter 5 Bully proofing your organisation by fixing the exo-system

Chapter 6 Insulating your organisation against bullying/harassing ten-
dencies through leadership development 

Chapter 7  Empowering the bystanders to understand their role in mit-
igating workplace harassment 

Chapter 8 What can you do to protect yourself against harassment? 

Chapter 9 Protecting yourself against cyberbullying in the workplace

Chapter 10  Sexual harassment as a form of workplace harassment/
bullying

Chapter 11 Key lessons on dealing with workplace harassment/bully-
ing in South Africa
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Chapter 1 What is workplace bullying?

1.1 Introduction 

The first question that might arise in the reader’s mind is: Why is it
necessary to have a book on the topic of workplace bullying from a
South African perspective? Why read this book? To answer this
important question comprehensively, one has to piggyback on the
results of the World Health Organization’s (WHO) 2010 worldwide
research into the economic cost of violence in the workplace. It was
found that 78% of the South African labour force had been bullied at
one time or another. This prompted WHO to describe the state of
affairs in South Africa as “abnormally severe”. It took the Department
of Labour twelve years to mention workplace bullying in SA Labour
legislation.1 The promulgation of the Code of Good Practice on the
Prevention and Elimination of Harassment in the Workplace, has
necessitated the publication of the second edition of this book.

The origins of studies by psychologists on bullying have been traced
back to playground bullying by children in school settings (Namie &
Namie 2009). Bullying as a recognised phenomenon is so old that
some scholars trace it back to Biblical times, arguing that the Abel
and Cain parable was an instance of bullying. A brief journey through
modern history uncovers a steady evolution of the definitions of bully-
ing, from some that gave a positive slant to the word “bully” to later
ones that depict the behaviour as decidedly negative. From around
the 1530s through the 17th century, the literature suggests attitudes
towards bullying that were affirming and positive, manifesting in posi-
tive terms such as “sweetheart”, “fine fellow” and “blusterer”. This
positive slant waned around the 1680s and was replaced by a nega-
tive connotation such as “harasser of the weak”. Literature on bullying
in Europe traces the concept back to the Dutch and French word
“boel” meaning “false talk, fraud” or “deception, trick, scheming, and
intrigue”. Harper refers to a verb “bull”, meaning "to mock, cheat"

1. Burton, J. 2010. WHO Healthy Workplace Framework: Background and Supporting Liter-
ature and Practices. ISBN 978 92 4 150024 1 https://www.internationallaborlaw.com/

files/2013/01/Bullying-Harassment-and-Stress-in-the-workplace-A-European-Perspec-

tive.
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which dates from the 1530s; by 1884 the meaning of “bullying” had
evolved to include “push through roughly”. Today, bullying in what-
ever context is seen as negative, with long-term detrimental effects to
the bully, the bullied and the bystander.1 The current meaning of the
word “harass” can be traced to 1620 Old French: it meant to tire out,
vex. Harassment of the mind or body suggests an infliction of the
weariness that comes from a continuance or repetition of the offend-
ing act (cf.Online Etymology Dictionary).

Before we look at workplace bullying as a workplace health hazard
with detrimental effects on the health and wellbeing of employees, we
need to look at what constitutes good health. In this regard the defini-
tion that is most comprehensive and is considered the gold standard
is the World Health Organisation’s definition, which defines health as:
“A state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing, and not
merely the absence of disease.”2 

In extending the definition of good health specifically to workplace
health, we need to consider the evolution of definitions of “workplace
health” over the past several decades. Workplace health started with
an exclusive focus on the physical work environment based on the
traditional occupational health and safety approach, which dealt
exclusively with protecting workers from physical, chemical, biological
and ergonomic hazards. In recent times, the definition has broadened
to include health practice (lifestyle) and psychosocial factors (work
organisation and workplace culture). The latest definitions link work-
place health to the community. All these components can have a pro-
found effect on employee health. In keeping with this evolution, the
latest definition of a healthy workplace, that is adopted as the working
definition in this book, was coined by the World Health Organisation
Regional Office for the Western Pacific Region (1999). It defines a
healthy workplace as:

1. Namie, G. & Namie, R. 2009. US workplace bullying: Some basic considerations and con-
sultation interventions. Consulting Psychology Journal: Practice and Research, 61(3), 
202-219.

2. World Health Organization http://www.who.int/topics/mental_health/en/  Regional 
guidelines for the development of healthy workplaces. World Health Organization, 
Regional Office for the Western Pacific November 1999. http://www.who.int/

occupational_health/publications/wprogui.
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... a place where everyone works together to achieve an
agreed vision for the health and wellbeing of workers and the
surrounding community. It provides all members of the work-
force with physical, psychological, social and organizational
conditions that protect and promote health and safety. It ena-
bles managers and workers to increase control over their own
health and to improve it, and to become more energetic, posi-
tive and contented.

This definition provided a framework against which the worldwide
research into the economic cost of violence in the workplace was con-
ducted by the WHO in 2010, which found (see above) that 78% of the
South African labour force had been bullied at one time or another.
The WHO study characterised this state of affairs as “abnormally
severe”. While these findings were not entirely unexpected, they were
nevertheless alarming in terms of the magnitude of workplace bully-
ing, given the devastating impacts of this phenomenon, notwithstand-
ing the historical background of South Africa. The rationale for writing
this book is to create awareness of this phenomenon, which is often
poorly understood by both perpetrators and their targets, given the
fact that there is still no specific definition of either workplace harass-
ment or workplace bullying. This leaves targets of workplace bullying
in limbo – not knowing what to do; in some instances riddled with self-
doubt, self-blame and self-loathing. The next section explores what
workplace bullying is.

1.2 What is workplace bullying?

Definitions of workplace bullying tend to follow one of the two basic
approaches: one deems the intention of the bully as relevant, while
the other focuses largely on the consequences of the actions of the
bully, regardless of the bully’s intention. The most widely used defini-
tions of workplace bullying that emphasise the intention of the bully
include the following: 

Akella (2016) defines workplace bullying as: 

... repeated and persistent negative actions aimed at one or
more individuals, which results in the creation of a hostile work-
ing environment. Bullying involves a desire to hurt + hurtful
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action + power imbalance + (typically) repetitive aggressor and

a sense of being oppressed by the target 1

Workplace bullying can thus be seen as a repeated hurtful negative
act or acts (physical, verbal, or psychological intimidation) that involve
criticism and humiliation to cause fear, distress, or harm to the individ-
ual (i.e. target).2 3

Another definition that focuses on the intention of the bully was coined
by the Workplace Bullying Institute (2014). It defines workplace bully-
ing as:

…. repeated health-harming mistreatment of one or more per-
sons (the target/s) by one or more perpetrators. It is abusive
conduct that is threatening, humiliating, or intimidating, or work
interference – sabotage – which prevents work from getting

done, or verbal abuse.4

The definitions that emphasise bullying as an intentional act aim to
highlight that it is:

1. driven by perpetrators' need to control the targeted individ-
ual(s),

2. initiated by bullies who choose their targets, timing, location,
and methods,

3. either acts of commission (doing things to others) or acts of
omission (withholding resources from others), and

4. always harmful to the targeted individual.

The recently promulgated Code of Good Practice on the Prevention
and Elimination of Harassment in the Workplace does not explicity
define workplace bullying, but suggests that harassment, and bully-
ing, can be used intechangeably. Interestingly while the Code of
Good Practice is located within the legislative framework of the

1. Akella, D. 2016. Workplace Bullying: Not a Manager’s Right? SAGE Open January-March 
1-10. DOI: 10.1177/2158244016629394 sgo.sagepub.com.

2. My interpretation. 
3. Akella, D. 2016. Workplace Bullying: Not a Manager’s Right? SAGE Open January-March, 

1-10 DOI: 10.1177/2158244016629394 sgo.sagepub.com. 
4. The 2014 WBI U.S. Workplace Bullying Survey.
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Employment Equity Act  (EEA) as amended,  EEA itself does not
define workplace harassment. The  Code of Good Practice relies on
the general definition of harassment which is adapted to the work-
place and construes workplace harassment as behaviours that
include unwanted conduct which impairs dignity, creates a hostile
working environment for one or more employees, or is calculated to,
or has an effect of inducing submission by actual or threatened
adverse consequences or is related to one or more grounds in
respect of which discrimination is prohibited in terms of Section 6(1) of
the EEA. Harassment includes violence, physical abuse, psychologi-
cal emotional abuse, sexual abuse, gender-based abuse. It includes
the use of physical force or power, whether threatened or actual
against another person, group or community. Harassment against
employees in the workplace is seen as abuse of power, and the Code
recognises that harassment particularly affects employees in vulnera-
ble positions ... p9.   In the absence of a succinct definition, there are
two definitions of bullying that have emerged in the legal discourse
which are relevant to the purpose of this book. One is by Rothmann
and Rothmann (2006), who define workplace bullying as: 

Repeated actions and practices that are directed to one or

more workers, which are all unwanted by the target, which may

be done deliberately or unconsciously, but which clearly cause

humiliation, offence and distress, and that may interfere with

job performance, and/or cause an unpleasant working environ-

ment.1

What stands out in this definition is its emphasis on the effects of
being bullied while downplaying the intention of the bully. This is
important because there are instances where ignorant bullies would
carry on acts of bullying thinking that they are performing managerial
functions, or under the misguided notion of being robust, strict or out-
put-driven. There are also instances where acts of bullying may be
knowingly carried out, but when challenged the bully claims that s/he
never intended to bully the target. 

1. Rothmann, J.C. & Rothmann, S. 2006. The South African Employee Health and Wellness 

Survey: User Manual. Potchefstroom: Afriforte (Pty) Ltd.
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An expanded version of this definition, that has become even more
common in labour circles in South Africa, was coined by Smit (2014).
She defines workplace bullying as:

Conduct of an employee or an employer or a group of employ-
ees and employers, directed at an employee, employer or
groups of employees or employers, which a reasonable person
would find hostile or offensive and is unrelated to an employer’s
legitimate business interest. Abusive conduct may include but
is not limited to repeated infliction of verbal abuse, such as the
use of derogatory remarks, insults, epithets, verbal or physical
conduct that a reasonable person would find threatening, intim-
idating, humiliating or creates a risk to health or safety or
relates to the gradual sabotage or undermining of a person’s
work performance. Bullying is not reasonable action taken in a
reasonable manner by an employer to transfer, demote, disci-

pline, counsel, retrench or dismiss an employee.1

This book aligns itself with this definition, as it highlights the fact that
bullying acts can be perpetrated against both employers and employ-
ees; in addition, it reinforces the fact that the intentions of the bully are
irrelevant in determining whether the target has been bullied or not,
an important point that is reaffirmed in the Code. Before employees
cry wolf, let us look at aspects of being managed that employees may
not like, which do not constitute bullying/harassment, an important
point that is reaffirmed in the Code. 

1.3 Standard managerial responsibilities or workplace bullying?

Given the dynamics of South African workplaces as well as inherent
tensions that might arise from employment relationships, it is impor-
tant to acknowledge that there are instances where targets of bullying
are senior managers who are bullied by subordinates, unions, and cli-
ents. Before employees cry wolf, let us look at aspects of being man-
aged that employees may not like, which do not constitute bullying/
harassment. 

In the higher education context, it has become common for unruly stu-
dents to bully management and academics, while in other contexts

1. Smit, D.M. 2014. Bullying in the Workplace: Towards a Uniform Approach in South Afri-
can Labour Law. PhD Dissertation. University of the Free State.
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bullying by unions also occurs. However, a disproportionate number
of cases of workplace bullying still take place in a manager-subordi-
nate dynamic. Given the hierarchical structure of workplaces, with
managers being expected to instruct, supervise, delegate and give
constructive feedback to their subordinates and institute corrective
measures where necessary, most incidences of bullying/harassing
flow from the supervisor-subordinate relationship, with the manager
using positional power. It needs to be acknowledged that there are
supervisory responsibilities that subordinates may not necessarily
welcome, leading to false allegations of bullying/harassing when no
bullying has necessarily been committed. To avoid conflating mana-
gerial responsibilities with bullying, a distinction needs to be made
between workplace bullying behaviours and normal managerial activi-
ties that may not sit well with the recipient. This is also important for
managers who may be thinking that what they do is inherent to nor-
mal managerial responsibilities, when their acts actually constitute
bullying. Understanding the difference between managerial corrective
action and bullying is also important because false allegations of bul-
lying will certainly serve to trivialise the issue of workplace bullying. 

Managers have a legal right and obligation to direct and control how
work is done, monitor workflow, give feedback on performance and
implement corrective measures in cases of performance breaches.
This is what managers are responsible for and is exactly the reason
managerial jobs are more complex. However, how this is done mat-
ters: if managers are not careful, it is easy to move from executing
managerial responsibilities to bullying, based not on what the man-
ager does, but rather on how it is done. Given the fact that this aspect
is also very rarely addressed in induction programmes for new man-
agers, and novice managers are very rarely mentored or coached,
novice managers are often left on their own. If the individual is abra-
sive or aggressive, one often runs the risk of becoming an uninten-
tional bully. As will be explained later, novice managers may become
bullies due to examples they observed from bully bosses. While man-
agerial responsibilities may require managers to give performance
feedback, reprimands and whatever corrective actions may be neces-
sary, it is important for managers to be mindful of how this is done,
always aiming at correcting the behaviour rather than attacking the
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person. The constructive approach leaves no room for insulting,
derogatory, threatening or demeaning utterances or behaviour. If a
manager appropriately brings performance breaches to the attention
of an employee(s), that is not bullying. It is what the manager is
required to do. It is equally not bullying for a manager to allocate addi-
tional responsibilities to a subordinate in line with the scope of respon-
sibilities and capabilities of the subordinate concerned. 

A number of informants interviewed for this book alluded to instances
where leave was not approved as an example of workplace bullying.
Upon further probing, it became clear that there were instances that
had been incorrectly construed as bullying. Managers are entitled not
to approve a leave application if there are valid reasons not to
approve it. However, the non-approval and the reason for it should be
shared with the employee, ideally as soon as the reasons for non-
approval become apparent to the manager.

Potential instances of upward bullying exist in unionised environ-
ments with acrimonious relationships between unions and manage-
ment; it is also common in the higher education sector where
management is often bullied by students, student formations, and stu-
dent representatives. In workplaces that are founded on democratic
values, employees and their representatives should be actively
encouraged to raise issues that concern them. However, employees
and their representatives have an obligation to raise issues with man-
agement in a manner that is respectful and constructive. If employees
or their representatives raise issues that concern them to manage-
ment or about management, in a matter-of-fact manner without disre-
spect or malice, such acts do not constitute manager bullying.
However, it does become manager bullying if the issues raised are
frivolous, or legitimate issues are raised in a disrespectful, disparag-
ing and derogatory manner that impugns the dignity of the manager
concerned. The distinction between workplace bullying (both down-
wards and upwards) and the execution of managerial responsibilities
or constructive raising of legitimate issues by employees is important
and necessary: the last thing that should happen is to allege work-
place bullying/harassment merely as a ploy to avoid accountability.
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Read each statement below and assign an appropriate label: 

Cyberbullying (CB)                   Relational Aggression (RA)

Verbal Bullying (VB)                 Physical Bullying (PB)

Not Bullying (NB) 
BEHAVIOUR Type of bullying

After arriving at work late three days in one week, my manager called me 
to his/her office and issued a verbal warning. 

After getting approval to go on leave well in advance, I was informed a 
day before my first day away that my leave approval had been withdrawn 
and no reason was given to me for revoking my leave.

My boss does not speak to me at all even if I try to speak to him/her.

Whenever we are with colleagues, my boss throws negative comments 
about the quality of work of my portfolio and I am refused the opportu-
nity to make inputs.

I was singled out for a performance evaluation.

Before I could even finish making a point, my colleague jumped up and 
started interjecting, wagging his fingers.

Regardless of what I say in meetings, there is a colleague who is ready to 
counter my inputs, with no logical basis at all.

We had a very lively difference of opinion with my colleague and eventu-
ally we agreed to disagree.

I have been excluded from meetings dealing with matters that affect me.

I was instructed at short notice to attend a meeting at which I was denied 
the right to speak.

I have been told in front of my subordinates that I am incompetent.

Whenever I am around, I am subjected to veiled comments about my 
lack of competence. 

Jokes are often made that portray women as weak and incompetent.

Information necessary for me to do my job is often withheld from me. 

All inconvenient assignments are delegated to me even though there are 
other colleagues who can do them.

I have not attended any conference, workshop or professional meeting 
as my boss has refused to authorise my applications, without giving rea-
sons.

All my files sent to my boss for approval take weeks to be signed.
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1.4 Prejudice as an underlying cause of bullying in South African 
workplaces 

Let us start by exploring how prejudice drives workplace bullying. As
far back as 1954, Gordon Allport argued that prejudice is cancerous.
As will be seen later, it is often the root cause of workplace bullying.
Allport argued that any negative attitude tends to somehow, some-
where, express itself in action, as it takes rare levels of maturity to be
aware of one’s own prejudices and guard against acting them out.
The more intense the attitude, the more likely it is to result in vigor-
ously hostile action, which can manifest in one of the following,
depending on the degree of intensity of the negative attitude: 

E-mail correspondence that should be targeting me only is copied to 
other people without any valid reason to do so.

I have been discussed in e-mails without being copied.

My boss’s tone is very hostile and abrupt to me specifically.

When I enter the boardroom, my colleagues ignore me by pretending to 
be engaged in a deep conversation. 

My boss routinely invites colleagues who have nothing to do with my 
portfolio to participate in matters affecting my portfolio, after hours at a 
venue away from workplace,.

I have not received any compliments for the good work that I have done; 
instead, accolades were lavished on others for the work I did.

Rumours have been spread about me that were taken to be true without 
any verification.

Meetings have been held in which I was discussed, without being invited 
to share my perspective.

I have been ambushed in meetings and asked about matters that were 
not on the agenda; when I could not give specific details comments were 
made about incompetent management.

Union members have threatened to “sort management out” every time 
they did not get what they want.

Subordinates have gone to the media and written damning articles about 
management that were untrue.

I have to contend with a condescending tone of voice from the cabal led 
by my boss.

This is an important exercise, as there are a host of legitimate behav-
iours that may make one uncomfortable but are not necessarily bully-
ing of any sort!
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1. Antilocution – the lowest level of negative attitude manifests
in people who have prejudices talking about their prejudices
with like-minded friends, occasionally with strangers, often
freely expressing their antagonism towards the target group.
You may have been exposed to unsolicited or out of the blue
comments made against objects of prejudice, such as some-
one making derogatory random comments about women, gay
people, black people, Moslems, immigrants, etc. For many
people, it never goes beyond comments or demeaning “jokes”
about the attributes of a group that is targeted for prejudice. 

2. Avoidance – more intense than antilocution, it leads the preju-
diced individual to avoid members of the disliked group, even
perhaps at the cost of considerable inconvenience. In this
case, the bearer of prejudice does not directly inflict harm upon
the individual or group s/he dislikes, but takes the burden of
withdrawal entirely upon him/herself. While in other social
spaces this is feasible with minimal impact on the target of prej-
udice, in the workplace it can have devastating effects on the
employees in the target group, who may find themselves being
excluded from appointments, strategic forums, promotions,
etc., so allowing their contributions and talent to go untapped
and leaving them feeling like unwelcome outsiders in the work-
place.

3. Discrimination – it manifests in the prejudiced person making
detrimental distinctions of an active sort. S/he undertakes to
exclude all members of the group in question from certain
types of employment, residential housing, political rights, edu-
cational or recreational opportunities, churches, hospitals, or
other social privileges. Since this has been outlawed in South
Africa, it tends to manifest in more subtle ways in the work-
place, such as overlooking the target for promotion, microman-
aging the target, preventing the target from using benefits that
s/he is entitled to, etc. 

4. Physical/psychological attack – this is the next level at which
prejudice may find expression, with psychological warfare
being more common in the workplace than physical attacks.
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However, under conditions of heightened emotion, prejudice
may lead to acts of physical aggression such as dirty looks and
derogatory remarks which can escalate to violence or semi-
violence. Incidents of direct outright physical violence are not
common, but indirect physical attacks do happen in instances
where in chaotic situations such as strikes and industrial action
the target of bullying may be exposed to physical harm or
threatened, thereby creating a situation where the target fears
for his/her life, an important point that is reaffirmed in the Code.

5.  Extermination – this represents the highest manifestation of
prejudice, leading to lynching massacres, as the ultimate
degree of violent expression of prejudice. This form of expres-
sion of prejudice has unfortunately started rearing its ugly head
in South Africa in the burning of trucks driven by foreign driv-
ers, which is an example of acts of extermination driven by
Afrophobia as well as the too familiar xenophobic attacks.

The World Health Organisation (WHO) acknowledges that the mani-
festation of acts of bullying in the workplace can be very country-spe-
cific. In keeping with the WHO assertion, workplace bullying in South
Africa is underpinned by country-specific social ills, both past and
present. This is because the context in which workplace bullying hap-
pens is tainted by the distinctive philosophy, practices or political ide-
ology of the country concerned, including history, culture, legal
systems and traditions. From the interviews held with targets and sur-
vivors of workplace bullying, it is clear that workplace bullying in South
Africa is often underpinned by one or more of the following social ills:

1.4.1 Racism and how it drives workplace bullying 
In the South African context, overt racism has become illegal since
the adoption of the new Constitution. However, beliefs regarding the
superiority of whites still prevail although such beliefs are at odds with
the Constitution. This can be attributed to the fact that attitudes and
behaviour take time to change, and changes in legislation do not nec-
essarily translate into changes in attitudes and behaviours. If in
selecting targets the bully consistently targets individuals from a spe-
cific race, different from his or her own race, racism could be the
underlying cause of bullying. Targets of bullying who were interviewed
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for this book were asked what they thought was the reason behind the
actions of the bully: 66% suggested that racism was the underlying
reason. To accomodate this South African social ill, and other related
social ills, the Code of Good Practice has highlighted racial, ethnic
and social origins harassment. 

1.4.2 Sexism and how it can drive workplace bullying 

Sexism, a term coined by Pauline M. Leet in 1965, is an ideology
based on the belief that one sex, male, is superior to the female sex.
This belief leads to stereotyping, prejudice or discrimination against
women and girls. In South Africa sexism was entrenched by both the
apartheid ideology as well as cultural practices; it continues to be
entrenched by most African cultures, that relegate women to an infe-
rior status. Although research suggests that men are as likely to be
bullied as women, in instances where male bullies consistently target
females for bullying, sexism may be the underlying factor. In the
South African context, there are still workplaces that are male domi-
nated, and the representation of women at senior management levels
is still very low, creating a fertile environment for sexist managers and
executives to target female colleagues. Poor representation of
females at executive level also serves to isolate women who do make
it to the executive level; this makes it easier for bullies to target them.
The Code of Good Practice also repeals the previous Code of Good
Practice on handling sexual harassment at work, accomodating sex-
ual harassment under the Code No. 46058, recognising that previ-
ously consensual sexual relationships may morph into harassment/
bullying. The majority of survivors of workplace bullying who agreed
to be interviewed for this book were disproportionately female. The
gender aspect of bullying is dealt with more extensively later in this
book.

1.4.3 Homophobia 

Prejudice against members of the Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgender
Queer/Questioning Intersex (LGBTQI) community is unfortunately still
rife in South Africa, despite the protection afforded by the Constitu-
tion. The heaviest burden of isolation and being targeted for harm is
experienced by members of the LGBTQI community living in town-
ships and rural areas where they are constantly subjected to threats
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of violence. Since the workplace is a microcosm of society, gay and
lesbian workers can in varying degrees easily be targeted for bullying
in South African workplaces, being subjected to one or more of the
following behaviours which according to Dowling et al. (undated) are
a manifestation of homophobia: 

1. discriminating against lesbians and gay men because of their
sexuality, 

2. harassing lesbians and gay men through name-calling, jokes
about their sexuality, bullying or teasing, 

3. treating same-sex partners differently from opposite-sex part-
ners,

4. showing disrespect towards the lives and relationships of lesbi-
ans and gay men, and

5. making lesbians and gay men feel they cannot be open about
their sexuality. 

Homophobia, which some straight people often harbour in varying
degrees, can render workplaces extremely distressing for LGBTQI
workers. Many attempt to hide their sexuality and live in fear of being
found out. Studies in Australia show that over fifty percent of the
members of the gay community surveyed have experienced harass-
ment or prejudicial treatment at some time in their workplace. This
ranges from sexual and physical assault to verbal abuse, destruction
of property, ridicule, unfair rostering, unreasonable work expectations
and career restrictions. Gay and lesbian workers often remain silent
about their orientation, fearing negative or homophobic responses.
The effort it takes to hide one’s identity can erode one’s self-confi-
dence and can have a detrimental effect on work performance. For
workers who are members of the LGBTQI community and consider
“coming out of the closet”, there is a constant fear that such honesty
may have a detrimental effect on career prospects and career
advancement; there is always a possibility of being ostracised and
being the object of gossip and jokes. This leads many members of the
LGBTQI to pretend to be straight as an attempt to fit in. Some may,
for fear of being exposed, be withdrawn and secretive, which gets to
be misconstrued that they are not team players. Everyone has the
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right to be open about themselves if they choose, but for many in the
workplace this fear is too great, so they omit revealing a large part of
their identity.1 Given the fact that 85% of South Africans identify them-
selves with some religion, with Christianity attracting the major group
of believers, it is not difficult to imagine that gay and lesbian people in
South African workplaces would be frowned on. Utterances about gay
and lesbian lifestyles being unAfrican are not uncommon. These fac-
tors combined may make members of the LGBTQ community easy
targets of workplace bullying in the South African workplaces, particu-
larly by religious and cultural fanatics.

1.4.4 Education levels

The relation of an individual’s educational level to his or her likelihood
of becoming a perpetrator or target of bullying is not clear cut. This is
logical, given the fact that bullying happens across sectors and at all
levels. The recent Commission of Enquiry into State Capture has
uncovered how rampant bullying is in the South African civil service.
Bullies in this regard were targeting highly skilled senior public serv-
ants, giving credence to the notion that it does not matter how quali-
fied and experienced one is, anyone can be a target of bullying. In
professions that emphasise hierarchy and rank, such as nursing,
teaching, the police service and the army, there is not much variability
within the professions on educational levels, yet bullying is rife due to
sector traditions and practices that emphasise hierarchy and rank.
Educational level as a predictor of bullying is also rendered irrelevant
by the fact that bullying happens also in professional sectors where
everyone would meet the same minimum professional requirements
for entry. The work done by the Workplace Anti-Bully Institute sug-
gests that being highly technically skilled and educated may be the
very reason one gets targeted for bullying in the workplace, as
opposed to being a poorly qualified, clueless type of subordinate.
Their research findings are unequivocal about how bullies consist-
ently target individuals who are more competent and professionally

1.  Dowling, L. Eastaughff, K., Una, E. & Argent, H.S. (undated.) Addressing homophobia in 
the workplace and Tips on recognising homophobia and how to minimise the negative 
effects on employees and workmates: Addressing Homophobia in the Workplace. An 
initiative of (PFLAG) Brisbane Inc. Project.
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informed and respected, as it is the clued-up individual that is often
perceived as posing a threat to the bully. 

1.4.5 Ethnicity and its link to workplace bullying 

Tribalism is the belief that certain ethnic groups are superior to others.
Sadly, tribalism is still very much alive in South Africa, and employees
with tribalist inclinations may resent being managed by someone from
the outgroup. This is the tone and posture that the July 2021 unrest
took. In the work context, managers who hold these beliefs tend to
prefer employees of their own kind, creating an in-group/out group

dynamic that has been extensively studied by social psychologists. In
South African workplaces it is quite common for tribalistic bosses to
favour employees who are of the same ethnicity as themselves. The
in-group bias can have a powerful influence on recruitment and selec-
tion, leading to homogeneity, which isolates employees who are not
part of the in-group. In organisations where tribalism is unchecked,
members of smaller ethnic groups are viewed as outsiders. In
extreme cases where ethnic stereotypes are held, individual attributes
are often ignored, and people from out-groups tend to be judged on
the basis of negative stereotypes held against their ethnic groups.
Two decades into democracy, it is still quite common to come across
managers who when given a chance would prefer to work with “their
own kind” regardless of competence, rendering colleagues and sub-
ordinates from different ethnic and cultural groups “outsiders”, to be
marginalised, excluded and even bullied. The most glaring illustra-
tions of how alive tribalism is in South Africa was the rejection of the
Member of Parliament, the Honourable Thoko Didiza, by Tshwane
residents as mayoral candidate in the 2016 Local Government elec-
tion, on the basis that she is a Zulu – despite having lived in Tshwane
for more than twenty years. Another example of how rife tribalism is is
the Vuwani uprising in Limpopo which according to News24 (06/07/
2016) erupted into flames, masquerading as a revolt against demar-
cation when the real issue was refusal by one tribal group to share
municipal services and space with another tribe with a different lan-
guage and different cultural practices.1

1.  News24. Tribalism is the new apartheid, 06/07/2016.
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The seeds of tribalism may drive workplace bullying and become
manifest in instances where bosses with deeply entrenched tribal
stereotypes are predisposed to interpret the behaviour of others
based on their ethnic group culture. Bosses who come from cultures
that require complete subjugation of women may easily interpret
female assertiveness as disrespect, thereby predisposing the bully
bosses to put assertive female employees in their place by using bully
tactics. That goes for male subordinates, who may be seen as being
disrespectful when they ask questions in instances where the boss
holds beliefs that those who are in a position of authority can do as
they please and no one has a right to question them. 

1.4.6 Authoritarianism 

It has already been pointed out that while bullying in the workplace
can be perpetrated by colleagues at the same level as well as subor-
dinates, the most widespread forms of bullying occur in the context of
boss-subordinate relationships at various levels (section/divisional/
departmental/institutional). Research has identified the most difficult
bully to handle as the bully at the very top of the organisation. This is
not only because this is an “untouchable” office from within but also
because the highest office in the organisation sets the tone for how
the organisation treats its employees. It is therefore not surprising that
toxic organisations often have a bully (whether passive or active) at
the helm. To help organisations better anticipate, deal with, and pre-
vent future bullying, the dynamic between bully behaviours and lead-
ership style has been explored by researchers, notably Tavanti
(2006), who identified four leadership types and analysed their rela-
tionship to leader bullying as follows:

1. non-contingent punishment leadership ("reprimands me with-
out telling me why"),

2. autocratic ("ignores my views and opinions"), 

3. laissez-faire ("ignores problems when they arise"), 

4. and participative leadership (“shares information with me”). 

Whether leaders are autocratic, laissez-faire or democratic, it can all
be traced to the leader’s world view, which defines how a person
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moves toward his or her life goal, and it is learned from early social
interactions. Early learning serves as the guiding framework for all
later behaviour and is reflected in how one sees people and events,
solves problems and achieves goals. A person’s world view reflects
his/her values, motives, interests and goals; human behaviours are
generally motivated by one of the four psychological priorities: com-
fort, control, pleasing and superiority. The following psychological pri-
orities have been found to be associated with workplace bullying: 

An autocratic leader is motivated by the need to control situations and
other people, which drives him/her to seek predictability to avoid vul-
nerability. This predisposes the autocratic leader to take control of
others by insisting on prescribing not only what should be done, but
also when and how it should be done. By moving beyond prescribing
what should be done, to prescribing how it should be done, the auto-
cratic leader virtually kills all forms of creativity, innovation and drive
among subordinates.

Contrast this with a laissez-faire leader who is motivated by the need
for comfort and fears situations that might lead to stress. S/he avoids
the discomfort that may result from unpopular decisions that must be
made, and this drives a laissez-faire leader to avoid decision-making
and problem-solving. This avoidance predisposes him or her to leave
matters hanging in an attempt to avoid confrontation and to keep eve-
rybody happy. This is a leader who is inclined to turn a blind eye to
bullying because s/he cannot deal with the discomfort of reining the
bully in.1

1.4.7 Nepotism, perceptions of power and workplace bullying

The link between nepotism and workplace bullying is an indirect one.
Nepotism as a practice, among those with power or influence, of
favouring relatives or friends, especially by giving them jobs, is quite
common in South Africa. The route to nepotism is often fuelled by the
inadequacy of the individual preferred for the position in question, and
people appointed through this route come to occupy positions that
they are ill-equipped to handle with competence, and who can only

1.  Tavanti, M. 2011. Managing toxic leaders: Dysfunctional patterns in organizational lead-
ership and how to deal with them. Human Resource Management, 6, 127-136.
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rely on positional power. To clarify this point, it is necessary to refer to
sources of power which are manifest in workplaces as studied by
Tavanti (2006) which include: 

(i). Positional power. This power derives from a position in the
organogram, and it links to individual roles and responsibilities
as captured in job descriptions. For legitimate positional power
to be respected in an organisation, the incumbent should be
able and have the experience, expertise and requisite qualifi-
cations for the job and be able to lead and guide the team
effectively.

(ii).Expert power. As the name suggests, this kind of power
derives from knowledge and expertise that the individual pos-
sesses. Knowledge is power regardless of the position held,
and is a highly sought-after commodity across workplaces. For
leaders appointed legitimately, the leader who also possesses
expert power has an enviable stepping-stone to legitimate
power. In instances where appointments and promotions are
due to nepotism, expert power is often largely lacking, thereby
making such leaders resort to positional power at best and
coercive power at worst to be recognised as leaders. Research
suggests that a lack of perceived self-competence is often
associated with heightened aggression; this aggression is
often driven by ego-threat, and aggression becomes a defence
mechanism. Aggression whether overt or passive becomes a
weapon of choice to mask leader incompetence, predisposing
that leader to be a bully. 

(iii).Coercive power. In moderation, leaders may from time to time
find themselves in situations where it is necessary to use coer-
cive power. For instance, coercive power is often used deserv-
edly to enforce necessary strict deadlines and punishable
actions to both employees and suppliers. All managers have to
deal with employees who fail to meet legitimate deadlines, or
who fail to produce work of acceptable standards; this is not
bullying if used consistently, fairly and delivered privately.
However, in the hands of an insecure/clueless boss with little
skill, expertise and experience, such power can easily be mis-
used to threaten and coerce targets. This may manifest in all
sorts of selective threats that are inconsistently made to targets
of bullying, while other employees, who are favoured, get away
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with worse transgressions. Managers need to be strict with
their subordinates and are justified in expecting professional-
ism and timely delivery of quality work and services, but coer-
cive power, if used selectively and inconsistently to target
certain employees, becomes a form of bullying.

(iv).Referent power. Referent power largely results from the per-
sonality of a person, and includes traits such as being
approachable, affable, good-natured and friendly. People grav-
itate towards such a person as this individual is able to present
himself/herself to others in a manner that commands respect.
Referent power can also be the result of a combination of
expertise and personality; as a leader, such an individual has
no need to bully subordinates as s/he enjoys recognition and
respect and is accorded authority.

(v).Reward power. Reward power arises out of the authority that
a person has to recognise and reward people. Organisations
often give this power to their executives, who should use this
power for the benefit of all if they are technically skilled and
emotionally mature. In the hands of incompetent and insecure
managers, reward power becomes a potent bullying weapon,
which the leader who feels inadequate uses to show the least
favoured employees “who is the boss”. This is rife, particularly
in organisations where performance reviews are linked to the
payment of bonuses and other perks. The Code explicitly pro-
hibits the quid pro quo harassment where one person, typically
in a position of power, attempts to or influences the employ-
ment situation of another employee, be it engagement, promo-
tion, discipline, dismissal, salary adjustment, etc. 

The existence of the different types of power in organisations is nei-
ther good nor bad, as it all depends on whether power is used or
abused, which links to the competence of a leader as well as leader-
ship style. Studies by Tavanti (2003, 2006), have demonstrated that
individuals with power become aggressive when they feel incompe-
tent in the domain of power, and the substantive areas in which they
have to lead.1 This makes leaders appointed by nepotistic means vul-

1.  Fast, N.J. & Chen, S. 2009. When the Boss Feels Inadequate: Power, Incompetence, and 
Aggression. First Published November 1, 2009. Research Article https://doi.org/

10.1111/j.1467-9280.2009.02452.
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nerable to becoming workplace bullies, because the nepotism route is
pursued since such leaders would not qualify for appointment on
merit. 

When power is abused
Targets of bullying interviewed for this book highlighted the following
examples of how bully bosses abused power to target them: 

•   Refusing to authorise/sign off legitimate procedural
transactions;

•   Intentionally delaying or withholding authorisation to cre-
ate an impression of ineptness on the part of the target;

•   Blaming the target for the mistakes of others or for situa-
tions the individual has no control over;

•   Taking credit for the target’s work/giving credit for the
target’s work to others;

•   Blowing minor mistakes out of proportion;

•   Dishing out unjustified criticism;

•   Making unfounded statements that cast aspersions on
the target’s competence and integrity;

•   Giving performance ratings that are not based on facts
and evidence;

•   Giving justified criticism in front of others, packaged in a
denigrating manner;

•   Delegating tasks to the target that are outside the scope
of the target’s capabilities;

•   Giving the target an unrealistic workload, demands or
timelines;

•   Giving the target “silent treatment” and passing work-
related messages to the target through others or even
the target’s subordinates; 

•   Undermining the target’s professional role and position
by reassigning his/her responsibilities;

•   Humiliating and publicly criticising the target;

•   Refusing the target the right to respond to matters
affecting his/her portfolio;
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•   Making inaccurate, unfounded accusations;

•   Spreading rumours about the target that tarnish the tar-
get’s integrity;

•   Excluding the target from issues that constitute his/her
core functions;

•   Making derogatory/embarrassing statements about the
target masquerading as joking;

•   Requiring the target to follow unlawful instructions and
threatening the target when s/he explains why the
instruction is unlawful;

•   Preventing the target from using benefits/privileges that
the target is entitled to;

•   Copying e-mails that are critical of the target to people
who have nothing to do with the issue; 

•   Making threats or comments about the job security of
the target without foundation;

•   Denying the target of bullying opportunities for career
progression by intentionally blocking promotion, expo-
sure to enriching experiences and training opportunities;

•   Instituting baseless investigation or disciplinary pro-
ceedings against the target;

•   Intimating that the target’s position will be made redun-
dant; 

•   Intimating that the target should leave or making the tar-
get feel unwelcome, etc.

All these examples would also constitute workplace harassment.
Ways in which bullies in the workplace can abuse power are infinite.

1.4.8 Xenophobia and workplace bullying 
The South African Human Rights Commission defines xenophobia as
“the deep dislike of non-nationals by nationals of a recipient state –
manifesting in hatred, dislike or prejudice against people from other
countries”.1 In the South African context this is often sadly manifested
by black South Africans against black immigrants from other African

1.  www.shrc.org.za. South African Human Rights Commission (SAHRC). 
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countries, thereby indicating Afrophobia. This happens notwithstand-
ing the fact that the history of refugees and asylum seekers in South
Africa dates back to the 1980s when the country was home to a
number of Mozambican refugees, estimated at 350,000. According to
the South Africa History Online Archive 10, South Africa did not rec-
ognise refugees until 1993 when it became a signatory to the United
Nations (UN) and Organisation of African Unity (OAU) Conventions
on Refugees in 1994. The number of refugees and asylum seekers in
South Africa has increased in the past years; it is estimated that the
total cross-border migrants in this category are about 150 000. The
issue regarding undocumented migrants in the country has proved to
be controversial, but it is common knowledge that border control is far
from optimal, so opening the country to streams of undocumented
immigrants. Literature is replete with claims that foreigners take job
opportunities away from local South Africans as they accept lower
wages, and foreigners are accused of not participating in the struggle

for better wages and working conditions.1

The workplace is a microcosm of the larger society. It is not surprising
that both employees and bosses from communities where xenopho-
bic episodes of violence have erupted, and who also have their own
inadequacies, would harbour Afrophobic sentiments. Although the
South African black workforce may not necessarily go to the extreme
of expressing xenophobic sentiments through physical violence as in
the trucking industry, the Afrophobic and xenophobic sentiments may
manifest as workplace bullying. That is the case in instances where
targets of the bully are consistently foreign blacks. In recognition of
this potential flashpoint, the Code makes explicit reference to harass-
ment based on national origin, affording employees of foreign national
origin protection against harassment. 

Workplaces cannot ignore even the minor forms of prejudice, as Gor-
don Allport observed: even the minutest form of prejudice such as
spoken abuse has a way of growing into more virulent and destructive
forms of discrimination and violence.

1.  Xenophobic violence in democratic South Africa. South Africa History Online Archive 10.
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:

1.5 The many faces of workplace bullying 

As defined earlier, bullying is repetitive negative behaviour, engaged
in by an individual or group, directed towards a person who has or is
perceived to have difficulty defending himself or herself. The percep-
tion of inability to defend oneself is often rooted in the hierarchy and
power dynamics in the workplace and has nothing to do with the tar-
gets’ assertiveness or lack thereof. There are as many ways of bully-
ing as there are bullies, and developing a better understanding of
what bullying behaviour in the workplace may look like is the neces-

Self-reflection 1. Finding your own prejudice

Answer each question by writing the first thought that comes to
mind, without censoring it

1. Are there categories of people you dislike, and can you name these groups?

2. Do you know what triggered the dislike?

3. Consider the answer you gave above, and think of instances where people from 
these groups did not act in line with the stereotype you have of them.

1. What have you done when dealing with individuals from the groups you dislike? 

Made jokes/ passed unsa-
voury comments. 

Avoided them. Denied them employ-
ment/ promotion/ 
benefits that they 
were entitled to.

Incited others 
against them/ spread 
rumours about them. 

SYNOPSIS: The negative feelings that you hold against people for no other reason than the 
groups they belong to, reflects your own prejudices. Because they have not done anything 
wrong, they cannot fix your prejudice - you need to work on your own prejudices.
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sary starting point in curbing workplace bullying. It is also highly prob-
able that with the enactment of the Code of Good Practice on the
Prevention and Elimination of Harassment in the Workplace, work-
place bullies will choose less obvious bully tactics depending on their
levels of sophistication and their degree of underhandedness. The
type of bullying that perpetrators can get away with depends on the
context. For instance, organisations that emphasise unquestioning
deference to those in authority are more prone to bullying than the
organisations that are not too attached to rank and hierarchy. Later
on, the book covers the effect of organisational culture on bullying,
which can also be the driver of bullying in the workplace. The extent of
malice harboured against the target, as well as control that the bully
has over resources, have been found to influence the type of bullying
acts that the perpetrator chooses to carry out. Research suggests that
workplace bullying may manifest in one or a combination of the follow-
ing forms: 

(a).Physical aggression
This is the most basic form of bullying. It manifests in physical
aggression between the bully and the target. As adults in the
workplace are aware of the consequences of blatant physical
violence, which is a dismissible offence, it is only in very rare
cases that bullying erupts into physical violence perpetrated
directly by the bully. In the workplace, examples of physical
aggression include behaviours such as:

•   Personal insults;

•   Dry humour at the expense of the target; 

•   Invading the target’s personal space;

•   Uninvited offensive physical contact; 

•   Threats and intimidation, both verbal and non-verbal; 

•   “Sarcastic jokes” and “teasing” used as mechanisms to
mask insults; 

•   Withering e-mail flames;

•   Status slaps intended to humiliate the targets; 

•   Public shaming or status degradation rituals;

•   Rude interruptions;
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•   Two-faced attacks; 

•   Treating people as if they are invisible; and

•   Dirty looks.

In many instances, targets are bullied through a combination of these
acts happening consistently.

(b).Verbal bullying
This involves the use of verbal interactions, such as yelling,
shouting, interrupting, opposing everything said or done by the
target, name-calling, ridiculing the target and casting asper-
sions on the target’s character. These behaviours are often
calculated to cause emotional harm to the target, while also
damaging his/her professional standing and dignity.

(c).Relational aggression
This involves the use of social manipulation in order to damage
the target’s reputation and professional standing. This form of
bullying often takes place through non-confrontational means
and requires more carefully considered and planned episodes
through which the bully pounces in order to damage the image,
reputation and professional standing of the target. For
instance, the bully may raise fabricated issues that are calcu-
lated at creating an impression that the target is incompetent,
ignorant, corrupt – strategically planted insinuating utterances,
or even non-verbal gestures. Because of how strategically the
bully pounces, the target is often denied the right of reply or the
target may be shocked and freeze in disbelief – thereby leav-
ing the issue unchallenged – which may create an impression
that what was said is true. In instances where the target is able
to react on the spot and challenge the assertions of the bully,
the bully may turn around and claim that the target is misinter-
preting what was said or is overly sensitive.

(d).Client bullying
In this instance, an employee, such as a call centre agent, or
admissions clerk in a public facility, is bullied by those they
serve. In a higher education setup a good example of this type
of bullying is when an academic or a management employee is
terrorised by students. Another example is that of Human
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Resource (HR) executives who may be verbally abused by
union officials. In some instances, clients are used by the bul-
lies higher up in the organisation’s hierarchy to unleash a reign
of terror aimed at forcing the target to leave. This can also
manifest in the boss making favourable rulings on matters
referred to him or her by clients, even though the target of bul-
lying acted within company policy. 

(e).Gang bullying or group bullying
A group of bullies in this instance come together with the pur-
pose of pursuing a certain agenda calculated at making the
work life of their target miserable. This is always premeditated
and members of the bully gang caucus before meetings on
how the target is to be dealt with. The one leading the charge is
often a serial bully with a vendetta against the target. The tar-
get may be seen by the bully group as an obstacle preventing
them from achieving their nefarious goals, and could be seen
as posing a threat. Unbeknown to the target, the gang is con-
sistently plotting how “to put the target in his/her place”.

(f). Institutional bullying
This happens when workplace bullying becomes so en-
trenched and accepted as a way of managing people within an
organisation that it becomes part of the organisational culture. 

(g).Bullying through abuse of legal processes 
Bully bosses using this tactic often threaten the target with lay-
ing disciplinary charges, initiating baseless investigations, or
vexatious legal action to control and punish the target. Due to
the tilted power dynamics with unequal access to resources,
this is one of the worst forms of bullying, as it maligns the tar-
get and taints his/her name. Such bullies may embark on clan-
destine investigations unbeknown to the target, make sure that
information about investigation is strategically placed, and
when the target is cleared, the outcome of the investigation is
not publicised, thereby leaving a permanent cloud hanging
above the target’s head without any wrongdoing. 

(h).Organisational bullying 
This often occurs when an organisation struggles through
some turmoil or crisis and it fails to adapt to challenges,
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whether the changes are a result of changing market trends,
reduced income, cuts in budget or leadership changes. In
response to a crisis, a bully boss may find a scapegoat to
blame for the difficulties that have nothing to do with the indi-
vidual being blamed. Often there is a chorus of blame from the
bully gang even though it is blatantly clear that the individual
being blamed is not at fault nor the cause of the challenge.

(i). Pressure bullying 
This happens when the target is expected to perform in impos-
sible circumstances, be it due to unrealistic timeframes, uncon-
ducive conditions, or without the necessary tools. A typical
example is the boss who assigns to the same individual a
number of last-minute urgent tasks with the same deadline.
Pressure bullying can also manifest when a boss gives an
unlawful instruction that the subordinate knows will get him/her
into trouble if the instruction is executed, and the bully boss
threatens the target with laying charges for insubordination if
the illicit instruction is not executed.

(j). Pair bullying 
This takes place when two people connive to bully a target,
with one of these people being active and verbal and the other
being present, yet passive and subtly encouraging it, which
can be through laughing. In formal meetings it is not uncom-
mon for the target to be asked a question by the main bully,
and while the target is trying to explain something asked by the
main bully, the other member of the pair interrupts the target
with a “clarity-seeking question”.

(k).Corporate bullying 
When bullying starts from the very top, employees who are
managers emulate this mistreatment of employees and soon
bully behaviours begin to cascade to all levels. Sometimes it is
done under a misguided belief that force gets more out of peo-

ple or attack is the best defence and the organisation becomes
a bully-prone organisation. Managers who take up a com-
manding leadership style run the risk of becoming bullies.1

1.  Adapted from Hamel, G. What Is a Bully Management Style? www.CHRON.com
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(l). Cyberbullying 
Cyberbullying involves the use of social media and other com-
munication technology platforms to intimidate, harass, embar-
rass or target others for humiliation. As with face to face types
of bullying, there is an intention to hurt. Studies suggest that
the physical distance between the bully and the target, coupled
with the belief that the bully is acting anonymously, often make
cyberbullies act with impunity. The fact that the harassing mes-
sages can be widely disseminated very quickly tends to com-
pound the negative impact of cyberbullying on the target.
Workplace cyberbullying can be executed using the employer’s
electronic media, such as computers and cell phones, but for
organisations that have strict electronic media policies, bullies
can use private e-mail addresses and other platforms to carry
out their despicable acts to cause repeated harm to the target.
The harm inflicted is often worse than that resulting from con-
ventional face-to-face bullying, as the target may not even
know who the perpetrator is. Due to the unique features, trans-
mission modes and impact of cyberbullying, it is elaborated on
later in the book. 

As can be seen, there are multitudes of ways in which workplace bul-
lying can be carried out. The Eirnersen et al. (2009) Negative Acts
Questionnaire, which is the most commonly used instrument to meas-
ure workplace bullying, has synthesised the multitude of bullying
behaviour into three main categories: 

(i). Work-related bullying which includes having information with-
held, opinions ignored, unreasonable deadlines imposed, work
monitored excessively, pressure applied not to claim entitle-
ments, and unmanageable workloads. 

(ii).Person-related bullying includes being humiliated or ridiculed
in relation to work, having key areas of responsibility removed
or replaced, gossip or rumours spread about you, insulting or
offensive remarks or allegations made about you, being
ignored or excluded, or encouraged to quit, or being the target
of practical jokes or the subject of excessive teasing and
sarcasm. 
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(iii).Physical-intimidation bullying includes being shouted at,
being the target of spontaneous anger or finger-pointing or
personal space invasion or shoving or blocking or threats of or
actual physical violence and abuse. Many of these bullying
behaviours can occur in cyberspace, as well as face-to-face.1

Bullies very rarely carry out one act of bullying; their manifestation of
acts of bullying can be any combination of the different types. Should
you still be wondering whether or not you have been bullied in your
workplace, consider that you unfortunately have been bullied if: 

(i). You have been subjected to negative and often aggressive or
manipulative acts or a series of acts by one or more people
you work with over a period of time. 

(ii).After interacting with a colleague(s) or boss you felt abused,
intimidated, discredited, deflated, belittled, and psychologically,
physically and emotionally drained. 

In case you are wondering what took you so long to realise that you
were subjected to workplace bullying, do not blame yourself. Many
employees take time to recognise bully behaviours because: 

(i). Employees do not come to the workplace expecting to be bul-
lied, and adult bullying is very rarely discussed;

(ii).Bullies are often opportunistic, and often perfect the art of
pouncing on the target when the target least expects it, or
being opportunistic by piggybacking on real issues that need to
be addressed and exaggerating or blowing the mistakes out of
proportion to hide their bully tendencies behind legitimate
issues that need to be corrected; 

(iii).The workplace bully typically has more power and authority
over the target, so when bullying begins the target may be una-
ware of it, as bullying may be acts of bullying disguised as
instructions, performance feedback, or dealing with the target’s
shortcomings;

1.  Eirnersen, S., Hoegel, H. & Notelaers, G. 2009. Measuring exposure to bullying and har-
assment at work: Validity, factor structure and psychometric properties of the Negative 
Acts Questionnaire-Revised. An International Journal of Work, Health & Organisations 

Volume 23,  Issue 1.



39

Although the recently enacted Code of Good Practice on the Preven-
tion and Elimination of Harassment in the Workplace is a step in the
right direction, it falls short of categorically defining workplace bully-
ing, and bullying, as such or even workplace harassment may still be
difficult to prove. However, the Code is explicit in stating the fact that
any behaviour that a reasonable person may consider to be unwanted
constitutes harassment, and recognises that the intersection of fac-
tors such as race, religion, gender, and disability increases the risk of
being targeted for harassment/bullying.

The Code reduces harassment in the workplace to unwanted con-
duct, and highlights two primary issues in evaluating whether the
behaviour is harassing, viz. whether the harasser knows or should
have known that the behaviour is/was generally unwanted. It also
requires the target to communicate directly or indirectly that the
behaviour is unwanted, and that is regardless of whether the offen-
sive behaviour is violent or not. For harassment/bullying involving
criminal acts, the Code puts the onus on the employer to report such
acts to the police. 

Just to confirm if you have indeed been bullied, take Self-
Assessment 2 below. The results may surprise you!
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[

Self-reflection 2, an abridged version of the negative act questionnaire

BEHAVIOUR FREQUENCY OF BEHAVIOUR 

Daily Weekly Monthly 

1. Someone withholds information which affects 
your performance.

2. Being humiliated or ridiculed in connection with 
your work. 

3. Being ordered to do work below your level of 
competence. 

4. Having key areas of responsibility removed or 
replaced with more trivial/unpleasant tasks.

5. Spreading of gossip and rumours about you. 

6. Being ignored, excluded or being ostracised. 

7. Having been insulted or offensive remarks made 
about your person, attitudes or private life. 

8. Being shouted at or being the target of spontane-
ous anger (or rage). 

9. Intimidating behaviour such as finger-pointing, 
invasion of personal space, shoving.

10.Hints or signals from others that you should quit 
your job.

11.Repeated reminders of your errors or mistakes. 

12.Being ignored or facing a hostile reaction when 
you approach. 

13. Persistent criticism of your work and effort.

14. Being given tasks with unreasonable or impos-
sible targets or deadlines.

15..Having baseless allegations made against you. 

16..Being the subject of excessive teasing and sar-
casm.

17..Being exposed to an unmanageable workload.

Adapted from CFA and Descriptive Data of the 17-item Italian version of the Negative Act 
Questionnaire - Revised
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The more frequently most of these behaviours occur, the higher 
the level of bullying that you are subjected to.
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Chapter 2 Types of workplace bullies and why 
they choose their targets

2.1 Introduction

As in all situations, knowledge is power. This applies equally to work-
place bullying, which will hopefully abate as a result of the promulga-
tion of the Code of Good Practice. It is useful for those caught up in
bullying episodes, directly or vicariously, i.e. the bullies, their targets,
as well as the bystanders, to understand the types of bullies. For the
organisation, knowing how bullying manifests and understanding the
many different types of bullies empowers the organisation to detect
early warning signs, avoid hiring new bullies, proactively intervene to
insulate the workplace against bullying; and deal with instances of
bullying constructively and fairly as and when they arise. The recently
promulgated Code of Good Practice on the Prevention and Elimina-
tion of Harassment in the Workplace refers to bullying without defining
it, and considers bullying as a form of workplace harassment. As such
it is reasonable to anticipate that there will still be harassment; there
will still be managers who are not able to recognise bullying behav-
iours for what they are. If seniors cannot recognise it, they obviously
cannot put in place adequate measures aimed at curbing bullying or
dealing with it. For bullies specifically, it is important that they recog-
nise their behaviours as bully behaviours, as any change in behaviour
begins with recognising and acknowledging that the behaviour is
problematic. For bystanders, recognising bully behaviours enables
them to take a stand against bullying. For the targets of bullying, rec-
ognition of what they go through as bullying prevents self-blame and
self-doubt that might arise from being consistently targeted and
maligned; it empowers them to challenge bully behaviours using inter-
nal and external recourse instruments that are available. In short,
effectively dealing with bullying starts with the identification of bully
behaviour by all parties and taking a stand against the destructive
behaviour if organisations are to progressively adopt a zero tolerance
towards workplace harassment.

This chapter explores the characteristics of bullies and why they are
inclined to engage in bullying; it also demystifies why targets of bully-
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ing are likely to be targeted. As we delve into the characteristics of
bullies, it will become clear that adult bullying, in the workplace, does
not necessarily mimic childhood bullying, with regard to characteris-
tics of the targets of bullying and why they become targets of bullying.
Since bullying would not happen without a bully, let us begin by look-
ing at the characteristics of adults who have a propensity to bully oth-
ers in the workplace.

2.2 Characteristics of individuals who bully others at work

Bully behaviours often result from a dynamic interplay between per-
sonal characteristics of the bully (notably, beliefs that the bully holds
about him- or herself and others, their own self-concept, leadership
style and emotional intelligence) and the context in which bullying
happens (organisational culture, lived organisational values and the
existence or lack of relevant policies). The type of leadership style
bullies exhibit is often based on their beliefs about what leadership is,
what holding a position of authority entitles them to do, and their own
sense of personal adequacy for the leadership role. In the previous
chapter we covered how leadership style predisposes individuals to
become different types of bullies, notably the autocratic and the lais-

sez-faire leadership styles. In addition to the leadership style there
are other personal characteristics that have been found to be com-
mon among people with bullying tendencies. For instance, research
by Tavanti (2011) suggests that while there are many varying per-
spectives on the qualities of managers who bully, there are a couple
of characteristics that are common among adult bullies, notably:

(a).The tendency to be motivated by their own self-interest makes
bullies not think twice about using others, often their subordi-
nates, to promote themselves and get what they want, instead
of focusing on the achievement of organisational goals and
objectives. Using authority and power to advance self-interest
is tantamount to an abuse of power. It boils down to using
power and authority over others in a manner that is neither
considerate of others’ needs nor ethical. Everything that hap-
pens in the workplace is used to prop up the bully’s image. The
focus on self-interest is no better illustrated than in instances
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where bullies take credit for their target’s work or achieve-
ments, without acknowledging the target’s contributions.

(b).Bullies also tend to be narcissists consumed by an exagger-
ated sense of self-importance, as for bullies everything is about
themselves. They feel invisible if they are not the centre of
attention, and feel threatened whenever they encounter some-
one who appears to have something they lack. They particu-
larly resent subordinates who are more knowledgeable,
confident and popular. They feel threatened by people who
don’t kowtow to them or who are not afraid to express views
that are contrary to their way of thinking, or express dissenting
views in any way. They take differences of opinions as an
affront to their position and person, often retaliating by adopt-
ing contempt as a way to neutralise the perceived threat, opt-
ing to prop up their own sagging ego by putting those
perceived to be adversaries down. Narcissists are known to
resort to dealing with others in a patronising or dismissive way,
to demonstrate how little the other person means to them,
which may escalate to all-out intimidation, bullying, and belit-
tling of others. Bullies in the workplace are known for going on
an all-out attack with insults, name-calling, sarcasm, and
threats as an attempt to force the target back into line and
demonstrate who is in charge.

(c).Bullies have also been found to lack self-control and are often
blinded by their hatred for the target. It is not uncommon for
bullies to express this lack of self-control by continuously inter-
rupting their target, going to ridiculous levels of pettiness when
dealing with the target. 

(d).Bullies are commonly and consistently described as lacking in
perspective taking; they often find it hard to see things from
their target’s point of view. They never stop to think how they
would feel if placed on the receiving end of their bullying activi-
ties. They carry out acts of bullying with no concern for the
impact or consequences of their actions on others, and take no
responsibility for the consequences of their bullying activities.
Because of their deficiency in perspective taking, they also
tend to lack empathy.
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(e).While bullies carry on as if they are powerful and in control, in
reality they use bullying to mask their lack of self-confidence
and lack of technical skills necessary to do their own jobs. This
inability to do one’s own job often breeds a low self-esteem. It
is common for bullies to mask their inability to lead by scape-
goating, always looking for someone to blame for whatever
goes wrong. To further shield themselves from scrutiny,
instead of facilitating open engagement with colleagues and
subordinates, bullies would rather give instructions, issue
threats and sometimes shut down debate out of fear that
debate will unmask their lack of understanding of issues.

(f). Because bullies tend to lack expert and referent power, they
are likely to be attention-seekers who thrive on positional
power. They feel insecure, invisible and irrelevant, with little to
contribute in terms of ideas, problem-solving and leading the
way while burdened by positional power. Bullying becomes the
only way to demonstrate that they are in charge. They resort to
frequently demeaning, intimidating or belittling others as a
means to assert their authority and become the centre of atten-
tion.1

Not all bullies are the same. The interplay between the personality of
the bully, the experiences that created the bullying tendencies and the
nature and the organisational context lead to different breeds of work-
place bullies, which are covered in the next section. 

2.3 Different types of workplace bullies 

Just as there are many different manifestations of playground bully-
ing, researchers in the field of workplace bullying have identified dif-
ferent types of bullies, based on the characteristics they exhibit. Let
us start by considering the less insidious types of bullies. If you have
been in the workplace long enough, you have probably encountered
one or more of the following types of bullies: 

(a).The know-it-all bully often wants to appear as the expert in
everything. This type of bully thrives on constant attention, is

1.  Tavanti, M. 2011. Managing toxic leaders: Dysfunctional patterns in organizational lead-
ership and how to deal with them. Human Resource Management 6, 127-136. 
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argumentative, critical, sarcastic, often murmuring things under
his or her breath. The know-it-all speaks on every point in
meetings, often making very obvious pedestrian inputs and
wasting time in the process.

(b).The interrupter constantly interrupts the person speaking and
operates on the notion that only his/her perspective must pre-
vail, even in the absence of logic. S/he will try to run roughshod
over everyone to impede progress because s/he is afraid of
anything that takes him/her out of his/her comfort zone. 

(c).The promotion-induced bully may have once seemed like a
normal, non-threatening, easy-to-get-along-with employee.
Once this individual receives a promotion or added authority, s/
he becomes “power drunk”, gets obsessed with acquiring more
power, and constantly plots to move up the ladder of leader-
ship, even in the absence of the requisite skills. Often the col-
leagues who worked with this individual before the assumption
of the position of power are left startled by what this individual
has become. This is common among those who don’t deserve
the positions they get promoted to.

(d).Some people buckle under pressure and an individual can
become a pressurised bully who normally shows no bullying
tendencies but starts bullying as stress mounts due to internal
or external pressures. This employee loses control and ver-
bally attacks others with hurtful comments or unnecessary har-
assment. It is as if these individuals want to purge themselves
of pressure by pressurising others. Once the pressure is over,
these individuals resume their normal non-bullying ways of
relating to colleagues. While the less insidious bullies are an
irritation, they are not half as threatening and dangerous as the
types of bullies that Needham (2003) has identified:

(e).The constant critic is extremely negative and is known as a nit-
picker, perfectionist, whiner, complainer, liar, and constant
faultfinder. This type of bully tends to “mask personal insecurity
with public bravado”. The constant critic is usually loved by
senior management because of the ability to get people to pro-
duce and work hard. This type of bully plays parent to the tar-
get, treating the target as if s/he were a child. The constant
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critic will aim to destroy any confidence or encouragement an
employee may receive from others and will encourage self-
doubt in other colleagues. The constant critic bully uses a wide
variety of tactics including:

•   put-downs, name-calling, and insults; 

•   aggressive eye contact, glaring demands of eye contact
when speaking to the target, while avoiding eye contact
when spoken to; 

•   negative reaction to the contributions of others, espe-
cially the target; usually sighs, frowns, and peers over
the top of spectacles; 

•   accusing others of wrongdoing; 

•   blaming errors on others such as alleging doctored doc-
uments on others;

•   making unreasonable demands with impossible dead-
lines while expecting perfection;

•   displaying hyper-confident body language to target by
sitting on the desk with feet up, showing bottom of
shoes; 

•   acting in distracted ways such as grooming, typing,
reading while the target is talking; 

•   making the target sit while s/he stands hovering and
posturing over the target; 

•   overusing memos, e-mails, and messages to bury the
target; 

•   accepting phone calls during conversations with target,
requiring target to wait; 

•   engaging in other discussions while talking to the target;

•   multitasking in the target’s presence; and 

•   harshly criticising the target’s work or abilities.1

(f). Namie and Namie (2006) identified the two-headed snake as a
distinct type of workplace bully who uses a dishonest style of

1.  Needham, A. 2003. Workplace bullying: The costly business secret. New York: Penguin 
Group.
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dealing with people and issues. The snake feigns niceness
while sabotaging the target. The so-called friendliness that the
snake uses will only be used against the target to demonstrate
to those who matter that s/he is on good terms with the target.
The two-headed snake has tactics that are quite different from
the constant critic in that s/he:

•  plays favourites, making sure the target does not have the
resources to do work; 

•  assigns meaningless and dirty tasks as punishment; 

•  makes derogatory, rude, and hostile remarks toward the target
while putting on a rational face for everyone else; 

•  breaches confidentiality and shares private information about
the target with colleagues and others; 

•  may create a special personnel file of the target that has
defamatory information that may be used to sabotage the tar-
get’s career; and 

•  steals credit for work done by the target or other colleagues.

The two-headed snake is a mean and malicious person; they
come in three varieties, viz.: 

•  Backstabber snake tells you one thing and then says some-
thing entirely different behind your back. The bully “kisses” the
way up the ladder and attacks those below. The backstabber
snake will tell a target that the target is wonderful, while telling
the boss the target is incompetent and needs to be terminated
because the target cannot perform his or her duties.

•  Jekyll-and-Hyde snakes tend to alternate between sweetness
and displays of a mean streak. The Jekyll-and-Hyde snake
bully tends to be mean and vicious behind closed doors with
the target and very sweet when there are onlookers, because
others may see only the sweet side; they are often unsympa-
thetic to the target’s complaints.

•  The “no problem, don't bother” snake will tell a target that
there is no problem after the snake has violated the rules and
wants to cover up his or her actions. This person is unethical
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and expects others to help carry out his or her unethical

plans.1

(g).The screaming Mimi is the stereotypical bully who controls oth-
ers through fear and intimidation, while s/he is emotionally out
of control. These bullies can be impulsive and explosive and
threaten physical violence. The screaming Mimi bully wants to
instil dread in colleagues and is overbearing, self-centred and
insensitive to others and is also very concerned with being
detected as an imposter. The tactics of the screaming Mimi
bully include yelling, screaming, cursing, angry outbursts, and
tantrums; barking out comments like “I am your boss!” and
“Follow my commands”; intimidating others through aggressive
gestures such as finger-pointing, slamming things down, and
throwing objects. Other typical behaviours of a screaming Mimi
include invading the target’s personal space to make the target
anxious; hovering over and sneaking up on the target to startle
them from behind; constantly interrupting the target during
meetings and conversations; explaining away all the target’s
feelings and thoughts; and threatening the target with job loss
or change.

(h).According to Namie (2003) the controller bully lives, eats, and
breathes to control others, and what s/he does not know is that
the preoccupation with control of others is damaging to the per-
son’s own self. The controller is driven by a compulsive need to
prove a point. This bully is convinced that his or her way is the
only way, and will become irate and combative if anyone does
things differently. S/he does not only want to control the output,
which managers should be controlling, but also the process.
Examples of tactics used by controlling bullies include touching
the target to signify control, not compassion; spreading
rumours; withholding important information; failing to relay
messages; setting others up to be attacked, be it figuratively or

1.  Namie, G. 2003. Workplace bullying: Escalated incivility. Ivey Business Journal, 88, 1-6.
Namie, G. 2006. Workplace bullying and trauma institute. Retrieved May 9, 2006, from
http://www.bullyinginstitute.org.
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literally; betraying confidences; and undermining others by
going behind their backs.1

(i). Princeton (2005) identified gate-keeping as a form of work-
place bullying, to the extent that for a gatekeeper the answer to
any request is “no”; and the gatekeeper is known as the “con-
trol freak”. This bully feels compelled to give orders to the tar-
get and control circumstances. The gatekeeper wants to
control all the resources such as time, supplies, money,
because the sense of control allows him or her to be directly
involved in everything. This type of bully is the most obvious of
all the controllers, using tactics such as:

•   silent treatment toward the target; 

•   setting the clock 15 minutes ahead and punishing the
target for being late or not allowing the target to leave on
time; 

•   cutting the target out of the communication loop by stop-
ping all e-mails, mail, and memo distribution and not
returning phone calls; 

•   refusing to make reasonable accommodations for the
target;

•   refusing to follow company internal procedures, and
government-mandated policies where the target is con-
cerned;

•   denying all privileges and rights to the target if he or she
files a complaint against the bully; and making up new
rules constantly and expecting the target to follow them,
while exempting him- or herself from such rules.2

(j). Rigby (2002) has argued that the chronic bully becomes a bully
through a personality defect, childhood-learned behaviours,
bad management, lack of personal professional development,
and sometimes mental illness. Chronic bullies are “by far the

1.  Namie, G. & Namie, R. 2003. The bully at work: What you can do to stop the hurt and 

reclaim your dignity on the job. Naperville, IL: Sourcebooks.
2.  Prentice, S. 2005. From playground to boardroom. Bullies are like a cancer. Retrieved 

April 14, 2006, from http://www.adultbully.com/
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most dangerous” as they always have a target in their sights,
and when one target leaves, they replace him/her with another
target. While working with others, the chronic bully believes s/
he does not have to change and no one should argue with him
or her. A typical statement from this bully would be, “I can’t
help it. It’s just who I am. Don’t like it? Leave!” Chronic bullies
try to dominate people in every way, at work and away from
work, and will even go as far as harassing others such as wait-
ers at restaurants in addition to workplace peers. Chronic bul-
lies invent flaws in others, which are usually mirror images of
their own flaws. These bullies will irrationally stalk and attack
others to feel good about themselves.1 

Chronic bullies destroy careers and shatter the emotional lives
of their targets, and like repeat offenders, the term recidivist has
been used by researchers to describe repeat perpetrators of bul-
lying and to illustrate the habitual offending nature of this type of
workplace bully.2 Because chronic bullies do not process social
information accurately, they are often unable to make realistic
judgments about the intentions of other people. These intentions
are invariably viewed as hostile and the bully pounces with a
misguided notion of seeking revenge. 

(k).Mauller (2006) argues that the opportunistic bully is the most
common workplace bully. This individual is highly self-centred
and would use bully tactics to prop him/herself up whenever
the opportunity presents itself and if there is an audience.
Opportunist bullies develop by reading cues in the competitive
and political workplace. If this bully is in direct competition with
another colleague, s/he knows that bullying the other person
can lead to winning. In the absence of an audience or object of
competition the opportunistic bullies are capable of being
friendly, helpful, charming, and caring. They may even be won-
derful caring people who justify their behaviour as survival
instincts.3 As such, the opportunistic bully is as easy to rehabil-
itate as the pressure bully due to the remorse that comes with

1.  Rigby, K. 2002. New perspectives on bullying. London: Jessica Kingsley.
2.  Randall, P. 2003. Adult bullying: Perpetrators and its targets. London: Routledge.



53

the realisation that they had acted in ways that humiliated,
threatened, or degraded others.

(l). While all bullies have a narcissistic streak, there are instances
where bullying is directly caused by narcissism, which is prima-
rily characterised by an extreme focus on oneself. To a narcis-
sistic bully, everyone is beneath him or her. Narcissists are
pathological liars who misrepresent their credentials, talents,
knowledge, skills, and accomplishments. The narcissist is
exceedingly insecure and seeks to interact with others from a
position of superiority, authority, and advantage. Any hint of
equality or disagreement threatens narcissists. Even when all
seems well, the narcissists’ relationship with colleagues is
improper and abusive because the narcissists shamelessly
perceive others as objects, and mere instruments of their own
gratification; others are considered dispensable, and easily
substituted. As opposed to their colleagues or peers, narcis-
sists in authority are arrogant and lack empathy and ethical
standards. Narcissists are prone to immorally, cynically, cal-
lously, and consistently abusing their power and positions.
Their sense of entitlement coupled with the belief in their own
superiority leads them to believe that rules, human edicts, reg-
ulations, are not applicable to them.1

(m).Substance-abusing bullies may be dangerous because they
are not in control of their senses, and the addiction has control
over the bully. According to Prentice (2005), the bully addicted
to alcohol or other substances is out of control and is bullying
not to hide feelings of inadequacy, but to hide a habit. Sub-
stance-abusing bullies will say or do anything to mask the real
problem.2 What makes it even more difficult to deal with a sub-
stance abusing bully is that there is no one permanent stance
on any matter; instructions keep changing, get forgotten and
sometimes subordinates engage in work that is meaningless,

3.  Mueller, R. 2006. Bullying bosses: A survivor's guide how to transcend the illusion of the 
interpersonal. http://www.bullyingbosses.com.

1.  Vaknin, S. 2005. Malignant selflove. Prague, Czech Republic: Narcissus.
2.  Prentice, S. 2005. From playground to boardroom—Bullies are like a cancer. Retrieved 

from http://www.adultbully.com/.
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having been instructed to do the tasks while the bully boss was
drunk or high. Last-minute instructions that disrupt the target’s
life are also common from substance-abusing bullies.

(n).The missing in action bully is typically a boss who disappears
for extended periods of time and will not miss out on any
opportunity to be away from the office. When s/he is around,
they act as if they want to make their presence felt by everyone
in the office. They will do a walkabout, barging into subordi-
nates’ offices for no reason, being loud in the passages as if
they are saying, “I am here, and still in charge”. This goes on
for a few days, often as a prelude to their next disappearance.

Early studies on playground bullies by Olweus (1985) identified the
following types of playground bullies. Interestingly, the survivors of
bullying interviewed for this book in their description of their tormen-
tors covered attributes similar to those typical of playground bullying,
which include: 

1. Confident bullies have a veneer of self-confidence with strong
personalities and little empathy for others;

2. Social bullies tend to appear to be caring and compassionate
on the surface and will stick a knife in the back of their targets
by spreading malicious gossip and rumours, bullying through
innuendo, thereby isolating the target from the group;

3. Fully armoured bullies tend to come across as charming, but
their charm is deceptive. When no one else is around, they
pounce and are vicious and vindictive toward their target;

4. Hyperactive bullies tend to have poor social skills, and often
misconstrue behaviours and motives of their targets, and
because of poor listening skills and general inattentiveness
they tend to act on the basis of impulse, without thinking;

5. The bunch of bullies is a group of individuals who join together
to engage in bully tactics. In the work context, they connive
before meetings and agree on how they will dismantle their tar-
get. While other types of bullies tend to act alone, a gang of
bullies join together to bully in order to control and dominate
other groups or individuals. In the workplace, this manifests in
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cliques that meet ahead of meetings to consolidate how they
are going to silence, marginalise or humiliate their targets and
force illegal or unprocedural decisions;

6. The aggressive bully is typically impulsive, hot-tempered, bel-
ligerent, fearless, coercive, overly confident, and singularly
lacking in empathy for the targets. They have a need to domi-
nate people and they overreact aggressively in ambiguous sit-
uations. They are generally paranoid and are reluctant to follow
rules and exhibit a low frustration tolerance for ambiguity.
Instead of asking for clarification of what they do not under-
stand, they pounce, to the amazement of everyone else. In the
workplace these are people who take pride in “reducing col-
leagues to tears”;

7. The pure bully is someone who has never been targeted for
bullying, and this individual appears to be balanced while in
reality s/he suffers from insecurity and feels invisible, using bul-
lying to gain dominance. Pure bullies are often described as
“cool operators” as at face value they appear to be agreeable
individuals. They tend to align themselves with one perspective
and are closed to other perspectives despite logical objective
evidence. The pure bully will insist on his/her perspective
because s/he can;

8. The passive bullies rarely provoke others or take the initiative
in a bullying incident. They wait until an incident occurs that
they may (mistakenly) construe as an attack on them, then
they enter the conflict with great enthusiasm. They see a differ-
ence of opinion as a declaration of war and they are also
described as "camp followers". Since the target’s intention was
never to provoke, the target may for an extended period not be
aware of the camp follower’s tactics or reasons thereof;

9. The final group of bullies is called the “bully-victim”. Research
suggests that this is a small group of people who were them-
selves bullied, and they “return the favour” by bullying others
when they have ascended to positions of authority. This is
even more likely to happen if the boss clings tenaciously to
positional power and is not generally recognised or respected
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for expertise, leadership qualities or other attributes that lead-
ership requires. This could also be the result of exposure to
bullying behaviours that the bully was subjected to as a target
and comes to construe putting subordinates in their place as
good leadership. What is ironic in this situation is that the bully
target turns around and does exactly what s/he detested,
resented and despised when it was done to him/her.1

From this discussion it is clear that workplaces have many different
types of bullies. Ironically, the workplace bully is not always con-
sciously aware that he/she is carrying out acts of bullying towards
their targets, and neither is s/he always consciously aware of why s/
he targets certain individuals for bullying. Olweus argues that regard-
less of the type of workplace bully, they all tend to be impulsive, emo-

tionally reactive and have a low tolerance for ambiguity. These are
also individuals who tend to have little personal self-esteem, resulting
in the constant need to inflate their self-esteem at the expense of oth-
ers.2

The next exercise can be valuable both as a self-reflection exercise
and for determining whether your boss is a bully. 

1.  Ibid.

2.  Olweus, D. (1978). Aggression in Schools: Bullies and whipping boys. APA PyschNET.

Measuring your own and your boss’s propensity to bully

A workplace bully often exhibits one or more of the following behaviours. Determine if 
you are or your boss is a bully by ticking each behaviour that you or your boss tend to 
exhibit:

BEHAVIOUR ME MY BOSS

Lacks empathy or concern for others.

Lacks perspective taking, i.e. does not stop to think about 
how I, (s/he) would feel if what they do is done to them.

Has a tendency to demonstrate a strong need to dominate 
and subdue others. 

Is short-tempered with a tendency to become easily enraged.
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Solving the problem of bullying requires an understanding of why bul-
lies act as they do. The next section examines how adults become
bullies. 

2.4 How adults in the workplace become bullies

The causes of bullying are as many and varied as the types of bully-
ing that occur in the workplace, but its causes fall into one of the fol-
lowing broad categories:

(a).Bullying can be reduced to learned behaviour acquired through
modelling. In this instance a workplace bully may be someone
who has observed a boss getting what s/he wanted through
bullying others. Under such circumstances, the bully’s role
model may have been another bully whose behaviour was
observed, and in the absence of exposure to other affirming
forms of leadership, the observed bully behaviour was taken as
the norm and later emulated, in the misguided belief that lead-
ing equates to bullying. Alternatively, a bully deprived of good
leaders as role models may operate on an equally misguided
notion that bullying produces results. Yet in other instances a
bully may hold a misguided belief that being on top (with posi-
tional power) in the organisation entitles him/her to treat others
badly and demean them to show who is in charge.

Demonstrates low self-esteem through making self-degrad-
ing comments. 

Believes that rules do not apply to me, her/him.

Is incompetent, and lacking in qualities needed to lead. 

Tends to feel invisible, insecure and inconspicuous.

Tends to often construe difference of opinion as a personal 
attack.

Tends to be too attached to positional power, wanting to 
show who is in charge.

Exhibits professional jealousy, failing to give credit where 
credit is due.

The more ticks you have made under ME the higher your own propensity towards bullying. 
The more ticks you have made about your boss, the more likely he or she has bully tenden-
cies.
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(b).Workplace bullying may also present as negative behaviours
that are reinforced either directly or indirectly by providing the
bully with some form of reward or privilege when involved in
bully behaviours. For instance, the bully may feel that his/her
powerful position gives him/her the licence to control and hurt
other people. As the bullying acts go unchallenged, this behav-
iour gets reinforced and the bully is rewarded through his/her
misguided sense of control over others. This is rife in sectors
that require unquestioning deference to the leader, where hier-
archy is everything. 

(c).Bullying may also occur as a result of a personality defect. For
instance, impulsive bullies tend to misconstrue the motives and
behaviours of others, and if an individual professionally disa-
grees with the bully’s point of view, the bully often construes
that as a personal attack to which s/he is driven to retaliate. S/
he may retaliate on the spot by becoming verbally or physically
abusive, or even worse plot the downfall of the other person.
Because the target was disagreeing professionally, when the
target gets bullied, he/she may not even know what precipi-
tated bullying. In other cases, bullying may be driven by para-
noia on the part of the bully, which unleashes faulty internal
dialogue about the target, all of which exists only in the mind of
the bully. 

(d).Another good example of bullying underpinned by a personal-
ity defect is bullying by individuals with narcissistic personality
disorder, defined by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual V as
“a pattern of grandiosity, need for admiration, and lack of
empathy”. Narcissistic personality disorder is diagnosed if five
or more of the following criteria are present: “a grandiose
sense of self-importance”; a preoccupation with “fantasies of
unlimited success, power or brilliance, beauty, or ideal love”; a
belief that one is special and should only associate with simi-
larly special people; “desire for excessive admiration”; “sense
of entitlement”; “taking advantage of others to achieve his or
her own ends”; “lacks empathy”; and envy for others while
believing that others envy him or her; and displays arrogant or
haughty behaviours.1 A narcissistic boss feels threatened by
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colleagues and subordinates who do not kowtow to them or
who have different opinions that they are not afraid to express.
Such differences of opinion tend to be perceived by the bully
as personal opposition, rather than ideological differences. The
bully boss seethes with anger when “personally opposed” and
tends to adopt disdain and contempt as a defence mechanism.
The bully chooses to neutralise the threat and prop up his/her
own sagging ego by putting the target down, be it directly or
indirectly. The bully may decide to deal with the target in a dis-
missive way to demonstrate how little the other person means
to them. Alternatively, the bully may unleash a verbal tirade,
dishing out insults and sarcastic comments, in an attempt to
demonstrate who calls the shots, shouting threats to force the
other person into submission and show who is “in charge”.

2.5 The socio-demographic profile of workplace bullies and their 
targets

Researchers in the field of workplace bullying have carried out studies
with a view to identifying demographic characteristics of individuals
who are inclined to bully others. They have come up with mixed find-
ings both in South Africa and internationally. The profile of South Afri-
can workplace bullies has been found to be diverse, a finding that is
not surprising given the diversity of underlying causes of workplace
bullying covered in the previous chapter. An interplay of the bully and
target characteristics has been found to underpin bullying in the work-
place, and the socio-demographic characteristics of both bullies and
their targets include race, gender, and age. These factors in and by
themselves do not lead to bully behaviours, as the context in which
these factors manifest in the form of organisational culture can either
enable or inhibit the overt acting out of bullying, in addition to the per-
sonality type of individual concerned. Let us explore how each of
these factors fuels workplace bullying: 

(a).Extensive international research has uncovered race as one of
the many variables that determine whether one is likely to be
bullied in the Western workplaces. A direct relationship has

1.  DSM V. 2013. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition 
(DSM-5). Published by the American Psychiatric Association (APA).
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been found between minority ethnic status and the likelihood of
being subjected to bullying. Employees from ethnic minority
groups tend to report higher levels of being bullied than their
white counterparts in Western countries. According to Lewis
and Gun (2007), if a person of a certain ethnic group works in
an environment in which they are a minority, they might
become easy targets for bullying.1 There is a dearth of empiri-
cal research on the relationship between race and being bul-
lied in the South Africa context. Given the history of South
Africa and its apartheid legacy, the racial dynamic in South
Africa would not necessarily follow the international trends, as
it is the minority group that still dominates corporate South
Africa. The recent enquiry into State Capture has laid bare
black on black bullying in the public sector. This suggests that
the face of workplace bullying in South Africa is rather com-
plex, but if there is a pattern in terms of the racial profile of indi-
viduals that a bully tends to pick on, racism may be at the root
of bullying. This racial aspect may include the targeting of
white males who may be more vulnerable as a result of limited
job prospects for them due to their exclusion from designated
groups as per the Employment Equity requirements. 

(b).Gender is another variable that has attracted the attention of
researchers as far as workplace bullying is concerned. Interna-
tional research findings on the effect of gender on being tar-
geted for bullying are a mixed bag, and there is limited
research in South Africa on the topic of workplace bullying and
gender. Pietersen (2007) found no significant differences
between male and female experiences of workplace bullying,
whereas Steinman (2003) had earlier reported that South Afri-
can females were more vulnerable to workplace bullying than
men.2 The vulnerability of females to bullying in the South Afri-
can context is not surprising, given how rampant patriarchy still
is, and how common male dominance at senior management

1.  Lewis, D. & Gun, R. 2007. Workplace bullying in the Public Sector. Understanding the 

Racial Dimension. Journal of Public Administration Vol 85 (3).
2.  Pietersen, C. 2007. Interpersonal bullying behaviours in the workplace. South African 

Journal of Industrial Psychology 33(1), 5966.
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levels is across sectors. In addition to sectors that are predom-
inantly male, the gender aspect of bullying within the South
African context can also be the result of black male executives
and managers who uphold traditional cultural beliefs, all of
which are based on the belief of the superiority of men. This is
nowhere better illustrated than in the example of a State Presi-
dent who routinely referred to female Members of Parliament
as “ntombazana” meaning “girl”. Rampant gender-based vio-
lence in South Africa is a manifestation of how little regard is
given to the rights of women. In the workplace these attitudes
can easily manifest in males in positions of authority, finding it
difficult to understand and deal with assertive women, opting to
target them for bullying, to put them in their place. 

The latest international research carried out by Workplace Bully-
ing Institute (2017) is interesting, as it has explored the question
of who is likely to bully whom in the workplace. The following
were findings in response to the question: Think of the perpetra-

tor and target of repeated abusive mistreatment at work. What

was the gender of each?
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A graphic representation of the responses paints the following picture:

Source: 2017 WBI U.S. Workplace Bullying Survey, abusive conduct, Gary Namie 

Although this statistic is based on the American experience, the
South African targets of bullying interviewed for this book, cou-
pled with observations made, suggest a similar pattern relating
to the gender breakdown of those who bully others in the work-
place. The results of the American study suggest that bullies in
the workplace are disproportionately male (70%), while 30%
were found to be female. Male bullies targeted 65% female
employees and 35% males for bullying, while female bullies tar-
geted 67% females and 33% males for bullying in the workplace.
These findings suggest that for female employees having a
female boss does not significantly shield them from being bul-
lied.1 The message to take from these results is that female
employees are more likely to be targeted for bullying by both
male and female bosses. 

(c).Age as a determinant of bully behaviour has also been
explored internationally, and the research findings are incon-
clusive about the effects of age on bullying; in South Africa, no
published work could be traced in this regard. This could be the
result of the fact that in the workplace hierarchy in terms of
rank is more important than age; however, this should not
make us oblivious to the fact that people who hold traditional
beliefs are less inclined to treat colleagues who are much

1.  Namie, G. 2017. WBI U.S. Workplace Bullying Survey, abusive conduct.
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younger than them as equals. This is based on the belief that
elders must be respected, and any dissenting views by a
younger employee or colleague may be seen as a lack of
respect and deference to the elders. The twist to this assertion
is reflected in the recent utterances made by the Economic
Freedom Fighters leader on “current stock of judges that were
traumatised old people”, a statement that reflects a form of
upward bullying with a tinge of ageism. It is not far-fetched to
anticipate that his followers may take this to heart and bully
their bosses in the workplace based on ageism sentiments, as
followers follow their leaders!

(d).Organisational culture is described by Marcos (2018) as
“Organization’s expectations, experiences, philosophy, as well

as the values that guide member behaviour, and is expressed

in member self-image, inner workings, interactions with the

outside world, and future expectations. Culture is based on

shared attitudes, beliefs, customs, and written and unwritten

rules that have been developed over time and are considered

valid. Culture also includes the organisation’s vision, values,

norms, systems, symbols, language, assumptions, beliefs, and

habits.” 1

This provides a context in which personal factors discussed
above find expression, and as such can fuel or inhibit workplace
bullying. The Business Dictionary simply sums up organisational
culture as “the way things are done around here” and constitutes
the background against which bullying occurs at organisational
level. Organisational cultures evolve against the backdrop of
industry norms, among other things. For instance, there is likely
to be more bullying in industries that emphasise hierarchy, com-
mand and control, because the norms and standards of behav-
iour expected in such sectors require submission to authority. 

The intricate interplay of these factors together with the reasons (con-
scious/unconscious) on the part of the bully make the anatomy of
workplace bullying complex. This leads to the conclusion that any

1.  www.gothamculture.com. 2018. How is organisational culture created and communi-
cated?
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employee can be a target of bullying in South Africa regardless of
race, gender, or age, and can be victimised by a bully boss who may
be of any race, age and gender. The importance of the organisational
context is covered extensively in the next chapter, which looks at the
ecology of workplace bullying. 

We know that while the broad demographic characteristics may throw
light on the broad prejudices that drive bullying, not all people falling
within each category will necessarily be bullied. This suggests that
apart from the broad bully demographic factors covered above, there
are also factors at play that make one a likely target of workplace bul-
lying. The next section explores possible reasons certain individuals
are targeted for bullying among many colleagues with the same
demographic profile.

2.6 Why bullies pick their targets in the workplace
It is obvious from the preceding section that there are no clear-cut
answers to this question, because workplace bullying is much more
complex than playground bullying. Unlike schoolyard bullying, if you
are/were bullied in the workplace, you were not targeted because you
were a "loner" without friends to stand up to the bully/bullying gang.
Nor are you a weakling. You may have been targeted for reasons that
even the instigator may or may not be consciously aware of. To illus-
trate this point, do the reflection exercise below, and be honest about
it:

Self-reflection to self-awareness and self-regulation

The most important message to take from this section of the book is
that if you have been a target of workplace bullying ... it is not your
fault!
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If you are human, you must at some point have encountered a situa-
tion where you were introduced to someone who evoked a feeling of
instant dislike in you with no reason whatsoever. Think back and
answer the following question honestly:

This reflection is important because we all come across people that
we do not necessarily like, and if we lack self-awareness, we never
stop to ask ourselves questions that would likely help us deepen our
insight regarding why we dislike such people. Lack of self-awareness,
and an inability to regulate one’s own feelings, often lead bullies to
conclude that the target they do not like poses a “threat” to him or her
and the target is responsible for how the bully feels – which cannot be
further from the truth. The perception of threat is entirely in his/her
mind, but it is what the bully feels and believes. Below are possible
reasons why bullies might feel threatened by the person they target
for bullying, identified by the Workplace Bullying Institute (2014): 

(a).Targets of bullying often appear to be the veterans and most
highly skilled people in the workgroup, independent thinkers
who express themselves freely. Bullies seek to dominate, with-
out necessarily having the necessary intellectual acumen to do
so. This makes bullies resort to power play, and when targets
take steps to preserve their dignity, and their right to be treated
with respect, bullies escalate their campaign of hatred and
intimidation to wrest control by intimidating the target. The bul-
lies can do this themselves or use their followers. 

(b).Targets tend to be more technically skilled than their bullies,
being informally recognised by colleagues as the "go-to" vet-
eran workers to whom new employees and colleagues alike
turn for guidance. This earns the target respect that insecure

At what point did you realise you didn’t like the person?

What was your reaction to this person?

What was the inner dialogue in your head about this person?

Were you able to acknowledge your feelings?

Were you able to go beyond your feelings to give yourself a fair
chance to get to know this person?
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bosses can find threatening. Seeing the target being a valued
resource to others is often misconstrued by the bully as the tar-
get taking over, the target thinking s/he is the boss or “thinking
they are all that”, have a chip on their shoulder, etc. Such bul-
lies may even remind the target who is the boss.

(c).Targets are often of a better professional standing, tend to
have better interpersonal skills, and quite likely possess
greater emotional intelligence. They have empathy (even for
their bullies). Colleagues, customers, and management (with
the exception of bullies and their cronies) appreciate the ability
of the targets to deal with complex workplace issues.

(d).Targets tend to be ethical and honest, and in some instances,
whistleblowers who expose fraudulent, illegal, unprocedural
and unethical practices. This pits the target directly against the
underhanded and corrupt bullies; the bully boss naturally
resents this, particularly if the bully boss is a hapless schemer
or slimy con artist. Every known whistleblower ends up being
bullied if identified, which is why whistleblowers need to be pro-
tected.

(e).One of the reasons bullying can happen for a long time without
targets identifying it as such, is that most targets have person-
alities founded on a prosocial orientation driven by a tendency
to help, heal, teach, develop, and nurture others. Targets tend
to give their bullies the “benefit of the doubt” or try to rationalise
the bully behaviours over and over again, not realising that
what the bully boss does is calculated to inflict harm.

(f). Targets often do not respond to aggression with aggression,
and this renders the targets morally superior. This is often
interpreted by the bully as submissiveness, and it creates a
vicious circle; the price paid for apparent submissiveness is
that the bully can act with impunity (as long as the bystanders
and the employer do nothing to stop the bullying). 

(g).What characterises targets of bullying in instances where there
are undertones of racism, sexism, tribalism, homophobia and
xenophobia is that the targets of the same bully tend to have
the same attributes, e.g. women, of a different racial group or
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ethnic group than the bully. For bullies driven by prejudice, the
most common denominator among many targets of bullying is
that of being “different” from what the bully believes to be supe-
rior. The bully comes to the workplace with very firm negative
stereotypes about people who are different from her/himself
and sees his/her own way of being, thinking, beliefs and
behaving as the only correct acceptable way, and anything that
is different is threatening. Instead of dealing rationally with
these feelings, the bully resorts to what the bully knows best,
i.e. abuse of power and position to target those s/he harbours
prejudice against.1 

(h).Targets of bullying are often not afraid to be flamingos among
penguins. Due to their lack of interest in fitting in, targets of bul-
lying are often labelled as people who are “weird”, “think they
are all that”, “have a chip on their shoulder”, etc. 

This clearly debunks the commonly held myth that adults who are tar-
gets of overt bullying in the workplace are those that do not stand up
in defence of their own rights. The reality is that the more assertive
the target is, the more likely the bully will up the stakes resorting to
more underhanded, devastating forms of bullying, such as relational
bullying, pressure bullying, abuse of legal process, and even inciting
others against the target, etc. 

2.7 Why does it take targets of bullying time to recognise that 
they are being bullied? 

Until recently, there was a legislative vacuum and no instruments to
deal with workplace bullying, and there is still no legally adopted defi-
nition of workplace bullying or harassment in South Africa. Although
the new Code of Good Practice is a step in the right direction, there
are other reasons it takes a while for targets of bullying to recognise
that they are being bullied. This is not necessarily a sign of weakness
on the part of the target, for a variety of reasons, including:

(a).For a start, being of higher emotional intelligence and having a
propensity to give ambiguous situations the benefit of the

1. Workplace Bullying Institute. 2012. IP-D Health Impact, 2014 WBI U.S. Workplace Bully-

ing Survey February 2014.
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doubt, the target may start off by trying to find rational explana-
tions for the irrational behaviour of the bully. Because isolated
instances of out of turn behaviour by those in power are not
unheard of, the target may brush it off as “Maybe the boss is
having a bad day” or “woke up on the wrong side of the bed”,
and not read too much into it. This is normal, given the fact that
isolated instances of out-of-order behaviour would not neces-
sarily point to bullying or constitute harassment.

(b).Targets of bullying are often more emotionally mature than the
perpetrators; mature adults do expect disagreements in the
workplace from time to time, and targets of bullying are inclined
to explain away the unbecoming behaviour of bullies. Targets
initially see bully behaviours as normal disagreements or the
inability of the bully to manage their own emotions. Because of
their higher emotional intelligence, targets are also inclined to
spend a lot of time believing that the disharmony between the
bully and themselves is a reflection of different world views, not
to be taken personally. 

(c).Because of the higher moral ground that the targets are tar-
geted for, not in their wildest dreams do they think a person
occupying such a responsible position as the boss can be
engaging in a concerted effort to harm the target emotionally
and psychologically, and worst of all physically.

(d).Being a team player, the target freely shares information, gives
colleagues advice and guidance, with no malice, nor any inten-
tion to take over from the boss, who often feels threatened by
the help the target gives. The bully boss fails to realise that the
target is merely contributing to the achievement of organisa-
tional goals, and the target is often unaware that the boss
resents this, believing that everybody is a member of the same
team. This propensity to help may blind the target, who is then
not able to read cues of resentment from the boss and the bully
bunch, taking longer to link the retaliatory strikes by the bully to
the target’s intentions to help colleagues and freely share infor-
mation and knowledge.

(e).The workplace bully often has more power and authority over
the target, so when bullying begins it may be delivered under
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the guise of instructions, or performance feedback. In some
instances, it may be packaged as a reaction to the inability of
the target to meet acceptable delivery standards, or to require
the target to do more – both of which are perfectly legitimate
expectations from a line manager. Benevolent bullying can
happen behind the back of the target, leaving the target dumb-
founded as to why things are happening the way they are hap-
pening.

Summing it up
If you have been bullied in your workplace, the most important mes-
sage to take from this section of the book is that it is not your fault. As
a quick summary to convince you that it is not your fault, Hari Hara
Raju et al. (2015) have summed up the reasons for being targeted for
bullying as follows: 

Power
A person may use their position of power or their physical domi-
nance over those who are perceived to be subordinate to the
bully, and bullying is often dependent on the perceived posi-
tional power of the bully over their target and abuse of it.

Self-esteem
Bullies may put others down to boost their own self-esteem and
confidence to help them deal with personal feelings of inade-
quacy.

Difference
An individual or group may become targets of workplace bullying
because others perceive them as being different from them
(gender, race, ethnicity, country of origin, sexual orientation, pro-
fessional standing, outlook on life, etc.).

Perceived threat
Some people bully others because the other person is perceived
as a threat to the bully personally, or is perceived to be a threat
to their position within the company. 

Organisational culture 
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Where bullying happens, there is always an organisational cul-
ture that is complacent and leaders who do nothing to stop it.
Employees may find themselves in a negative spiral where inap-
propriate behaviours and attitudes are either perpetrated,
encouraged or condoned by management and bullying becomes
entrenched as normal behaviour for the majority of people in the
workplace.1

If you have been bullied in the workplace, and it took a while to realise
that you are actually being bullied, do not blame yourself. Many other
people take a while to realise that they have been or are being bullied
and abused, for the reasons outlined above. In any case, for work-
place unsavoury behaviour to qualify as bullying/harassment, the
behaviour should not only be unwarranted, and offensive, but also
consistent. 

Where bullying is concerned, one swallow does not make a 
summer!

1. Hari Hara Raju, K. & Jaladi, R. 2015.  Human Resource Role in Handling Workplace Bully-
ing. Issue International Journal of Management, Information Technology and Engineer-

ing (BEST: IJMITE) Vol. 3, Issue 10, Oct 2015, 1-14.
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Having been exposed to this chapter, reflect on instances where you
may have been subjected to bullying behaviour or may have
observed a colleague being bullied in the workplace.

Identify bullying behaviours you observed

Did this happen to you or others?

How regularly did the behaviour happen?

If this behaviour happened to you, what was 
your reaction?

If this behaviour happened in the presence of 
others, what was their reaction?

Knowing both the target and the bully, what was 
the likely cause of bullying?

What made it difficult to stop the bullying 
behaviour? 

What are you likely to do in future, should you 
be bullied in the workplace in the light of the 
Code of Good Practice on the Prevention and 
Elimination of Harassment in the Workplace? 

What are you likely to do if you observe a col-
league being bullied in future? 
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Chapter 3 What enables workplace bullying/
harassment? 

A systems perspective

3.1 Introduction

The most common form of denying the existence of workplace bully-
ing/harassment is to reduce it to a clash between two individuals. This
is convenient, as no one can regulate how two people act and react to
each other. Leaders who choose this denialist route are often either
clueless, want to absolve themselves of the responsibility of having
created a workplace environment where bullies flourish – or absolve
themselves of the responsibility of dealing with it. Whenever work-
place bullying rears its ugly head, this is far bigger than an interper-
sonal problem. To demonstrate how workplace bullying is not just an
interpersonal issue, scholars researching this topic have developed a
number of models to explain what creates workplace bullying and
what allows it to thrive. For the purposes of empowering all the role
players, this book adopts the ecological model of workplace bullying
as the basis for explaining why workplace bullying occurs, and what
sustains it. The advantage of the ecological model is its ability to
empower organisations to identify exactly where the problem lies with
a view to introducing measures to bullyproof the organisation. This is
the most holistic practical and empowering model; it is robust enough
to guide both targets and executives on what to do to bring about last-
ing solutions to the problem of workplace bullying/harassment. 

3.2 The ecological model of workplace bullying 

The ecological model of workplace bullying has its roots in Bronfen-
brenner’s (1979)1 ecology of human development, a theory which
posits that human development is shaped by factors in a nested layer
of hierarchical systems. These systems are the microsystem which
includes activities, roles, and interpersonal relationships which consti-
tute the nexus of bullying; the mesosystem which is where different
individuals and groups intersect in the workplace such as immediate

1.  Bronfenbrenner, U. 1979. The ecology of human development: Experiments by nature 

and design. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.



73

colleagues, colleagues across units/departments/directorates as well
as superiors, both direct and indirect. The mesosystem exists within
the context of an exosystem which comprises the broader organisa-
tional systems that indirectly affect the individual, such as the organi-
sational culture and policy framework as well as the organisational
climate that may change from time to time. All these subsystems are
shaped by the broader macrosystem, made up of the specific coun-
try’s culture, belief system, and the legal and policy framework as well
as industry norms. Bronfenbrenner argues that it is only through an
examination of the intricate interaction of these systems that human
development can be understood. This model was later applied to
workplace health promotion programmes by Plotnikoff, Prodaniuk,
Fein, & Milton.1 The original ecological model of workplace bullying
was further refined by Johnson (2011) and this book is based on the
Johnson model of workplace bullying, which is the most succinct
expression of the symbiotic interplay between various subsystems.
The basic premise of the ecological model of workplace bullying is
that workplace bullying happens as a result of a dynamic interaction
of at least four systems. This interaction is graphically depicted in the
figure below:2

1.  Plotnikoff, R.C., Prodaniuk, T.R., Fein, A.J. & Milton, L. 2005. Development of an ecolog-
ical assessment tool for a workplace physical activity program standard. Health Promo-

tion Practice 6(4), 453-46.
2. Johnson, S.L. 2011. An Ecological Model of Workplace Bullying: A Guide for Intervention 

and Research. Nursing Forum Volume 46, No. 2, pp 55-63.
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According to Johnson (2011) the ecological model consists of four
interrelated systems that encompass the series of events that consti-
tute bullying. These four systems include the microsystem (the bully
and target), the mesosystem (the immediate workgroup, including the
manager), the exosystem (the organisation), and the macrosystem

(society). According to this model, bullying happens in three stages
(denoted by dotted lines): antecedents (events before the bullying epi-
sode), the bullying episode itself, and impacts/outcomes, which is the
aftermath of the bullying episode. The arrows in the model suggest
that the antecedent factors flow from the macrosystem through the
other inner systems to create conditions which are favourable for bul-
lying to occur. Outcomes, or consequences, of workplace bullying
flow from the bullying incident. Interventions to deal with bullying per-
meate from the centre, illustrating that they can be designed to focus

Source: Johnson, S.L-2011 An Ecological Model of Workplace Bullying: A Guide for Inter-
vention and Research
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on antecedents, outcomes, or ideally, both. The dotted lines separat-
ing these stages depict the fluid nature of the relationships between
outcomes and antecedents, as this differs from person to person and
the overall context matters. Felbinger (2008) has argued that while all
targets may internalise the experience leading to outcomes such as
shame, anger, and self-blame, for some targets a vicious cycle might
be unleashed leading to psychosomatic conditions, whereas in other
targets the bully behaviours may be emulated, leading the target to
become a bullied bully.1 Using the case study below, let us demon-
strate the practical application of the Johnson (2011) ecological model
of workplace bullying:

Case study 1

1.  Felblinger, D.M. 2008. Incivility and bullying in the workplace and nurses shame 
responses. Journal of Obstetric, Gynaecologic, and Neonatal Nursing, 37(2), 234–242. 

Ms. X was appointed eight years ago as a senior Quality Assurance specialist at Com-

pany A, which is now undergoing restructuring due to economic challenges, resulting in

a merger with another company. Based on her extensive experience in all other facets of

the industry, having risen through the ranks over a period of 15 years, she was optimistic

about her prospect of being retained. She has also taken it on herself to sharpen her
skills through continuous professional development; this led her to specialising in Quality

Assurance. Due to her extensive industry experience, she can meaningfully engage with

all aspects of the industry value chain and her helpful nature has effectively made her

become a go-to person, as her calm helpful demeanour makes her approachable. 

Her boss is not a qualified specialist in Quality Assurance, and her ability to engage

meaningfully on the technical facets of industry is limited; as a result, her direct reports

are never properly inducted. As a go-to person, Ms. X finds herself being approached by
almost every newly appointed colleague for guidance and assistance, a responsibility

that she has freely embraced, notwithstanding the fact that this is not her official role. 
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The boss has favourites and Miss X is not one of them. One of the boss’s favourites

arrived when Ms. X was on extended sick leave and could not be supported by Ms. X to

acclimatise. When Ms. X returned, she found Y already gloomy about how she was not

inducted. Little did Ms. X realise that she was being blamed for this, although it was
never her formal responsibility. The boss routinely shows little compassion for other

employees, while even minor incidents like having flu would receive disproportionate

compassion where Ms. Y is concerned, and it was clear right from the outset that Ms. Y

enjoyed preferential treatment from the boss.

Whenever Ms. Y could not perform, she would blame it on “not having been properly

inducted”. In one such instance, she got frustrated because of her inability to do one of

her assignments which had a deadline. Ms. Y rudely went over to Ms. X and abruptly
asked if she could quickly do her assignment, because “she was never inducted, and

shown how to do it”. Ms. Y addressed Ms. X abruptly and rudely while Ms. X was on the

phone with a client. After finishing her conversation with the client, Ms. Y was standing

aggressively in front of her, and Ms. X politely asked her how she could help. Ms. Y, who

was even more agitated at this stage, repeated her request, forcefully, which Ms. X

declined, offering instead to show her how to do it, once she was done with what she
had been busy doing before she was interrupted by both the telephone call and Ms. Y.

Ms. X was trying to meet her own deadline, and there was a teleconference scheduled to

start in the next 30 minutes. Ms. Y started yelling and swearing at Ms. X, and with the

office being open-plan, colleagues who were at their desks at the time heard the verbal

attack.

Ms. X was taken aback, did not respond, and was left confused because what she was

doing with regard to helping colleagues was not her job and she thought it was obvious

that her own Key Performance Areas (KPAs) were her priority. She was very distraught
because the scene took her back to the apartheid memories. There were bystanders in

the open-plan office who heard everything, but at the time it occurred, all the colleagues

just froze and pretended to be busy at their respective desks. Ms. X felt humiliated, frus-

trated and angry.

She reported the matter to HR, and while HR was in the process of dealing with it, Ms. X

was approached by her boss, who admonished her for reporting the matter to HR with-

out reporting it to her. This was notwithstanding the fact that the steps followed by Ms.
X were provided for in the company’s Industrial Relations Policy. The boss demanded

that Ms. X retract the grievance she had lodged with HR to afford the boss the opportu-

nity to deal with the matter internally. Ms. X politely declined to retract the matter at

HR, and the boss became very hostile to Ms. X. A day after Ms. Y (the bully) was

approached by HR to be notified of the grievance against her and the date of the griev-

ance hearing, Ms. Y called in sick. In a staff meeting the boss shared with the departmen-
tal staff that due to stress Ms. Y was booked off, leaving the target of bullying feeling

that the boss’s utterances were calculated to make her feel guilty for being the source of

stress that led to the bully’s alleged illness. Four months after the incident, Ms X

resigned. 
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3.2.1 Antecedents to bullying
Researchers (Hutchinson, Vickers, Wilkes & Jackson, 2009) have
reported that in many instances of bullying at work an unresolved con-
flict or power struggle is the origin of bullying even though in some
cases bullying cannot be traced to any single event. For instance, in
cases where being rude, abusive and abrasive is a habitual interper-
sonal interaction style, a rite of passage (in instances where a bully
suddenly ascends to power) or habitual bullying is used as a mecha-
nism to control others, there is no single event that can be pinpointed
as the origin of bullying behaviour towards a specific target.1 How-
ever, even in examples of habitual bullying, a pattern can be identified
in the way the bully picks his/her targets. 

Due to the fact that there was no Anti-Bullying Policy in the organisation, the only ave-

nue available to Ms. X was the grievance process. The grievance hearing was held, fol-

lowing an in-depth investigation including CCTV footage which had recorded Ms. Y

insulting and verbally abusing Ms. X. This proved vital because the bystanders were
reluctant to testify, except for one who had in the past been subjected to a verbal tirade

by Ms. Y. There was overwhelming evidence that Ms. X was verbally abused and

insulted, leading to her humiliation. The behaviour of Ms. Y was found to be contrary to

the company values of promoting respect for the dignity of all, and was also contrary to

their industry’s professional code of ethics. Ms. Y was issued a written warning, ordered

to apologise to Ms. X, and to attend an anger management course and anti-racism train-
ing, that the company was going to pay for as the grievance process uncovered that she

was abrasive and downright rude to black colleagues, but came across as nice when

dealing with white colleagues. 

Following the prescribed interventions, there seemed to be some improvement in Ms. Y’s

approach to colleagues. It has yet to be seen whether the effects of the prescribed inter-

ventions will be sustained.

In this case study, identify the mesosystem and exosystem factors
driving bully behaviours by Ms. Y.

1.  Hutchinson, M., Vickers, M. H., Jackson, D. & Wilkes, L. 2010. Bullying as circuits of 
power. Administrative Theory & Praxis, 32(1), 25–47.
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Referring back to Case Study 1

 

3.2.2 The microsystem

The microsystem is composed of the bully and the target, or in some
cases multiple bullies and targets. As mentioned in the previous chap-
ter, research findings on the demographic characteristics such as
age, race, gender, sexual orientation, education, and organisational
status and being a target of workplace bullying are a mixed bag
(Hutchinson et al. 2009).1 This suggests that perpetrators of bullying
are a diverse group and can be colleagues at the same level as the
target, bosses of the targets, and subordinates, either from the same
or a different department. 

The microsystem in the case study was the department. The
case study illustrates the point that organisational status does
not matter, and juniors can bully those that are higher up in the
organisational hierarchy if the context enables bullying. The
enabler in this case was the boss, who openly favoured the
bully. What is also interesting in this case study is the fact that
the boss entered the fray after the bullying incident, thereby

The antecedent in the Case Study appears not to be an objective event, but rather some-

thing that is in the mind of the bully in the form of blaming the target for not having
inducted her. In this case the bully is junior and white, the target is senior and black; it is

likely that there are racial overtones that make the bully feel it is right to behave the way

she did towards a black colleague. The target’s general resourcefulness and willingness

to assist could have led to the bully feeling entitled to receive assistance on demand and

on this specific occasion Ms. X’s inability to assist immediately could have led to anger on

the part of Ms. Y fuelled by a sense of entitlement based on her perception of racial
superiority. 

What are your own views regarding antecedents?

1. Hutchinson, M., Vickers, M., Wilkes, L. & Jackson, D. 2009. The worse you behave, the 
more you seem to be rewarded: Bullying in nursing as organizational corruption. 
Employee Responsibilities & Rights Journal 21, 213–229.
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forming a bullying pair with the bully in an attempt to protect the
bully from the consequences of her behaviour.

Outcomes of being bullied. While consequences or outcomes of
being bullied are wide-ranging, which will be covered at length in the
next chapter, it is sufficient at this stage to indicate that there were
direct negative outcomes for the target, the bystanders and the boss. 

Outcome: The target was distraught and felt abused. Further-
more, the bystanders were left riddled with guilt and were them-
selves traumatised by observing this bullying episode, but were
too frightened to intervene during and after the incident. The
refusal of the target to retract the issue subjected her to sec-
ondary trauma when she was iced (ignored) by the boss.

3.2.3 The mesosystem
The mesosystem antecedents consist of immediate colleagues of the
bully and target, as well as colleagues from other departments,
including the manager(s). As Hoel & Beale (2006) observe, there are
three ways in which these individuals can respond to observed bully-
ing incidents. They may attempt to intervene in support of the target,
which as we shall see later is very rare. They can passively encour-
age bullying by ignoring it, or can actively encourage it by supporting
the bully over the target.1 Other mesosystem antecedents of bullying
identified by other researchers include variables such as role conflict,
role ambiguity, poor working conditions, hostility, low social support,
low job control and high job demands. Empirical research conducted
by Agervold et al. 2009; Skogstad et al. and Einarsen 2007 unequivo-
cally attributes bullying to managerial style as a key antecedent of bul-
lying at the mesosystem level, and according to these researchers,
leadership styles characterised by favouritism, autocratic or laissez-

faire tendencies have been associated with workplace bullying.2 How
the autocratic and laissez-faire leadership styles create a bullying-
prone environment is through different avenues and mechanisms
which are elaborated on later in the book.

1.  Hoel, H. & Beale, D. 2006. Workplace bullying, psychological perspectives and industrial 
relations: Towards a contextualized and interdisciplinary approach. British Journal of 

Industrial Relations, 44(2), 239-262.
2.  Agervold, M. & Mikkelsen, E.G. 2004. Relationships between bullying, psychosocial 

work environment and individual stress reactions. Work and Stress, 18(4), 336-351.
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Referring back to Case Study 1

3.2.4 Outcomes
Research points to lower levels of job satisfaction and commitment,
as well as decreased productivity among employees who have been
bullied and those who witness bullying episodes. Lutgen-Sandvik
(2006) and MacIntosh (2005) argue that both targets and witnesses of
bullying become less committed to sharing ideas and working
together, leading to decreased creativity and teamwork in depart-
ments where bullying occurs. According to Niedhammer et al. (2006,
2009) witnessing bullying has also been associated with generalised
feelings of stress, depression, and anxiety.1 

Referring back to Case Study 1

In this case study, the mesosystem was made up of all colleagues in an open-plan

department, who because of the nature of the office witnessed the bullying episode. This

should have provided the target with protection and witnesses, but that was not the

case, as the bystanders did nothing during the bullying episode. The second way the
mesosystem enabled bullying was in relation to the unwillingness of the bystanders,

except for one, to testify at the grievance hearing. The boss is also part of the mesosys-

tem and what makes this mesosystem even more pro-bullying was that the boss’s inter-

vention seems to have been calculated to protect the bully.

1.  Niedhammer, I., David, S. & Degioanni, S. 2006. Association between workplace bullying 
and depressive symptoms in the French working population. Journal of Psychosomatic 

Research, 61(2), 251-259.

�

�
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3.2.5 The exosystem
Antecedents at the exosystem level include executive management,
the many layers of managers within an organisation as well as unions
and their representatives. Researchers such as Hodson et al. (2006)
and Hutchinson et al. (2006) have identified organisational anteced-
ents of bullying which include the presence of a rigid, highly vertical
organisational structure, chaotic operating procedures, job insecurity,
and an adversarial and competitive work culture. Conversely, organi-
sations with job security, clear expectations, and coherent rules of
operation have been found by Hodson et al. (2006) to experience
lower levels of workplace bullying.1 Hutchinson, Vickers, Jackson and
Wilkes (2010) theorise that bullying results from corruption, which
leads to the misuse and misappropriation of power. They contend that
in these organisations, bullying does not result from individual con-
flicts, but stems from informal alliances among bullies who use their
power to silence and discipline co-workers who challenge the under-
handed abuse of power. In these types of organisations, bullying is a
product of organisational tolerance, networks of informal organisa-
tional alliances, the misuse of legitimate procedures (such as per-
formance reviews), and the normalisation of bullying behaviour.2

In this particular case, the way this bullying incident was handled by the target pre-

vented further flare-ups as the target reported the matter to HR. HR is to be credited for

the constructive and decisive way it handled the grievance, not only for the target, but

also other colleagues who were subjected to workplace incivility of varying degrees by

the same individual bully. While it is not possible to predict long-term effects, it appears

that the bully has toned down immediately following the HR intervention.

1.  Hutchinson, M., Vickers, M.H., Jackson, D. & Wilkes, L. 2010. Bullying as circuits of 
power. Administrative Theory & Praxis, 32(1), 25-47.

2.  Hutchinson, M., Vickers, M., Wilkes, L. & Jackson, D. 2009. The worse you behave, the more you 

seem to be rewarded: Bullying in nursing as organizational corruption. Employee Responsibilities 

& Rights Journal, 21, 213-229.
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Referring back to Case Study 1

Outcomes. Since workplace bullying only recently surfaced in the
South African labour legislation, the cost of this workplace social ill
has not been quantified. International research suggests that the
costs of workplace bullying are aggregated from a number of factors,
such as excessive sick-leave use, employee turnover, decreased pro-
ductivity and litigation initiated by targets of bullying (Duffy, 2009).1

Due to lack of clear definition of workplace bullying as a distinct stand-
alone aspect of harassment in the recently promulgated Code of
Good Practice, it will still be difficult to quantify the true cost of work-
place bullying  in future in South Africa.

The exosystem in this specific case study was created by the boss who wanted
to misuse her power to circumvent due process. This case study also illustrates
the power of informal alliances as a driver of bullying in workplaces. The bully,
who had no real power as she was junior to the target, was emboldened by her
alliance with the boss to bully a senior colleague, and the boss wanted to abuse
her legitimate power to influence the target to withdraw the case. 

1.  Duffy, M. 2009. Preventing workplace mobbing and bullying with effective organizational consul-

tation, policies, and legislation. Consulting Psychology Journal: Practice and Research, 61(3), 242-
262.

�
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Referring back to Case Study 1

3.2.6 The macrosystem 
Antecedents at the macrosystem level are societal and cultural norms
of behaviour, and laws driving workplace bullying and harassment.
For instance, Zapfet et al. (2003) argue that in Sweden, where egali-
tarian and nonpatriarchal workplaces have traditionally been valued,
the prevalence of workplace bullying is at a paltry range of between
1% and 5%. Contrast this with the incidence of workplace bullying in
South Africa, where the macrosystem is the root cause of bullying
because of a combination of the lack of legislative clarity, the cultural
beliefs and practices that subjugate women, and the country’s history.
Factors ranging from misconceptions about what power entitles lead-
ers to do as well as general hostility directed to those who are differ-
ent (racism, sexism, tribalism, xenophobia, Afrophobia, homophobia,
etc.) have inadvertently created a labour environment in which bullies
can thrive without consequences for their behaviour, in the past; it has
yet to be seen what positive changes will be brought about by the
recently enacted Code of Good Practice.

Outcomes in this particular case study were many and varied. The experience of
being bullied humiliated the target; the unsuccessful attempt by the boss to
manipulate the target into withdrawing the grievance angered the target, and the
icing of the target by the boss after refusing to retract the grievance further con-
vinced the target that justice was not part of the organisation; she started looking
for a job elsewhere. Four months after the bullying episode, she left the organisa-
tion, which was a tremendous loss of not only institutional memory but the loss of
a highly skilled and committed professional!

�
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Referring back to Case Study 1

This case study illustrates quite clearly that where bullying happens it
is more than a bully-target issue; there is a context that enables bul-
lies and disempowers the targets. 

Having looked at the practical application of the ecological model, let
us turn our attention to the South African legislative framework and
see how it creates a macro system that fuels or curbs workplace bul-
lying. This should be viewed against the backdrop of the various his-
torical and current social ills that until recently enabled bullies in the
workplace to act out their prejudices and inflict harm on the targets
with no legislative consequences.

3.2.7 The macrosystem and the South African legislature with a 
lack of specifity

Organisations exist within a broader society with its values, norms
and history as well as legislative frameworks, and this is what consti-
tutes the macro level in the ecological model of workplace bullying.
The legislative framework can either enable or inhibit bullying in the
workplace. In the case of South Africa, which is a signatory to all the

Chapter 2 covered why targets are selected, and this case is a textbook example
with a twist. What is interesting is that the bully was junior and incompetent and
yet the boss’s favourite, bullying a senior colleague. By favouring this individual
the boss created an informal power base which emboldened this individual to
bully a senior colleague, who was made vulnerable by her propensity to share
her vast knowledge. The bully also exhibited a sense of entitlement as the boss’s
pet. The macro system was also riddled by ramblings around restructuring, which
in itself is stressful. The incompetent bully may have felt the pressure to find a
scapegoat. A possibility of racism cannot be ruled out in this particular case,
given the fact that the bully was white, and the boss that attempted to protect the
bully also white, while the target was black. The case study also gives credence
to a research finding that female targets of bullying are vulnerable to both female
and male bullies, as all role players in this case were females, i.e. the bully, the
target and the boss.

�
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World Health Organisation (WHO) Conventions, one would expect
that the law-makers would prioritise the enactment of antibullying
laws, given the WHO stance on healthy workplaces which was
affirmed when WHO came up with a clear definition. The definition of
a healthy workplace is:

... one in which workers and managers collaborate to use con-
tinual improvement process to protect and promote the health,
safety and wellbeing of workers and the sustainability of the
workplace by considering the following, based on identified
needs:

•  health and safety concerns in the physical work environment;

•  health, safety and wellbeing concerns in the psychosocial
work environment including:

•   organisation of work and workplace culture;

•   personal health resources in the workplace; and

•   ways of participating in the community to improve the
health of workers, their families and other members of
the community.1

Based on South Africa being a signatory of the WHO, the country
should long ago have taken an unequivocal stance against workplace
bullying, which is an obvious psycho-social hazard. The Code of
Good Practice on the Prevention and Elimination of Harassment in
the Workplace, which was gazetted on 18th March 2022, does not
define harassment, and relies on the definition of harassment given in
the Protection from Harassment Act, Act No 17 of 2011, which defines
harassment as:

… directly or indirectly engaging in conduct that the respondent
knows or ought to know (a) causes harm or inspires the rea-
sonable belief that harm may be caused to the complainant or a
related person by unreasonably (i) following, watching, pursu-
ing or accosting of the complainant or a related person, or loi-
tering outside of or near the building or place where the
complainant or a related person resides, works, carries on busi-
ness, studies or happens to be; (ii) engaging in verbal, elec-

1.  Burton, J. 2010. WHO Healthy Workplace Framework: Background and Support-
ing Literature and Practices. ISBN 978 92 4 150024 1
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tronic or any other communication aimed at the complainant or
a related person, by any means, whether or not conversation
ensues; or is 15 (iii) sending, delivering or causing the delivery
of letters, telegrams, packages, facsimiles, electronic mail or
other objects to the complainant or a related person or leaving
them where they will be found by, given to, or brought to the
attention of, the complainant or a related person; or (b)
amounts to sexual harassment of the complainant or a related

person.1

The Code of Good Practice construes workplace bullying as one of
the terms used to describe behaviours that amount to harassment.
Section 4.7.7 of the Code defines bullying as "where harassment
involves abuse of power by an indiividual or group of individuals, in
the workplace. The same section goes on to define intimidation as the
intentional behaviour that would cause a person of ordinary sensibili-
ties to fear injury or harm. Workplace bullying may involve aggressive
behaviour in which someone repeatedly causes another person injury
or discomfort. The Code of Good Practice construes workplace bully-
ing as one of the terms used to describe behavious that amount to
harassment. Section 4.7.7 of the Code defines bullying as "where har-
assment involves abuse of power by an individual or group of individ-
uals, in the workplace”. The same section goes on to define
intimidation as the intentional behaviour that would cause a person of
ordinary sensibilities to fear injury or harm. Workplace bullying may
involve aggressive behaviour in which someone repeatedly causes
another person injury or discomfort. The legal instrument that comes
closest to dealing with workplace bullying is Section 6(1) of the
Employment Equity Act, 55 of 1998 (the “EEA”) as amended (2016)
which recognises “harassment” as a form of unfair discrimination and
prohibits this behaviour on the grounds of race, gender, sex, preg-
nancy, marital status, family responsibility, ethnic and social origin,
colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, HIV status, con-
science, belief, political opinion, culture, language, birth or any other
arbitrary ground. Since acts of bullying are often underpinned by one
or more forms of prejudice, it can be argued that bullying at work con-
stitutes unfair discrimination. Considering that the manifestations of

1.  Protection from Harassment Act, No. 17 of 2011.
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bullying acts vary markedly, some bullying acts may be dealt with
under this provision. In this regard, an employer who has been alerted
to the harassing behaviour is required to consult with all relevant par-
ties and to take the necessary steps to eliminate the alleged conduct.
Where an employer fails to take the necessary steps to (1) eliminate
the alleged conduct and (2) comply with the provisions of the EEA,
the employer will be deemed to have also contravened the provisions
of the EEA, and this entitles an employee to damages.1 

Another piece of legislation that should cover workplace bullying
owing to its focus on creating healthy working environments is the
Occupational Health and Safety Act (OHASA) which provides that
employers are responsible for the health and safety of their work-
places. This act requires the employer to protect the workforce from
occupational hazards by providing and maintaining, as far as reason-
ably practicable, a psychologically and emotionally safe and healthy
working environment for employees. Contrary to this affirming stance
that makes direct reference to psychological and emotional health
and safety, OHASA goes on to give a very narrow definition of
“health”, which limits health to being “free from illness and injury attrib-
utable to occupational causes”. Snell 2018 has argued that this nar-
row definition has served to confine both literature as well as case law
in the field of occupational health to ill-health caused by injury and
other physical hazards in the workplace, leaving out psychological
and emotional harm, which is typically inflicted by bullying. 2

The adoption of the Code of Good Practice has helped to indirectly
broaden the definition of workplace health; this hopefully will lead to
acknowledgement that the workplace can be a minefield of psychoso-
cial hazards including workplace bullying.

While the Skills Development Act provides for ongoing training of the
workforce at all levels, there is very little evidence of use of this ave-
nue to train the South African workforce on bullying/harassment. This
has created a generally “bully ignorant workforce”, with clueless sen-
ior executives who sometimes engage in acts of bullying without even

1.  Employment Equity Act 55 of 1998. Juta Law revised reprint 2016.
2.  Sharon Snell, Blog Chief Operations Officer of INSETA. 2018.
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being aware that their behaviour is bullying, and many targets of
workplace bullying who continue to put up with being bullied, accept-
ing bully behaviours as a normal part of being managed. The lack of
seriousness with which most South African workplaces are taking
workplace bullying is hopefully going to be addressed, and the provi-
sion that employers who fail to act promptly will be held vicariously lia-
ble will be a stick that persuades employers to take action to prevent
workplace bullying.

According to Momberg, the lack of definition of the concept “work-
place bullying” and the absence of explicit coverage of bullying in leg-
islation creates an environment in which very few employees formally
complain about bullying per se, relative to the prevalence of the prob-
lem. Those that do complain usually do so through the CCMA and the
Labour Court, and the complaints are usually not specifically
grounded in bullying, but manifest in claims relating to constructive
dismissal and sexual and other forms of harassment. It is only when
the matter is heard that the pattern of bullying begins to emerge.

Snell (2018) has observed that the other effect of the absence of a
legislative and regulatory framework, that has since been addressed
by the promulgation of the Code, is that many workplaces are not
putting in place anti-bullying policies, resulting in a failure to take
immediate and appropriate action when employees report incidents of
bullying. As a result, few managers manage workplace bullying com-
petently; in instances where line managers themselves are the bul-
lies, targets are left with limited internal avenues to seek relief. As
employers scramble to put policies and procedures in place to comply
with the provisions of the Code, the most widely accessible internal
recourse mechanism is to lodge a grievance about the bullying, and/
or make use of the counselling services provided under the auspices
of the organisation’s Employee Assistance/Wellness Program. In
many instances, workplace bullying goes unchallenged, with targets
of bullying opting not to utilise the limited available internal mecha-
nisms either for fear of being further targeted or because of a lack of
certainty regarding whether the unsavoury experience they have
been subjected to is indeed workplace bullying.1 The lack of trust in

1.  Sharon Snell, Blog Chief Operations Officer of INSETA.
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the ability of Employee Relations (ER) or Employee Assistance Pro-
gramme (EAP) to deal fairly and objectively with employee complaints
is still going to continue to be an an impediment in dealing with work-
place bullying, and it leaves targets of bullying in many cases with
very little internal recourse. Both ER and EAP, which are supposed to
render services to bullied employees, tend to be far lower in the
organisational hierarchy, thereby making these avenues inadequate
and inappropriate to address bullying perpetrated by senior execu-
tives within an organisation, even if ER and EAP are assumed to be
clued up on workplace bullying, which in many cases they are not. 

Only time will tell whether the implementation of the Code will lead to
better and enhanced management of workplace emotional and psy-
chological warfare that so many employees may be subjected to.

The existing external avenues (CCMA and Labour Court) are often
seen by employees as cumbersome and user-unfriendly, particularly
because the organisation provides bullies with access to legal repre-
sentation at the company’s expense to defend any claim lodged by
the targets of bullying, while the target seeking relief through the
courts has to pay from personal resources to lodge a legal challenge.
Furthermore, the legal process itself is not only long drawn out, cum-
bersome, and costly, but also emotionally draining. This makes the
decision to challenge the bully boss not only uncomfortable and
expensive but also possibly career limiting. The very few employees
who have the courage and resources to challenge bullies through the
courts often find themselves labelled and ostracised, sometimes not
only by the bully organisation, but also in the sector in which they
work. Notwithstanding all these difficulties, targets of bullying must
understand that by doing nothing they may end up turning their anger
at being bullied to themselves through feelings of self-blame and self-
loathing, which can lead to long-term emotional and psychological dif-
ficulties or even worse. The following recourse mechanisms are avail-
able to targets of bullying who wish to save themselves from bullies in
the workplace, and help bullies appreciate that bullying is a violation
of the target’s human rights.
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Case study 1 demonstrated that even where there was a gaping legis-
lative vacuum, organisations that are serious about protecting their
employees from abuse could use the limited avenues available to
deal decisively with bullies in the workplace. Although it may seem
that the bully has got off lightly, the organisation did succeed in send-
ing an unequivocal message that the organisation was adopting zero
tolerance to workplace incivility and bullying.

The seriousness with which the uptake and the implementation of the
Code will be monitored and enforced by the Department of Employ-
ment and Labour will determine how fast the Code contributes to the
alleviation of the plight of being bullied at work. 

Hopefully, the signing of the Code into law catapults employers into
realising that the onus is on the organisation to protect its bottom line
by protecting its employees against workplace bullies. Organisations
should realise that rampant acts of harassment/bullying can affect
organisational profitability in many different ways (covered in the next
chapter).

Recourse mechanisms to deal with workplace bullying as a target

Internal External mechanisms 

•  Grievance policy 

•  Anti-bullying/anti-harass-
ment policy 

•  Disciplinary enquiries and
proceedings 

•  EAP 

•  Bargaining Councils 

•  CCMA 

•  Labour Court 

•  Labour Appeal Court 

•  Supreme Court of Appeal 

•  Constitutional Court 
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Having been exposed to the information covered thus far, how widespread is workplace 
bullying in your organisation?

What can be done to deal with workplace bullying in your organisation despite the legisla-
tive vacuum?

What mechanisms have been put in place in your organisa-
tion to proactively prevent workplace bullying?

If no mechanisms are currently in place, what can be done 
in your organisation to address the problem of workplace 
bullying?

Short term: next 6 months?

Medium term: up to 18 months?

Long term: within 3 years from now?
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Chapter 4 How far-reaching are the effects of 
workplace bullying?

4.1 Introduction

Due to the lack of prominence of workplace bullying in the South Afri-
can labour discourse, even Employee Assistance Programmes with
skilled personnel often treat the symptoms of its aftermath, rather
than introducing prevention programmes. Very rarely do Training and
Development Departments or Units offer programmes to create
awareness and train both managers and employees on this occupa-
tional hazard. In instances where ER is inept, the problem is often
ignored, particularly in instances of bullying perpetrated at the very
top due to the power dynamics. After all, who can deal internally with
a grievance against the bully boss in the highest office? All these fac-
tors combined tend to make South African workplaces bully-prone
while leaving the targets feeling that they have nowhere to turn. Only
time will tell whether the promulgation of the Code of Good Practice
on the Prevention and Elimination of Harassment in the Workplace
which probits harassment/bullying will bring about lasting changes. 

Using the ecological model of workplace bullying covered in the previ-
ous chapter, this chapter will demonstrate how the effects of bullying
equally go beyond the bullied target. While the nexus of bullying man-
ifests at micro level (between the bully and his/her target) the bullying
event reverberates through the entire system, extending to the social
system of the target, the bystanders and even the organisation where
bullying occurs suffers. This chapter explores the devastating effects
of workplace bullying not only on the individual target, but also on the
colleagues who are bystanders to bullying episodes, the target’s fam-
ily and social system, as well as the employer represented at the very
top by the CEO who either fuels bullying by doing nothing to curb it, or
actively models bully behaviours by perpetrating acts of bullying.
When workplace bullies run amok, no one is left unscathed.

Targets of bullying are the obvious biggest losers in bully organisa-
tions, because the effects of being bullied can be all-consuming,
affecting all aspects of targets’ life inside and outside the workplace.
Further, the effects of having been bullied do not also go away as
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soon as bullying stops or as soon as the target opts to remove him/
herself from the caustic situation. Some effects may last a lifetime.
Because the target is the most directly affected person in a bully-
prone organisation, we start by examining effects of bullying on the
target and his/her social system. This will be followed by an explora-
tion of the effects of workplace bullying on the bystanders, before
examining how having a bully organisation militates against the attain-
ment of the very organisational goals necessary for the survival of the
organisation. Clearly, as acts of bullying are perpetrated for many rea-
sons, and are carried out using different mechanisms, the effects of
bullying are equally diverse. Not only are the effects felt by many peo-
ple, including those that are vicariously bullied through observing acts
of bullying being inflicted on others, but also by the social system of
the target. According to the ecological model, the most profound
effects of workplace bullying are felt by the target, which is where bul-
lying is directly focused. Depending on the motives of the bully and
the type of bullying, the negative effects of bullying can also be expe-
rienced by the bully him/herself as the nucleus of bullying episodes.
Remember the point that was made about the bullied bully or the bully
victim?

4.2 Effects of bullying on the target

The effects of being bullied can begin to manifest at the very moment
bullying occurs, or in instances where the target did not immediately
recognise that s/he was being bullied, there can be a delayed reaction
to being bullied. Let us turn our attention to the immediate effects of
being bullied.

4.2.1 Immediate physiological reaction to being bullied 

Physiological reactions to being bullied often manifest as soon as the
individual recognises that s/he is being abused. If the abuse/bullying
happens regularly or over an extended period of time, these physio-
logical reactions can develop into physical ailments and/or psycholog-
ical and emotional problems. Before delving into the effects of bullying
on the individual, it is necessary to begin by acknowledging that in the
same way that bullying has many faces, the reaction to bullying is not
the same for everyone. In this book the perspective adopted dimin-
ishes the intention of the perpetrators and focuses on the effects of
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the persistent malicious, demeaning, or exclusionary nature of the
behaviour, regardless of whether the behaviours are intentional or
unintentional. The focus is also on how the target perceives the
behaviour as well as its effects on the target, viz. does the behaviour
inflict harm on the target, is the behaviour calculated to isolate, control
the target or deprive the target of support, benefit that the target is
entitled to? An organisation that is serious about creating an overall
healthy workplace should also focus on creating a bully-free work
environment and should be ready to assist targets in dealing with a
multitude of symptoms that may manifest as a result of bullying in the
workplace. 

Global research is unequivocal about the negative consequences of
being bullied at work on various aspects of the individual target’s life,
and a host of immediate physiological reactions to being bullied at
work; researchers such as Hari Hara & Jaladi (2015) have identified a
range of physiological reactions, including: 

•   Shock 

•   Anger 

•   Feelings of frustration and/or helplessness 

•   Loss of confidence 

•   Physical symptoms such as 

•   Stomach pains 

•   Headaches 

•   Psychosomatic symptoms such as 

•   Inability to sleep 

•   Loss of appetite 

•   Inability to concentrate, and

•   Low morale and productivity

•   Panic or anxiety, especially about going to work 

•   Family tension and stress.1

Left unchecked, these physiological reactions can actually develop
into a range of diseases. For instance, Hansen et al. 2006 have found
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a link between being bullied at work and physical symptoms such as
elevated levels of cortisol (a chronic stress hormone)1 while Kivimäki
et al. (2003, 2004) have identified higher incidents of new onsets of
cardiovascular disease and fibromyalgia in individuals who have been
subjected to workplace bullying when compared to their non-bullied
counterparts.2 A ground-breaking study by Boulanger (2013) meas-
ured the health outcomes, and physiological stress response, of tar-
gets of workplace bullying and those who witnessed bullying at work.
The results indicate that the bullied respondents who had lower social
support from co-workers and supervisors reported more symptoms of
somatisation, depression, anxiety, and negative affectivity (NA) than
their non-bullied counterparts. Witnesses reported more symptoms of
anxiety and lower support from the supervisor than did the non-bullied
employees. Concentrations of cortisol in the saliva were lower at
awakening in bullied respondents compared with non-bullied
respondents. It is important to note that previous studies had reported
lower diurnal concentration of cortisol for people with post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) and chronic fatigue, pointing to the possibility
of a potential downward spiral of targets of workplace bullying
towards general ill health, manifesting in being afflicted with one or
more of following diseases:

•  heart palpitations

•  heart attack

•  fibromyalgia 

•  sleep disruption

•  loss of concentration/memory

•  migraine and tension headaches

1.  Hari Hara Raju, K. & Jaladi, R. 2015. Human Resource Role in Handling Workplace Bully-
ing Issues International Journal of Management, Information Technology and Engineer-

ing (BEST: IJMITE) ISSN(Print):2348-0513; ISSN (Online): 2454-471X; Vol. 3, Issue 10, Oct 
2015, 1-14.

1.  Hansen, A.M., Hogh, A., Persson, R., Karlson, B., Garde, A.H. & Ørbaek, P. 2006. Bullying 
at work, health outcomes, and physiological stress response. Journal of Psychosomatic 

Research, 60(1), 63–72.
2.  Kivimaki, M., Leino-Arjas, P., Virtanen, M., Elovainio, M., Keltikangas-Jarvinen, L., Putto-

nen & S. Vahtera, J. 2004. Work stress and incidence of newly diagnosed fibromyalgia: 
Prospective cohort study. Journal of Psychosomatic Research, 57(5), 417-422.
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•  uncontrollable mood swings

•  eating disorder (diagnosed by a mental health professional)

•  irritable bowel syndrome (Crohn's disease).

Nearly half of the people (49 percent) who had been bullied at the
time of the study reported being diagnosed with clinical depression.1

Because targets of bullying may not immediately recognise and label
what they are going through as bullying or harassment, they may not
connect the dots and may drift from one medical practitioner to the
next without a proper diagnosis. A word of caution is in order, though,
with regard to individual differences in the way people respond to bul-
lying as well as different coping styles. Hansen et al. (2006) have
found that the level of social support enjoyed by the target matters. In
this regard people who are in affirming relationships that are generally
supportive both at work and in their home environments have been
found to cope better than those who find themselves in personal and
work environments that lack support. In addition, people who asser-
tively deal with it, as opposed to individuals who use avoidance as a
coping mechanism, have also been found to have better outcomes.2

There are also individual personal histories that people bring to the
workplace which can influence the way they react in bullying situa-
tions. Left unchecked, the physical symptoms may develop into emo-
tional/psychological conditions. 

4.2.2 Psychological and emotional effects of being bullied at 
work

People who have done nothing about being bullied have presented in
therapeutic settings with a variety of negative feelings directed at
themselves, including gradual erosion of a sense of self-worth, lead-
ing to low self-esteem, general self-denigrating belief (that the target
is not good enough), self-blame and a sense that bullying was
deserved.

1.  Boulanger, A. 2013. Physical Effects Of Workplace Aggression: The Toll Bullying Takes 
On Your Mind And Body. Healthy Living, Jun 21.

2.  Hansen, A.M., Hogh, A., Persson, R., Karlson, B., Garde, A. H. & Ørbaek, P. 2006. Bullying 
at work, health outcomes, and physiological stress response. Journal of Psychosomatic 

Research, 60(1), 63-72.
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A bullied employee does not leave the experience of being bullied at
work. S/he takes it with wherever s/he goes and is often on edge and
jumpy, and is less likely to be a pleasure to live or interact with.
Almost all the targets interviewed for this book reported negative
effects on their social systems, notably a tendency to withdraw from
social interaction at work and outside the workplace. It is not uncom-
mon for survivors of bullying to shun social situations. Depending on
whether the target is a parent, spouse and/or taking care of other peo-
ple, this may precipitate other problems, leading to a breakdown of
the target’s social fabric, be it intimate relationships, ability to parent
optimally or even the ability to be a productive contributing member of
the community. 

Targets that have been subjected to protracted bullying may get
accustomed to this unsavoury behaviour and begin to see it as nor-
mal. When they get to positions of power, they might become bullied
bullies themselves. Alternatively, they may enter a vicious cycle of a
self-fulfilling prophecy that might lead them to believe that the abuse
levelled against them is deserved, fuelling self-doubt and self-loath-
ing. Targets who do not receive any support or seek professional help
may even develop other psychiatric conditions.

4.2.3 Psychiatric conditions associated with being bullied in the 
workplace

Targets and observers of workplace bullying have also been found to
be afflicted by a cluster of psychiatric conditions, called anxiety disor-
ders, that are according to Hansen et al. (2006) characterised by
excessive irrational worrying, the most common of which are general-
ised anxiety disorder, panic attacks, post-traumatic stress disorder
and social anxiety disorder. A brief description of each is given below,
and knowing the signs and symptoms will hopefully help to sound
alarm bells which should prompt targets of bullying to seek profes-
sional help. These disorders may present alone or as a combination
that includes:

(a).Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD)
People with Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) are often
jumpy and unsettled, being preoccupied with vague fears
which can sap their energy and distract them from their day-to-
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day activities. Targets may also experience being troubled by a
persistent feeling that something bad is going to happen.
Observers often characterise GAD sufferers as people who
cannot enjoy the present due to being apprehensive and pre-
occupied with what might go wrong, without any objective
threat. Their inability to live in the present and enjoy the little
pleasures of life affects the sufferers both in and outside the
workplace. Some physical symptoms of GAD include insom-
nia, stomach-aches, restlessness, and fatigue. It is not uncom-
mon for targets of workplace bullying still to worry or even
expect that something bad is going to happen, long after they
have removed themselves from the offending workplace. This
often erodes trust in people and erodes the target’s belief in the
inherent goodness of human beings. If the target or bystander
so afflicted does not seek professional help, s/he may take this
generalised anxiety wherever s/he goes.1

(b).Panic attacks
Panic disorder is classified as an anxiety disorder in DSM-5,
which suggests that a diagnosis of panic disorder can only be
made by a professional. The diagnosis follows panic attacks
that are recurrent and often happen completely unexpectedly,
causing the sufferers to change their behaviour, to avoid situa-
tions that might induce a panic attack.

While a diagnosis of a panic attack can only be done clinically,
by a professional, it is important for the target to be aware of
the symptoms on the basis of which they can seek professional
help. Symptoms of panic attacks include any combination of
four or more of the following: 

•  Palpitations, pounding heart, or accelerated heart rate

•  Sweating

•  Trembling or shaking

•  Sensations of shortness of breath or smothering

1.  Hansen, A.M., Roger, Björn, A., Karlson, P., Helene Garde, P. & Palle, O. 2006. Bullying at 
work, health outcomes, and physiological stress response. Journal of Psychosomatic 

Research Volume 60, Issue 1, pp 63-72.
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•  A feeling of choking

•  Chest pain or discomfort

•  Nausea or abdominal distress

•  Feeling dizzy, unsteady, lightheaded, or faint

•  Feelings of unreality (derealisation) or being detached from
oneself (depersonalisation)

•  Fear of losing control or going crazy

•  Fear of dying

•  Numbness or tingling sensations (paresthesias)

•  Chills or hot flushes.

People suffering from panic attacks may experience feelings
of terror that strike suddenly and repeatedly with no warning;
sufferers may also endure a double whammy of not only the
panic attack itself, but also fear of experiencing another epi-
sode. Left untreated, panic attacks may lead to agoraphobia,
which is a fear of being in places where escape would be diffi-
cult.1

(c).Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
PTSD occurs after a traumatic or life-threatening event. It can
also show up after repeated abuse, harassment or bullying,
with wide-ranging symptoms, including flashbacks, having
nightmares, startling easily, withdrawing from others and being
hyper-vigilant. People suffering from PTSD also avoid situa-
tions that remind them of the event that triggered it, thereby
limiting what they can and should be doing. You can imagine
what happens to productivity if the employee finds him/herself
trying every trick to avoid the bully boss, avoiding attending
meetings where bullies have a platform to abuse their author-
ity, or trying to avoid bumping into a bully in the passage. This
by all accounts limits the productivity of the target, much to the
detriment of the organisational goals and the bottom line. 

1.  DSM V The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5) 
2013. Published by the American Psychiatric Association (APA).
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(d).Social anxiety disorder

Bullying in the workplace is often calculated to subjugate and
humiliate the target. When an individual is consistently humili-
ated in front of peers and subordinates, the target may develop
social anxiety disorder, according to the Workplace Bullying
Institute (2012). Data suggests that the biggest fear that such
targets exhibit is the fear that others will judge or ridicule him/
her and the target becomes overly concerned about the way s/
he looks or acts, sometimes going as far as believing that s/he
is not good enough and that the ridicule is deserved. In severe
cases, people with social anxiety disorder may try to find every
possible excuse to avoid social situations altogether. Left
untreated, the targets of workplace bullying may come to
believe that the type of embarrassment they experienced at
work will happen to them over and over again. They become
withdrawn, making the effects of being bullied at work spill over
to other social situations.1

The emotional/psychological consequences of workplace bul-
lying/harassment unfortunately do not immediately disappear
when either bullying stops or the bullied individual removes
him/herself from the toxic workplace. That is to be expected,
given the multi-layered nature of bullying at work as explained
in the Johnson ecological model. Several studies have con-
cluded that increased stress and mental distress are possible
psychological aftermaths of workplace bullying, lasting even up
to two years later for more resilient targets, while for targets
who had other issues, it could mark the beginning of a down-
ward spiral from which they may never recover. Targets of bul-
lying with poor coping skills and preceding emotional
difficulties have been shown to be generally prone to use and
even abuse hypnotics as well as psychotropic medications.2 

Bullying and the associated harm that it inflicts to the targets does not
end there. There is also a range of socio-economic effects that result

1.  Adapted from Workplace Bullying Institute. 2012. IP-D Health Impact.
2.  Ibid.
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from workplace bullying, with profound negative effects on the finan-
cial independence of the targets.

4.2.4 Socio-economic effects of workplace bullying can be pro-
tracted and devastating in ways that markedly differ from childhood
bullying. Unlike childhood bullying, workplace bullying tends to come
with a very heavy burden of potential socio-economic consequences.
According to Sansone et al. 2015, the severity and the duration of the
socio-economic consequences varies from unpaid time off in
instances where the effects have lasted so long as to lead to the tar-
get exhausting paid sick leave, excessive medical consultations that
can lead to depleted medical aid cover, thereby requiring the target to
cover the shortfall from his/her own pocket; and in dire situations it
can lead to unemployment through either job loss or leaving voluntar-
ily when the target finds the situation completely unbearable.1 It is not
uncommon for bully bosses to target their targets for retrenchment
under the guise of downsizing, restructuring, etc. as an excuse to get
rid of the target. This is obviously detrimental, not only to the bullied
individual, but also to their families due to loss of livelihood for the
entire family, particularly in instances where the target was the bread-
winner. If this happens in the context of depressed economy, a
vicious cycle is unleashed as the bullied employee may find it difficult
to find alternative employment and that can send him/her in a down-
ward spiral of self-doubt, self-loathing for not having stood up against
bullying and loss of self-esteem due to the inability to provide for one-
self and the family. 

The other ripple effect of bullying on the economic status of the target
of bullying in an economic environment characterised by scarcity of
jobs is that targets of bullying may be forced by circumstance to settle
for jobs that are at a lower rank than the job they left due to bullying.
Leaving the toxic workplace is sometimes the only option available to
regain a sense of sanity, but it comes with the risk of not finding a job
or not finding it soon enough or at the appropriate level soon enough,
thereby forcing the targets to settle for jobs at a lower level. This often
becomes a setback that is very difficult to recover from, given the fact

1.  Sansone, R.A. & Sansone, L.A. 2015. Workplace Bullying: A Tale of Adverse Conse-

quences 12(1-2): 32-37.
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that remuneration practices tend to be historical and cumulative. Tar-
gets of bullying therefore need to think long and hard before exercis-
ing the option to resign. How to navigate one’s way before making this
decision to quit is covered in the next chapter. Obviously, all these
considerations are moot in instances where personal safety is in jeop-
ardy.

4.2.5 The effect of bullying on targets during the global pandemic

The global pandemic precipitated the spread of virtual offices, and
this was not without challenges. The results of a Finnish study sug-
gest that one-fourth of Finnish workers (25.37%) reported increased
drinking during the COVID-19 crisis. Cyberbullying victimisation at
work and psychological distress before the crisis predicted increased
drinking during the crisis.  

Psychological stressors are risk factors for increased drinking in unu-
sual times such as the COVID-19 crisis. Cyberbullying victimisation at
work and psychological distress were found to be major risk factors,
with alcohol consumption used as a means of coping during a stress-
ful time.1 This is elaborated on in Chapter 9. 

4.3 Effects of bullying on colleagues witnessing bullying – the 
bystanders

Social psychologists have for a long time been studying the bystander
effect in a variety of settings. According to the Workplace Bullying
Institute study (2008), observers of workplace bullying tend to behave
in a manner consistent with findings of research on the bystander
effect, i.e. the majority of observers of workplace bullying do nothing
to defend the target or to stop the bullying. Success stories, depicting
colleagues joining hands and speaking up on behalf of the target,
confronting the bully or agreeing to testify to the employer about what
was done to their injured colleague, are very rare. Most colleagues
are notorious for looking the other way as targets endure the humiliat-
ing episodes of bullying. The results of the 2008 WBI study suggest

1. Oksanen, A., Savolainen, I., Savela, N. & Oksa, R. (2021). Psychological Stressors Predict-
ing Increased Drinking During the COVID-19 Crisis: A Longitudinal National Survey Study 
of Workers in Finland. Alcohol and alcoholism (Oxford, Oxfordshire), 56(3), 299–306. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/alcalc/agaa124
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cases of colleagues working together in support of the target of bully-
ing are rare, less than 1% of the reported cases of bullying in the
USA, and there is a dearth of research in this regard in South Africa.
This clearly suggests that, except in very rare situations, if you are a
target of workplace bullying you can expect to be on your own, and
that no one will come to your rescue. The good thing about not
expecting to be assisted or supported by your colleagues is that if
they are part of the 1% that stand up in defence of the target, you will
be pleasantly surprised – and if not, you will not be disappointed. 

A study by D’ Cruz & Norhana (2011) that explored the effects of
workplace friendships on the reaction to observed workplace bullying
found that the existence of friendship prompted observers to com-
pletely protect targets and to fully resolve the bullying situation. Yet
participants whose initial behaviour was in the desired direction of
protecting the targets greatly curbed their efforts in response to super-
visory reactions and organisational position on bullying. Inclusivist
and exclusivist HR strategies adopted by the employer organisation

constrained participants in their endeavours to support targets.1

Hence in instances where bullying is perpetrated by a person higher
in the organisational hierarchy, even if workplace friends would like to
come to your defence, they may not actually do so, due to power
dynamics. Workplace friends may view speaking up against bullying
by the powers that be as career limiting. 

The irony is that even though the bystanders or observers of bullying
may not be inclined to help, perhaps for fear of reprisals from the
bully, being a witnesses of bullying does not leave one unscathed.
The results of the WBI 2014 U.S. Workplace Bullying Survey suggest
that 21% of adult Americans have been indirect, or vicarious, targets
of bullying and the effect of bullying on bystanders is so profound that

a concept of “bullied non-target”2 has emerged in the literature to
illustrate the level of suffering inflicted on observers, who may suffer

1.  D' Cruz, P. & Noronha, E. 2011. The limits to workplace friendship: Managerialist HRM 
and bystander behaviour in the context of workplace bullying, Employee Relations, Vol. 
33(3):269-288.

2.  WBI. 2014. U.S. Workplace Bullying Survey.
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in silence, leading to one or more of the following adverse conse-
quences:

(a).“Icing out” targets 
If bullies are direct bosses, they create situations that make it
difficult for colleagues to be seen interacting with civility with
the target, let alone asking for help from the bullied employee,
or for the bullied employee to render a helping hand on work-
related tasks. As one boss bully put it to his target interviewed
for this book: “Anyone who needs any help from you must
come through me”, thereby limiting the target’s ability to add
value to the organisation. The literature suggests that observ-
ers may shun the target out of fear of being targeted them-
selves, particularly if they know that the bully operates on the
basis of a belief that “a friend of an enemy is an enemy” or if
the bully expects others to gang up against the target. This
leaves the target completely isolated and the knowledge, skills
and experience of the target untapped, much to the detriment
of organisational goals.1 

(b).Blame the target
Some colleagues may blame the target of bullying for not
standing up against the bully, and this often puts the targets of
bullying in a situation where they suffer secondary trauma from
being blamed for their plight. Ignorant colleagues may perceive
the target as weak for allowing the bully to run roughshod over
him/her. Such colleagues are often oblivious to the fact that
people react differently to abuse and trauma, and those who
blame the target often ignore the fact that the bystander him/
herself has no way of knowing how s/he would react if they
have not been subjected to bullying. Blaming the target is also
ridiculous from the point of view that for the unsavoury behav-
iour to qualify as bullying/harassment, it has to be occurring
consistently. Hence, when bullying begins, there is no way of

1.   Oksamen, A., Savolainen, J., Savela,N., Oksa, R. (2021) Psychological Stressors Predict-
ing Increased Drinking During the COVID-19 Crisis: A Longitudinal National Survey Study 
of Workers in Finland, Alcohol and Alcoholism, Volume 56, Issue 3, May 2021, Pages 
299-306, https://doi.org/10.1093/alcalc/agaa1243. 
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telling whether the out-of-turn remarks or behaviour are once-
off or will persist. 
According to Sansone and Sansone (2015) being a witness to
workplace bullying and doing nothing about it may also have
the following detrimental effects on the bystanders: 

(c).Observers may end up being riddled with self-loathing 
Colleagues who do not support the target out of fear may rec-
ognise the unfairness of what they see, and the fact that they
do not do anything gradually erodes part of their own sense of
fairness and justice. In the long run, despite whatever rationali-
sations they give for not defending or supporting the target,
over time team cohesiveness is eroded, and the trust that the
target had in the colleagues may be permanently obliterated.
Observers who believe in fairness and justice and do not do
anything about the plight of their colleague may end up experi-
encing a sense of self-loathing and cognitive dissonance that
arises from the discrepancy between their inaction and their
belief in a just, fair world.

(d).Fear of being bullied
Extensive social science literature on the bystander effect
demonstrates that all generations of witnesses to emergencies
and crises do little to help. In many instances, it all boils down
to fear. Sansone et al. argue that as far as workplace bullying
is concerned, colleagues may be afraid of different things such
as being the next target; of not helping correctly and botching
it; of being the only one from a group to speak up; of retaliation
by the bully; and fear of losing one’s job and income. Bullying
in and by itself is intended to inflict fear on the target, but it
often instils fear in the observers of bullying as well, creating a
toxic work environment. Onlookers end up knowing that if bul-
lying can happen to the target, it can also happen to them. This
fear-plagued work environment becomes generally stifling. 

(e).Guilt over not acting
Most bullying acts happen unprovoked and are therefore totally
unexpected: both targets and onlookers are caught off guard,
as it often happens so fast that even prosocial colleagues with
a strong sense of justice may fail to act. Those colleagues with
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a strong sense of justice and prosocial orientation who feel a
strong sense of responsibility to help those in need may be left
feeling personal guilt for failing to take immediate helpful
action. The very negative feelings that the bully intended to
inflict on the target get extended to the onlookers, even though
the onlookers’ guilt emanates from their own lack of action
against injustice that happened right before their eyes. This
could lead onlookers to being riddled with shame, with a sense
of personal worthlessness, the very emotion that the bully
intended to inflict on the targets. Should the bullying behav-
iours be happening regularly, with the bystanders with proso-
cial orientation consistently failing to act, guilt can erode the
bystanders’ confidence, and make them question their own
sense of morality, ethics and values. You have probably been
in situations where, despite not being targeted, you found your-
self dreading meetings and settings where acts of bullying
were inflicted on a colleague.

(f). Depression & trauma 
If one has been in the workplace long enough, one has in all
probability heard employees describing their work environment
as depressing. While this is sometimes said tongue-in-cheek, it
may also be the result of vicarious experience of bullying, as
lived by witnesses who see their colleagues being humiliated
and denigrated. It has been demonstrated through research
that witnessing bullying triggers in the observers the same
emotional injuries as experienced by direct targets of bullying,
creating a sense of apprehension over future negative events.
In a nutshell, witnessing bullying can be as traumatic to the
observer, and if protracted and untreated, with no way out, it
can lead to depression. 

(g).Disillusionment 
Employees who do not associate themselves with bully behav-
iours and observe their colleagues being bullied may be too
scared to speak up, but nevertheless may not approve of what
is happening. They know that if their colleague can be bullied,
they can also be bullied. As they observe this over time, they
may develop a sense of disillusionment emanating from being
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part of an unjust, unfair system, prompting them to be with-
drawn. Watching someone being bullied speaks volumes, not
only about the bully, but also about the credibility and the
human rights culture of the organisation, as well as of those
who observe bullying without acting.1

Evil thrives when good people do nothing! 

4.4 The negative effect of bullying on the organisation
Any superficial glimpse at bullying often focuses on the intended tar-
get without realising that bullying affects not only the target but also
the bystanders and the organisation as a whole. Whether the
employer actively bullies or passively bullies (by not doing anything
about it), executives are often oblivious to the fact that bullying affects
the whole system. The organisation bears the direct brunt of acts of
bullying that occur in the workplace, regardless of the level at which
bullying manifests. The preceding section has illustrated how wit-
nesses or bystanders (and their social networks) are vicariously
affected by seeing colleagues being bullied. This section delves into
the wide-ranging negative detrimental effects of bullying on the organ-
isation; the following detrimental effects have been identified by
researchers: 

(a).Destruction of the organisation by dismantling it one brick at a
time. Yildiz & Oncer (2012) argue that what the bully boss often
does is contrary to his/her leadership responsibilities, which
include building and sustaining the organisation. Riddled with
arrogance, with unrealistic vision or no vision, a sense of enti-
tlement and lack of concern for others' feelings and abilities,
along with his/her constant desire to be in the limelight, makes
it extremely difficult for bully bosses to create relationships with
others that are necessary for them to fulfil their leadership obli-
gations optimally. Instead of bringing everyone along to rally
behind the vision, mission and strategic goals and objectives of
the organisation, the narcissistic bully boss destroys the very
organisation that s/he is trusted to build and sustain. While nar-
cissistic leaders may succeed in the short term, they destroy

1.  Sansone, R.A. & Sansone, L.A. 2015. Workplace Bullying: A Tale of Adverse Conse-

quence. Jan-Feb 12(1-2): 32-37. 
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the very systems that are necessary for success (O’Reilly,
2013).1

(b).Impact on talent
One of the reasons narcissism and bullying are so destructive
is the profound impact of their exclusionary behaviour on those
around them. Targets report feeling confused, frustrated,
weak, degraded, useless, angry, undermined, isolated,
stressed, depressed and fearful as a result of the bullying. Tar-
gets who are subjected to bully tactics, such as being ridiculed
in front of their peers or lied about to others, report feeling the
need to watch their backs all the time. This creates a sense of
being out of control and powerless and they may look incom-
petent as they often cannot focus on the task at hand. If bully
bosses knew about the erosion of productivity in employees
who are constantly on the lookout for the next episode of bully-
ing, or have become risk averse for fear of making a mistake
that the bully boss would capitalise on, they would realise that
bullying is tantamount to cutting off your nose to spite your
face. 

(c).Disengagement, presenteeism, absenteeism and turnover
While waiting for the right opportunity to jump ship, targets may
cope with their feelings of powerlessness, shame, confusion
and discouragement by disengaging (Atkins, 2009). They
intentionally withdraw and diminish their commitment to their
job and the organisation, and targets may try to minimise their
exposure to the bully by doing their job, but nothing more.
Those targets who have limited options remain in the organisa-
tion disengaged and adopt presenteeism.This obviously limits
the contribution they make overall.2

One of the most widely documented results of bullying is
increased absenteeism, that is attributed to stress and physical

1.  O’Reilly, C.A. III, Doerr, B., Caldwell, D.F. & Chatman, J.A. 2013. Narcissistic CEOs and 
executive compensation. Leadership Quarterly. Retrieved from http://haas.berke-

ley.edu/faculty/papers/chatman_narcissism.pdf.

2.  Atkins, B. 2009. Workplace bullying: An economic cancer in the American workplace. 
Meeting of Minds XVII, 71-77. 
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impairments (Haig 2008), in addition to targets being motivated
by the need to avoid the negative experiences that the work-
place represents.1

(d).High staff turnover 
Scores of studies cited by Haley (2013) suggest that targets
themselves recommend exiting, either from the organisation or
to another position within the organisation, but outside the bully
leader’s span of control. It is clear that bully leaders have a sig-
nificant impact on turnover. Organisations that employ bully
leaders are at risk of creating a public image that leads to diffi-
culty in both attracting and retaining talent.2

(e).Slump in productivity. 
Given the high levels of disengagement, presenteeism, absen-
teeism and high staff turnover, it is not surprising that produc-
tivity takes a nosedive. The other way in which bullying has
been found to significantly and negatively affect employee pro-
ductivity relates to the tendency to distract targets from their
work, rendering them unable to focus, causing destruction of
motivation and teamwork and creating inertia (Sargent, 2011).
In some cases, targets are so fearful of, or intimidated by, the
bully that they waste time engaging in activities calculated to
avoid the bully.3 In one of the interviews, a survivor of work-
place bullying explained how she would go to the ladies’ room
on another floor to avoid passing by the bully’s office. Another
informant came to prefer being at a branch other than the com-
pany’s headquarters (HQ), making sure that all his HQ
engagements were scheduled for the times the bully was away
from HQ, thereby causing delays to HQ engagements. He
knew that this avoidance behaviour was detrimental to effi-

1.  Haig, N. 2008. Potential costs of workplace bullying. Proceedings of the Association on 

Employment Practices and Principles (AEPP),16, 151-158.
2.  Haley, M.P. 2013. Leaders who Bully: An Adlerian Perspective on the Purpose and 

Impact of Bullying in Organizations and What Executives Can Do to Eliminate It. A 
Research Paper Presented to the Faculty of the Adler Graduate School.

3.  Sargent, N. 2011. What’s happening in the coaching conversation with an executive at 
risk of derailing? International Journal of Evidence Based Coaching and Mentoring, 5, 
28.
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ciency, but felt that this was the only way to survive. The bully
often operates under a misguided notion that to get more out of
people they should be made afraid of the boss, when in reality
the opposite holds.

(f). Impact on organisational performance
Basic logic suggests that organisational performance will be
negatively impacted when employees become discouraged,
disengaged and unproductive. Current research supports this
and suggests that “shareholder value may be sacrificed” to
leader narcissism, including bullying (O’Reilley, 2013). In an
American study targets reported spending between 10 and
52% of their day coping with harassment, including bullying,
instead of working (Chekwa & Thomas, 2013), that is before
quantifying financial losses due to bullying. The other negative
compounded financial impacts of leader bullying, manifest in
increased medical aid costs, increased recruitment and reten-
tion costs, opportunity costs, increased training development
and induction of new recruits brought about by the revolving
door created by bullying.1

(g).Chaotic organisational functioning
A bully leader creates organisational chaos through practices
such as marginalising his/her targets by assigning their work to
his/her favourites regardless of their skill and qualifications for
the job. By giving the targets silent treatment, for instance, the
bully leader is willing to sacrifice organisational effectiveness in
his/her quest “to put the target in his or her place”. Literature is
unequivocal about narcissistic leaders who crave power that
they abuse through creating an organisation that thrives on
chaos and unstructured, ill-conceived change. Yildiz & Oncer
(2012) have identified certain organisational characteristics
that are conducive to bullying, such as instability, undefined
work structures and procedures, and insufficient levels of com-
munication.2 Haig (2008) has argued that bullies, who convey
confidence and present their opinions with authority, may at

1.  Chekwa, C. & Thomas Jr. E. 2013. Workplace bullying: Is it a matter of growth? Journal 

of Diversity Management, 8(1), 44-50.
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first appear to possess the leadership qualities and skills that
are necessary to lead the organisation through the turbulent
times. Sooner or later, it becomes apparent that the bully actu-
ally creates the chaotic state to hide behaviour that would be
unacceptable in a more orderly state (Haig, 2008). Lacking
empathy and concerned only with themselves, and the agenda
they seek to advance, it soon becomes clear that the bully
leaders have little regard for the impact of the chaos they
cause in the organisation.

While the organisation is trying to rid itself of chaos, the bully
leader, who is focused on self-preservation and personal agen-
das, discounts and dismisses any feedback that does not sup-
port his or her behaviours, actions and decisions. This is
because s/he can only allow change that will enable him or her
to retain his or her power and privilege and achieve self-serv-
ing objectives.1 As one bully leader put it when he was told that
the law did not allow for the implementation of what he wanted:

I do not get told by anyone that what I want cannot be done.
You should be telling me how to work around the law to get it
done!

(h).Compromised employer integrity
While there is no employer vision, mission and values that bla-
tantly encourage or condone bullying, and there is always lofty
language regarding how employees are valued, unfortunately
for workplaces where bullying occurs, those phrases ring hol-
low. The employer’s response to bullying is a litmus test of the
ethics, values, and the respect that the employer has for
human rights and employee rights. Even if just one employee
is bullied, if the employer is aware of it and does nothing to
stop the bullying, all the utterances about valuing employees,
and being the employer of choice, being committed to uphold-

2.  Yildiz, M.L. & Öncer, A.Z. 2012. Narcissism as a moderator of the relationship between 
organizational trust and organizational citizenship behaviour. International Journal of 

Business and Social Science (3)21, 212-222. 
1. Yuen, R.A. 2005. Beyond the Schoolyard: Workplace bullying and moral harassment in 

France and Quebec. Cornell International Journal 38, 625.
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ing human rights, is blatant hypocrisy. That is even more the
case if the bullying is perpetrated right from the top.

Whenever executives either perpetrate acts of bullying, are
complacent about bullying, or talk about ethical values,
employees – including those that have not been directly bullied
– see through the charade. It is not only illegal, but also unethi-
cal and immoral for employer representatives at different levels
to create a working environment of torment that brutalises
employees emotionally. Executives who are either bullies or do
nothing about workplace bullying often fail to realise that their
complacency/inaction reinforces the bullying and adds to the
toxicity of the workplace, much to the detriment of the delivery
of organisational objectives. 

(i). Clogging the employee wellness/assistance programme
By not proactively dealing with bullying in the workplace,
organisations that run an optimally functioning Employee
Assistance Programme (EAP), often end up clogging the EAP
by not dealing decisively with bullying as soon as it occurs, as
targets of bullying end up seeking support from these pro-
grammes. Given the power dynamic, and often the fact that
EAP staff are relatively low-level staff, they themselves end up
being frustrated as they often find it difficult to speak truth to
power. The most they can do is to put a band-aid on top of a
festering wound of the bullied employee, and they carry the
burden of knowing how badly senior managers treat the targets
of bullying, without being able to do anything about it. Their ina-
bility to assist may create a sense of self-doubt and a sense of
professional inadequacy, as they know they are failing to
address the real issue of workplace bullying. 

(j). Exodus of highly skilled employees
Workplace bullying and the toxic environment it creates may
also result in a high turnover of skilled employees; this often
extends beyond those employees that were directly bullied.
Bystanders to workplace bullying episodes start fearing that if
the target could be bullied, so too could they. For their own
safety, as well as from a need to insulate themselves from
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being indirect targets, they may begin to look for employment
elsewhere, leading to a high turnover rate, particularly of skilled
employees. This exodus of highly skilled staff diminishes the
employer’s capacity to build a sustainable, economically viable
organisation, as an organisation with a high staff turnover can-
not sustain itself in the long run. This in turn escalates the
costs of recruitment, as well as the cost of training and induc-
tion, and it also leads to a loss of opportunities, as new
employees need time to get up to speed and become maxi-
mally productive. 

(k).Low staff morale
In workplaces where bullying is rampant, the employer is better
served by employees who leave than those who remain and
become disengaged due to low staff morale. Disengaged
employees typically do as little as possible and want to spend
as little time as possible in the workplace, finding every possi-
ble excuse to be away. Those employees who complain about
the toxicity of the work environment but have few prospects of
finding other jobs, become cynical and resistant with time,
adopting presenteeism as a coping mechanism. The disingen-
uous executive leaders who have allowed bullying to fester
often try to find a scapegoat, and the punchbag is often HR,
that gets instructed to come up with programmes to deal with
employee disengagement, organisational climate, or culture –
whatever tag the executive prefers. It is not uncommon for
toxic organisations to come up with one quick fix after the
other, aiming at getting employee loyalty, and when this does
not work, it is blamed on the HR department. HR is a scape-
goat, when in actual fact it was a wrong intervention to address
the problem of bullying. If employers want loyalty, and to build
trust, it is a simple matter of creating a conducive work environ-
ment where every employee can thrive by putting in place anti-
bullying/anti-harassment policies among other things, and
dealing fairly and decisively with reported cases of harass-
ment/bullying as soon as such cases are reported, and taking
every opportunity to demonstrate zero tolerance to bullying/
harassment. 
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(l). Poor public image and negative publicity
As highly skilled and competent employees leave in droves
due to the inability of the employer to deal with workplace bully-
ing, the reputation of the employer gets tarnished.This affects
the relative attractiveness of the organisation to high perform-
ing candidates and breeds a culture of mediocrity, as only can-
didates with limited prospects elsewhere will be interested in
joining an employer with a dubious track record on bullying.
This diminishes the overall image of the organisation in the
marketplace, and if it is a public entity, the only reason it will
survive is that it is publicly funded. If this is a private entity, it
will eventually succumb to the steady erosion of its standing in
the market. All employers that condone or carry out acts of har-
assment/bullying are at risk of reputation damage, which can
easily erode their market share.

(m).Increased risk of litigation
It is interesting that even before the South African legislation
started recognising workplace harassment through enacting
the Code of Good Practice on Prevention and Elimination of
Harassment in the Workplace, bullied employees were already

referring complaints to either the CCMA or Labour Court.
Employees who know that their rights have been violated and
are willing to stand up in defence of these rights will embark on
legal action, being forced to seek external recourse due to the
complacency of the executive or inadequacy of internal mech-
anisms. Regardless of the outcome, these legal challenges fur-
ther damage the reputation of the employer concerned. With
the adoption of the Code of Good Practice on Prevention and
Elimination of Harassment in the Workplace in March 2022, it
can be anticipated that awareness of this workplace scourge
will increase, leading to even more legal challenges.

(n).Acrimonious relationships with organised labour
A bully-ridden environment is generally disrespectful of
employee rights, and this pits management against organised
labour. While there is an expected level of contestation
between organised labour and management, contestation
should remain professional and respectful. In bully organisa-
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tions, it is often the case that it moves from contestation and
manageable tensions to personal attacks and an inability to
resolve even minor issues amicably. In an environment char-
acterised by that level of conflict, everyone is a loser because
of the toll that destructive conflict takes on the wellbeing of all
involved. 

(o).Creation of a sick organisation 
Due to the impact of workplace bullying on the individual tar-
gets and observers of bullying, over time the organisation
becomes a “sick” organisation. One can almost measure the
health of an organisation by looking at sick-leave trends. When
bullying goes rampant, leading to various stress-induced phys-
ical and psychological conditions already discussed, bullied
individuals are more likely to take time off due to illness, doc-
tor’s appointments and referrals to specialists compared to
their non-bullied counterparts. In dire situations, this can even
lead to bullied employees getting medically boarded on the
basis of ill-health. All of this translates into escalated costs for
the employer. 

(p).Loss of innovations 
As already stated, a bully boss is often a narcissist, more inter-
ested in attacking and silencing the targets than advancing the
interests of the company by coaching and guiding employees.
To keep a semblance of safety, employees of such bully
bosses become risk averse and do whatever it takes to keep a
low profile and stay under the radar for fear of being attacked
and criticised. As a result, employees become less likely to
share new ideas, and innovation suffers. Because of acrimoni-
ous relationships, bullied employees are least likely to
approach their boss with ideas about how to enhance produc-
tivity, reduce cost, and venture into new areas, because they
revert to the survivalist mode. In times of rapid change when
innovation suffers, there is a direct threat to the bottom-line
and survival of the organisation. 

From this discussion, it is clear that it is not in the best interests
of any organisation to condone, turn a blind eye to or ignore
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bullying, even if bullies are at the executive level. Clearly, it is a
hapless leader and a rudderless organisation that does nothing
about employee bullying at whatever level it manifests, as this
renders the organisation toxic for both the bullied and the
observers of such acts; sometimes even clients.

Bullying is always a mask for some deeper underlying issue, which
the bully is not willing to face, opting to feel good about him/herself by
making someone else feel worse. The deeper travesty of bullying is
that by using bullying as an escape, the bully does not focus on deal-
ing with the real issues that s/he must overcome to get back on track
in his/her journey to self-actualisation, the highest of all human needs.
Because deep down bullies are insecure and lack self-esteem, the
longer they rely on bullying to deal with these issues, the further they
drift from their authentic selves. It is therefore in the bully’s own inter-
ests to get to the bottom of why s/he acts this way. Although this is a
complex matter, it can be resolved if the bully seeks help. The next
chapter will provide general strategies that organisations can adopt to
help bullies overcome their counterproductive bully tendencies. 

If you are a senior manager who may have been 
clueless about workplace bullying and its ramifica-
tions, what is the biggest insight you have gained 
from this chapter? 

If you have allowed bullying to happen on your 
watch: why have you allowed it to happen?

What are you going to do to address the reason 
you have let bullying continue unabated?
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Chapter 5 Bully-proofing your organisation by 
fixing the exosystem

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter explores how the employer organisation is a driver of
workplace bullying, where workplace bullying occurs and what execu-
tives can do to protect its employees and the harassment-prone
organisation against all forms of harassment. In other words, the
chapter helps executives appreciate what they can do to create a
work environment characterised by civility, in which employees feel
valued, and where disagreements and conflicts are handled construc-
tively. 

Moving from a systems perspective, any organisation can be looked
at as a system with both (a) hardware in terms of values, policies and
procedures calculated to curb workplace bullying, and (b) software in
terms of organisational culture and a climate created by those at the
top, based on their own personal idiosyncrasies. Bullying starts and
becomes normalised in organisations that can be considered to be
dysfunctional; this dysfunction may start in the highest office with its
ripple effects cascading to all levels, based on the tone set by the big
boss. It therefore follows that if the boss is secure in his/her ability to
lead, and is respectful of the rights of employees, and human rights in
general, the organisation takes its cues from this highest office, know-
ing that any behaviour contrary to the spirit and the letter of the law
will not be tolerated. The opposite is true: if bullying starts at the very
top, the aspiring bullies at other levels are unleashed and the organi-
sation goes on a downward spiral towards becoming a bully organisa-
tion.

Let us start by looking at why it is in every organisation’s best inter-
ests to bully-proof their workplaces. The most comprehensive and
compelling Business Case for Healthy and Safe Workplaces has
been developed by the World Health Organisation (WHO 2010). This
model is applicable to bullying and harassment in the workplace, as it
is applicable to dealing with any other factor that renders the work-
place hazardous, keeping in mind that the WHO definition of occupa-
tional health is broad enough to include emotional and mental health.
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The self-explanatory WHO Business Case (see Figure 2 below) out-
lines the results chain of unhealthy and unsafe workplaces. The focus
of this book is confined to threats to employees’ health and wellbeing
caused by bullying, which is an emotional and psychological occupa-
tional hazard. 

A bully-infested organisation, or a harassment-prone organisation,
according to the WHO Business Case, is dying a slow death, as the
reputational damage it suffers makes it difficult to attract skilled
employees, while wreaking havoc in the lives of those that are already

Figure 2: The Business Case in a Nutshell

Source: WHO Healthy Workplace Framework and Model: supporting literature 
World Health Organization (2010).
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with the organisation. Organisations become bully organisations due
largely to a combination of organisational culture and inept leader-
ship. Research has not been able to disentangle the interplay
between these two variables conclusively to determine what comes
first. In some instances, clueless leaders inherit dysfunctional organi-
sations and may be attracted to such organisations because of the
dysfunction, while clueless leaders may be attractive to selectors
because selectors are themselves dysfunctional and clueless. In this
instance, it becomes a case of birds of a feather flocking together.
There are also instances where newly appointed leaders run systems
that were otherwise functional into the ground in no time at all, con-
sciously to advance ulterior motives that are contrary to the organisa-
tional policies. In this instance, the bully on steroids disregards line
function, policies, practices and even the law for nefarious motives.
Such leaders know that the organisational policies and practices are
at odds with the personal agenda they wish to advance, and their first
line of attack is to disregard or destroy this to create a chaotic environ-
ment where it is easy to advance nefarious agendas. In other
instances, a clueless boss unconsciously creates the dysfunctionality
because dysfunction is the only way of being that they know. That is
for instance the case with a laissez-faire boss who would let bullies
run amok in order to steer clear of the discomfort that would come
from the boss taking charge by reining the bullies in. The next section
focuses on the organisational culture, to demonstrate how it can pro-
vide fertile soil in which workplace bullying thrives.

5.2 How would you characterise your company’s organisational 
culture?

Before we get any further, take the Organisational Culture Survey
below, to gain an important window into your organisation based on
your lived day-to-day experiences. 

Using the rating scale provided, rate your experiences in rela-
tion to each item. Should this be done in order to collate group
responses, it should be completed anonymously. Read each
item and circle a rating that best describes your experiences.
Please note that questions 37 & 38 will be used for analysis
purposes only.
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Self-assessment: measuring your organisational culture

Answer: 1 Strongly disagree 2 Disagree 3 Neutral 4 Agree 5 Strongly agree

1 2 3 4 5
1. Communication between departments is very open

2. We communicate freely, honestly and yet respectfully as 
colleagues

3. Communication between management and workers is very 
open

4. Management actively solicits input from employees before 
major decisions are made

5. I can trust our management to deliver on promises

6. Management seeks input from employees on major deci-
sions

7. Most interventions aimed at improving this organisation 
have been successful

8. All changes that we have gone through were necessary

9. This organisation is very open to change

10. In my workplace it is relatively "easy" to get things done

11.Changes introduced have made it easier to do my job

12.Anyone with a suggestion for improvement is free to pro- 
pose changes following the correct channels

13.Meaningful changes suggested by employees are 
embraced

14.Employees agree with the organisational goals

15.The organisation is free from "red tape"

16.The organisation values its people

17.For me my organisation is the “employer of choice”

18.My line manager respects me as an individual

19.I can freely give my line manager constructive feedback

20.My immediate supervisor listens to what I have to say
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Any other comment? 
..............................................................................................................
..............................................................................................................
..............................................................................................................
..............................................................................................................
..............................................................................................................
..............................................................................................................
........................................................................................................

21.My supervisor is attentive to people issues

22.The department deals fairly with everyone with no favourit-
ism

23.We are all encouraged to make suggestions for improve-
ment

24.My line manager has sound interpersonal skills

25.People trust one another in this organisation

26. Most managers here have sound interpersonal skills

27.As colleagues, we enjoy good working relationships

28.The organisation is well respected for dealing fairly with  
employees

29.The current management team is highly respected

30.Everyone knows how individual roles fit into organisational 
goals

31.Our projects and KPA are linked to organisational objec-
tives

32.Employees are encouraged to take initiative and make 
decisions

33. Employee problems and complaints are effectively han-
dled

34.My department is open to suggestions

35.I understand the need to continuously improve

36.My employer rewards innovation

37. Please indicate your employment level:

1 Executive 2 Management 3 General staff

38. How long have you been with the organisation?

0-2 years 3-5 years 6-9 years  More than 10 years
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Guide to scoring
With 36 scorable items, the maximum score possible is 36 x 5 = 180.
Add the scores you have circled and arrive at your total score.

What the scores mean
150-180: Highly affirming and employee-friendly organisational cul-
ture 

120-149: Reasonably affirming and employee-friendly organisational
culture; there is still room for improvement

90-119: Substantial work is needed to make the organisational culture
employee-friendly and affirming 

69-89 Organisational culture that is largely hostile and not affirming

0-68 Outright hostile organisational culture: bullying is probably rife

Please note that while individual scores are important, the overall
measurement of organisational culture is based on the aggregate of
group scores rather than individual scores, and as such the individual
scores would need to be independently aggregated to arrive at more
definitive conclusions.

It is equally important to recognise that while the average score that is
computed for an organisation will be a reflection of the overall organi-
sational culture, the aggregate for departments, sections/units will be
a reflection of the culture in those entities, bearing in mind that it is
possible for the culture of the department/unit/section to differ from
the organisational culture as a whole due to both core business and
the leadership style of the individual in charge. 

Now that you have assessed your organisational culture, based on
your lived experiences, let us look at what is meant by organisational
culture. The Business Dictionary defines organisational culture as:

Organization’s expectations, experiences, philosophy, as well
as the values that guide member behaviour, and [culture] is
expressed in member self-image, inner workings, interactions
with the outside world, and future expectations. Culture is
based on shared attitudes, beliefs, customs, and written and
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unwritten rules that have been developed over time and are
considered valid. Culture also includes the organization’s
vision, values, norms, systems, symbols, language, assump-
tions, beliefs, and habits. Simply stated, organizational culture

is “the way things are done around here”.1

5.2.1 How organisational culture is created and communicated

Leaders of organisations play a critical role in the creation and com-
munication of their workplace culture. According to Tsai (2011) the
relationship between leadership and organisational culture is neither
static nor one-directional. While leaders are the principal architects of
organisational culture, an established culture influences what kind of
leadership would succeed in an organisation. In times of change,
leaders therefore have an important role to play in maintaining or facil-
itating the evolution of their organisation’s culture. In organisations
with deeply embedded and established culture, employees are pro-
vided with a commonly understood behavioural framework, which
makes employees feel that the leader is supportive of the employee’s
ability to do well in their key performance areas. From this perspec-
tive, organisational culture, leadership, and job satisfaction are all
inextricably linked.2 In rudderless organisations this is clearly not the
case, leaving employees vulnerable to the whims of their line manag-
ers.

Organisational cultures evolve based on a combination of industry
norms and the leader’s inputs into the co-creation of organisational
culture, while the leader is also being influenced by the organisation
they entered, while keeping up with industry changes. This suggests
that what eventually gets to be adopted as organisational culture rep-
resents a dynamic interaction between the personal cultural touch
that the leader brings to an organisation and the established organi-
sational culture (except for start-up organisations, where the leader
takes the initiative to shape the culture of the organisation). Organisa-
tional culture is also heavily influenced by industry norms: those prac-
tices and traditions that obtain across various organisations within

1.  www.businessdictionary.com/.

2.  Tsai, Y. 2011. Relationship between organizational culture, leadership behaviour and 
job satisfaction. BMC Health Services Research 11(1), 98-107.
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the same industry and that evolve from the way each industry does
its business, i.e. produces specific products or renders specific serv-
ices. While upholding industry norms, within each industry, organisa-
tions develop specific cultures and, broadly speaking, researchers
have often characterised organisations as having a strong or a weak
culture. 

According to Tsai (2011), in an organisation with a strong culture,
employees feel empowered. They understand where the organisa-
tion is going and identify with organisational goals and objectives,
and there are clear policy and regulatory frameworks which are con-
sistently applied. Organisations with a strong culture allow their
employees to be driven by commonly understood lived culture and
values; employees feel respected and know where the organisation
is going. This benefits not only the overall health of the organisation,
but also its profitability and sustainability. Employees are seen as
the most valuable asset in such organisations. Contrast this with a
weak cultured organisation, where employees feel lost, unmotivated
and operate under a regime of threats and fear. Tsai argues that
fear in the short term may seem to motivate individuals, but this is
not motivation to excel; rather motivation to avoid reprimands, humil-
iation and threats. Needless to say, this type of motivation is not sus-
tainable in the long run. Where fear reigns, there are bullies in town,
whether they are passive or active. From these two broad categories
into which organisational cultures fall, Sponaugle (2014) has further
identified more distinct organisational cultures, viz. 

(a).Academy culture

Academy organisational culture derives its name from the type
of employees that such organisations engage, namely highly
skilled people who are studious and always seeking opportuni-
ties for further training and advancement. Due to the type of
employees that organisations following the academy culture
engage, these employees tend to be self-motivated individuals
who do well within an environment that gives them freedom to
pursue intellectual activities within parameters of defined rules.
Micro-managing these employees is the worst practice to adopt
in an academy organisational culture, because such employ-
ees value academic freedom and independence and are out-
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put-driven. Many hospitals, universities and other educational
institutions rely on an academy culture to stay up to date with
cutting edge developments in their respective fields. Such
organisations would certainly be stifled by any attempt to con-
trol employees. While bullies in academy environments would
often be aware of the academy culture, this does not necessar-
ily stop them from singling out their targets for micro-manage-
ment – a practice that can be very frustrating to a self-
motivated high-end professional.

(b).Normative culture

This is the everyday corporate workplace that is founded on
clearly defined policies and procedures; everything that needs
to be done is regulated to the end. Normative culture is very cut
and dried, following strict regulations and guidelines that
uphold the policies of the organisation. Employees rarely devi-
ate from their specific job role, break rules or do anything other
than what is asked of them. Such organisations run a tight ship
with very little leeway for discretion. In the wrong hands, such
as the hands of bullies, the hierarchy and emphasis on con-
formity to the rules can easily slide into bullying in instances
where a bully boss replaces organisational rules with “my
rules”, which keep changing, or who may inconsistently apply
organisational rules to the detriment of targets of bullying.

(c).Pragmatic culture

In a pragmatic culture, the customer is king and the customer
or client comes before anything or anyone else. Because every
customer is different, these types of workplaces are the very
opposite of the normative culture environment. Employees are
expected to be flexible and be accommodative to customer
needs, within limits of reason. Employees are expected to go
out of their way to satisfy reasonable customer needs, and to
do so properly, within the parameters and scope of the
employee’s level of authority, which must be clearly defined
through policies and rules.

(d). Club culture

An organisation with a club culture employs highly skilled, com-
petent employees with highly sought-after educational qualifi-
cations, skills; even personal interests are taken into
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consideration before employees are hired. Club culture can be
found in organisations that hire commercial pilots and speciality
branches of the military. The highly skilled employees who are
part of a club culture organisation are capable of functioning
pretty independently and may feel bullied if micro-managed.

(e).Baseball team culture

In baseball team environments, the focus is on employees;
happy workers are seen as productive workers. The company
does whatever it takes to make employees comfortable and
feel respected, valued, and happy. This boosts productivity and
employee loyalty. Google is a good example of a baseball team
culture, where employees get to do pretty much what they
want. This approach recognises that creativity is at its best in
unconstrained, free-flowing environments; thinking happens
everywhere, and employees are given freedom that brings out
their very best.

(f). Fortress culture

This type of environment and organisational culture is all about
numbers. If the organisation is doing well as a result of
employee productivity, then the employees continue to have a
job and are handsomely rewarded. Most salespeople operate
in a fortress culture, being expected to seek business opportu-
nities, close business deals and retain business. If a salesper-
son fails to meet the company targets, s/he can be replaced at
the drop of a hat, which means that unless the salesperson is
really good, the future is not guaranteed. While pushing targets
is not necessarily bad, bosses who exclusively focus on push-
ing targets can very easily find themselves being inattentive to
the personal needs and circumstances of employees. Taken to
extremes, this can easily degenerate into workplace bullying,
with bully-prone managers using the employee’s inability to
meet targets as a bullying entry point, with no consideration of
why targets were not met.

(g).Tough-guy culture

An organisation with a tough-guy culture is extremely regulated
and regimented and any deviation from protocol is forbidden.
This is the case in the military and police services, and can be
very difficult for creative employees who have to do the same
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thing in the same way day in and day out. These organisations
are also very finicky about hierarchy and protocol, and bullies
can hide behind the industry norms as they carry out the acts of
bullying their targets who may also accept bullying as the way
they are supposed to be treated. The manifestation of this
tough-guy cultural orientation of bully leaders becomes clear in
instances where bully bosses tell lies, that they know are lies, in
front of subordinates who know the truth: the bully boss
expects the subordinate not to dare contradict the bully even if
they know the truth. It is also a sign of the imposition of this
tough-guy culture to tell a subordinate: “Find a way to work
around the law and do not tell me what I can’t do.” 

(h).Process culture

This type of office culture provides an ideology that employees
are required to follow. It’s different from the normative culture:
instead of being required to adhere to strict regulations,
employees are introduced to an ideology they are expected to
adhere to. Employees know what they are getting into when
they sign up and are expected to be self-starters guided by the
ideology. Unlike the tough guy culture, these employees are
not micro-managed and are given a lot of freedom to make
decisions. More often than not, political parties operate under
the process culture. While this is good for the individual, who
fully identifies with the ideology, in the hands of an under-
handed bully boss this culture can wreak havoc on the targets
who may be instructed by boss bullies to implement something
in line with the ideology that is required, while it goes against
what the target believes to be right and proper. 

(i). Bet your company culture

This organisational culture promotes calculated risk-taking, and
after weighing the pros and cons, a decision is taken with little
or no objective evidence to support it. If the gamble pays off,
the company can soar – and if it fails it can be doomsday.1

Over and above these broad manifestations of different organisational
cultures, it is possible for many different types of organisational sub-

1.  Adapted from: Sponaugle, B. 2014. 9 Types of Organizational Culture: Which One Are 
You? April 23,   https://blog.udemy.com/types-of-organizational-culture. 
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culture to develop within an organisation, particularly in multi-site
organisations, and in organisations where the overall culture is weak.
We also know that within the same organisation it is not uncommon
for particular divisions to develop distinct subcultures based on a
combination of factors, including their own core business (e.g. IT,
Finance, etc.) as well as leader attributes.

What this section of the book clearly demonstrates is that there are
organisational cultures that, in the hands of bosses with a propensity
to bully, can easily morph into bullying tendencies, such as the for-
tress, tough-guy, and normative cultures. Bosses in such cultures
need to be hyper-vigilant that they do not hide behind the organisa-
tional culture to bully others by paying close attention to the need to
follow organisational culture while being respectful of human dignity
and making sure that they treat everybody equally. Employees in
such cultures should also be alert not to accept being bullied as a way
of being managed. 

What leaders can take from this section is that leaders are co-creators
of organisational culture. New leaders who find organisational culture
that promotes bullying have a responsibility to change it, while also
ensuring that they screen out potential bullies when recruiting staff to
fill senior positions. The Code explicitly prohibits the creation of a hos-
tile working environment, and apart from the physical amenities that
employees should be adequate, the organisational culture contributes
to creating an amenable working envirnment in which all employees
can thrive.

Assessing your organisational culture
After a month in the employ of your organisation, would a 
new recruit characterise your organisation’s culture as 
strong/weak? Why?

How would you describe the culture of your organisation?

Is there just one culture or are there subcultures?

Is your organisational culture in sync with your core values?
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5.3 Do your organisational values promote an anti-bullying 
agenda?

While organisational culture is unwritten and represents “how we do
things here”, organisational values are often captured and framed for
everyone to see. Used appropriately, organisational values should be
a glue that holds the organisation together, as values should be
reflected in a shared outlook of all members of the organisation. Val-
ues should prescribe how business imperatives should be met, how
people should be treated, and how all employees should behave
within the organisation, including managers and executives. Values
can be seen as always bubbling beneath the surface, directing the
actions that employees take without being visible or observable.
Because they are not visible, they can be inferred from behaviour,
and there are three ways in which values manifest in organisations:

•   Plaques hanging on the walls with no bearing on what
people do, and how they do it. The organisational values
may have been generated so long ago that none of the
current executives was with the organisation when the
values were adopted, and the inscription on the wall
may not have any bearing on how current leadership
acts and behaves and how the rest of the organisation is
expected to act and behave;

•   In other instances, the lofty statements are nothing more
than copy and paste items to meet a particular require-
ment, such as reporting to a regulatory body or share-
holders, and are then forgotten; 

•   In high-performing organisations organisational values
are adopted as a result of a rigorous intensive and open
process, and are internalised and used as a compass to
guide behaviour, with everyone expected to behave in a

Does your organisational culture need to change and why?

What do you think is sustaining the current organisational 
culture? 

Are there any aspects of your organisation’s culture that fos-
ter bullying?
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manner consistent with the organisational values. Con-
stant reference is made to the values and newly
appointed employees are exposed to the organisational
values through induction. Even company stationery
makes reference to the organisational values, and a
breach of any organisational value is dealt with deci-
sively and consistently. 

Bullying behaviours sneak in where there is a difference between
organisational values as appearing on a poster and lived values as
reflected in behaviour. You have probably heard bully bosses making
utterances such as: “Our greatest asset is our employees.” However,
if one merely observes how people are spoken to, how people issues
are dealt with, one can actually see the huge gap between what is
written and the lived values. Bosses who are active or passive bullies
should understand that what gets emulated are not written values, but
what others observe in the actions of the leader and the executive
team. If there is a discrepancy between lived values and written val-
ues, it is time to take stock. If the value statements hanging on the
walls were generated so long ago that no one in the executive knows
how they were arrived at, it is time to have a session that will consoli-
date values for your organisation that key stakeholders will craft, and
feel that they own to guide the behaviour of everyone, including You,

Boss. 

Assessing your organisational values

What should be (organisa-
tional) values?

What are 
actual lived values 

Why is it the way it is?

What are your written organi-
sational values? 

If a newly appointed employee 
walked into a boardroom and 
observed your top manage-
ment in action, what values 
would be inferred from their 
behaviour

What do you say you value in 
your organisation? 

What do you actually value 
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It does not take long before a newly-appointed employee intuitively
picks up what the lived values of an organisation are, based purely on
observing how people behave, how others are treated, and how s/he
is treated in the early days of joining the organisation, a time when s/
he is most vulnerable. These experiences set the tone for what the
new employee comes to expect. If the early encounters are character-
ised by displays of arrogance and power play, and interactions are
clearly devoid of basic human decency, the new recruit looks with
amazement as the boss makes lofty pronouncements about organisa-
tional values relating to valuing employees.

The next question to answer is: how can this be so glaringly obvious
to the new employee and yet management fails to pick up the same
cues and deal with this discrepancy? How can the boss have such a
blind spot? Could this be a reflection of a clash between organisa-
tional values and personal values? Most bullies believe that the rules
do not apply to them, so when the organisational values push for
“respect for human dignity” the bully boss sees him/herself as respon-
sible for making sure that everyone except him/her upholds these val-
ues. In bully-prone environments, management by exception is not
uncommon. A bully boss may require certain standards of behaviour
to be upheld by others while making exceptions for himself/herself
and his/her cronies. You may have heard statements like “that is how
I am/that is how so and so is”. In a nutshell, in a bully-prone environ-
ment, workplace hostility and abuse is not allowed if inflicted by oth-
ers, but the boss and his/her cronies get a free pass. 

Parker et al. (2008) have argued that bully behaviours are under-
pinned by deficiency in active perspective taking, which they define
as: 

How would you characterise 
how colleagues typically inter-
act in your organisation? 

How much in sync is this with 
stated values 

What is your organisation’s 
stance on collegiality and 
workplace civility? Is this 
stance captured in the values?

Do colleagues behave in a way 
that is in sync with this stance?
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… when the observer tries to understand in a non-judgmental
way, thoughts, motives and feelings of the target, as well as

why they think and feel the way they do.1

As a skill, perspective taking requires a deliberate effort to distance
oneself from ones’ own standard way of thinking and perceiving, and
this behaviour would obviously be contrary to the narcissistic tenden-
cies of bullies. To enable the bully to change this around will require
learning to see things from a different angle, which Harry Adler called
the art of reframing. “Reframing” basically requires one to consciously
try to look at what is in front of him/her from a different angle. It is
amazing that while there can be so many interpretations of what is
happening, people who are lacking in perspective quickly commit to
one interpretation based on who they are, and how they would act,
and close off the avenue to a host of other possible interpretations,
expecting the worst from their target. 

A gap between written values and lived values can also occur when
value-based leadership is lacking overall, a concept coined by
O’Toole (2008), who identified very few leaders in the world who have
exhibited this type of leadership, notably Abraham Lincoln, Martin
Luther King Jr., Nelson Mandela, Vaclav Havel, Mother Teresa,
Eleanor Roosevelt, and Jean Monet. By identifying the common and
unique characteristics of these individuals, an organising theme
among all of them emerged: they were not driven by the desire for
wealth or power. Their leadership was not about them: not about real-
ising their personal needs for status, fame, or ego satisfaction.
Instead, their actions were based on helping their followers realise
their true needs. These leaders consistently acted on behalf of their
followers, seeking to provide the conditions and resources those con-
stituencies couldn’t provide on their own. What is most unusual about
these leaders is the consistency of that behaviour. Unlike paternalistic
leaders, they never sought to impose their personal agendas on their
followers; unlike situational leaders, there was a complete and pre-
dictable integrity to all their actions; unlike transformational leaders,

1.  Parker, C., Atkins, P.W.B. & Axtel, C.M. 2008. Building better workplaces through indi-
vidual perspective taking. In International Review of Industrial and Organisational Psy-

chology 8.
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they did not seek to change their opponents. Every action of value-
based leaders demonstrated respect for their followers and enemies
alike, and they each displayed a high degree of selflessness. That
does not mean they were without ambition, but rather their ambition
was of an unusual sort: they found personal satisfaction and fulfilment
by providing the opportunity for others to realise their goals and
potential. What was perhaps most distinct about these leaders was
the clarity of their values, despite numerous flaws and common
human frailties, and each had to learn to lead, learn to overcome or
compensate for their weaknesses, and especially to learn to discipline
themselves to serve others. As their biographies show, values-ori-
ented leaders learn to lead by reflecting honestly on their experi-
ences; in particular on their failures. According to O'Toole, the lesson
to draw is not that such great leaders are perfect humans, but instead
that almost all people are capable of becoming values-based leaders
– and effective ones – if they choose to do the hard work entailed.
Selfless corporate leaders who put respect for their followers ahead of
their own needs for fame, power and wealth can be as virtuous in their
own small domains as values-based political leaders are on grander
stages. The difference is in degree, and not in kind, between the busi-
ness leader who creates the conditions under which all of her/his
employees can develop their potential and the political leader who
uses public policy to do the same.1 True leadership, which goes
beyond a title, position and perks, is a key component of emotional
intelligence, and this is not possible unless one is able to relate and
locate oneself in the situation that others find themselves in, which is
the essence of perspective taking. An interesting research finding by
Gentry et al. (undated) is that leaders who bully their subordinates, or
allow their subordinates to be bullied, are not only bad leaders
because they lack empathy for their subordinates, but are overall bad
leaders, as measured by their bosses. The opposite has been found
to be true, i.e. the leaders who create a bully-free work environment
are not only good leaders as measured by their subordinates, but
overall good leaders according to their managers as well. While tech-
nical skills are obviously important to lead an organisation optimally,

1.  O'Toole, J. 2008. Notes Toward a Definition of Values-Based Leadership. Volume 1 Issue 
1 Winter/Spring.
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soft skills such as understanding, caring, perspective taking, mentor-
ing and developing empathy are equally important, and for leaders
who lack this important trait, it is not all doom and gloom, as these soft
skills can be learned. 1 

5.4 How committed is your organisation to anti-bullying?

The Code of Good Practice deals with all forms of harassment in the
workplace, which necessitates comprehensive anti-harassment poli-
cies to deal with the prohibition of harassment (bullying) in general,
sexual harassment as well as racial and national origin harassment,
with procedures that incorporate tests as provided by the Code for
each category of harassment in order to provide clear directives on
how each category of harassment/bullying will be dealt with, together
with training of investigators and dealing decisively with reported
cases. This will go a long way to protecting targets of harassment and
demonstrating that the employer is committed to eradicating harass-
ment in the workplace. 

Although it is early days for setting and implementing policies that
demonstrate zero tolerance for all forms of harassment, it is not all
doom and gloom, because a South African study by Van Schalkwyk
et al. (2011) has found that Perceived Organisational Support (POS)
as manifested in factors such as role clarity, being provided with perti-
nent information, participation in decision-making, colleague support
and supervisory relationships act as buffers against workplace bully-
ing. This buffer subsequently influences the turnover intention of the
targets of bullying. This suggests that if employers create a favoura-
ble organisational culture, and put in place instruments to deal with
bullying, the effects of being bullied can be mitigated, thereby influ-
encing the targets to stay instead of opting to find employment else-
where.2 It should be noted that factors highlighted as constituting
positive organisational support are the very factors that create an

1.  Gentry, W.A. Weber, T.J. & Sadri, G. Undated. Empathy in the Workplace. A Tool for 
Effective Leadership. Centre for Creative Leadership.

2.  Van Schalkwyk, L.M., Els, C. & Rothmann, I. (Jr) 2011. The moderating role of perceived 
organisational support in the relationship between workplace bullying and turnover 
intention across sectors in South Africa: original research. SA Journal of Human 

Resource Management 9, Vol 9(1) pp 1-13. 
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enabling organisational culture and communicate to employers loud
and clear that there is an expectation of harassment and bully-free
work environment where employees at all levels can thrive. 

5.4.1 Creating an anti-bullying work environment through an 
unequivocal policy

There is no better way of proving unwavering commitment to an anti-
bullying stance in any organisation than through adopting an unequiv-
ocal anti-bullying stance backed by a clear policy with clear steps to
follow to deal with incidents of bullying. This is not only what the Code
requires, but also communication about the policy to the workforce at
large. The anti-harassment policy that is mandated by the Code
should necessarily deal with all facets of workplace harassment
including different manifestations of harassment at work. Since the
Code locates sexual harassment under the umbrella of harassment,
the policy should be robust enough to include sexual harassment as
well as racial, ethnic or social origin harassment. An anti-harassment
policy would be incomplete without procedures for reporting, investi-
gating and dealing with each category. This would go a long way to
enabling those managers to deal with incidents of bullying that are
either reported or which they personally observe, and do so consist-
ently without fear or favour. In the absence of a policy, managers are
deprived of clearly defined steps to follow in dealing with such cases.
In a policy vacuum, it becomes easy for role players who do not want
to deal with the uncomfortable topic of workplace bullying to either
turn a blind eye, pass the buck or drag the process out indefinitely due
to the absence of defined steps to follow and specific time-frames
within which reported cases must be resolved. 

The essential elements of an enabling anti-harassment/anti-bullying
policy with procedures include:

(a).Naming the policy accurately, and defining its scope and objec-
tives; 

(b).Giving examples of bullying or harassing behaviour; 

(c).Setting forth clear expectations for desired behaviour; 
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(d).Differentiating bullying from tough but fair and consistent man-
agement; giving unequivocal support to managers who engage
in tough management; 

(e).Highlighting all aspects of harassment covered by the policy as
outlined in the Code, viz. sexual harassment, racial, ethnic, or
social origin harassment as well as scope  of application
already highlighted 

(f). Outlining a formal and informal complaint procedure, covering
all levels of employees, including instances where an alleged
bully is at the very top, and specifying how alleged harassment
of people who have business dealings with the organisation
will be dealt with. 

(g).Prohibition of retaliation against bullies to avoid escalation to
full-blown violence in the workplace; 

(h).Giving assurances that all reported incidents will be investi-
gated, and appropriate action taken; 

(i). Commitment to training investigators that will be involved in
investigating reported instances of workplace bullying, as this
is critical to ensuring that reported cases will be handled prop-
erly and consistently, to protect complainants from secondary
trauma while also protecting the alleged perpetrators from
false accusations. Just as in cases of harassment, sexual har-
assment and gender-based violence, if the investigators are
not trained, their involvement might cause more harm than
good. This calls for people tasked with investigating alleged
harassment or bullying of whatever sort to be of impeccable
personal and professional integrity.

5.4.2 Role of executive management in creating an anti-bullying 
environment

Over and above the policy, and while the management of incidents of
bullying is a human resource competence, executive management
has a critical role to play in creating a favourable environment that dis-
courages all forms of harassment/bullying. An unequivocal senior
management commitment to creating psychologically and emotionally
affirming workplaces is reflected in: 
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•  Active endorsement by the executive of both the anti-bullying
stance and policy;

•  Executive leadership taking every opportunity to demonstrate
that bullying in the workplace will not be tolerated;

•  The executive ensuring that complaints of bullying are taken
seriously and properly investigated through regular reports;

•  Removal of all identifiable obstacles that impede the creation
of a bullying-free environment;

•  Modelling positive behaviours of respect, courtesy, civility and
collegiality;

•  Making sure that all organisational values are lived values,
promoting adherence by everyone to the Code of Conduct
and leading by example in this regard;

•  Providing high quality learning and development programmes
on leadership and people management, which include practi-
cal tips for encouraging a culture of mutual respect where nec-
essary and undergoing this type of training where necessary;

•  Giving employees the opportunity to participate in workplace
surveys, consultations, team meetings and focus group dis-
cussions on the subject of workplace harassment/bullying;

•  Creating space and providing a budget for executives to
source training, coaching and mentoring in line with their
needs.

5.4.3 Creation of bully-free work environments through ongoing 
communication

The creation of a bully-free work environment also requires ongoing
communication and consultation with organised labour, so bullies can
know that employees and worker representatives are all working
together with management to eradicate workplace bullying. Hari Hara
Raju et al. (2015) have identified practical methods of communicating
with staff at large on anti-bullying, which include: 

(a).Direct discussions with staff (road shows)

(b).Setting up structured focus groups targeting harassment flash-
points
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(c).Involving staff in the risk management process that manage-
ment is embarking on

(d).Inviting comment on anti-bullying policies and proposed proce-
dures while it is being formulated and when policy is due for
review

(e).Including workplace bullying/harassment as a standing item in
the agenda of the HR sub-committee of the board

(f). Paying close attention to harassment-related staff resignations
and acting upon these

(g).Proactively preventing harassment/bullying through training 

(h).Doing periodic assessments of the risk of bullying and harass-
ment in your workplace

(i). Ensuring full compliance with related policies and procedures

(j). Providing customised measures to prevent bullying and har-
assment, e.g. coaching to managers who exhibit bully tenden-
cies.1

Furthermore, the Code of Good Practice on the Prevention and Elimi-
nation of Harrasment in the Workplace requires employers to put in
place clear anti-harassment policies which highlight:

(a).Office to which the grievance should be lodged;

(b).Internal grievance and disciplinary procedures to be fol-
lowed; 

(c).Time frames within which the harassment-related griev-
ance will be resolved, also highlighting the external
recourse mechanisms available (CCMA, Bargaining
Council, Labour Court or Equality Court) should the
complainant be dissatisfied with the outcome of the
internal grievance process. 

From this chapter, it is clear that creating an anti-harassment/bullying
organisational culture is “a marathon rather than a sprint”, requiring a
number of complementary functions, including Organisational Devel-

1. Hari Hara Raju, K. & Jaladi, R. 2015. Human Resource role in handling workplace bullying 
issues. Technology and Engineering Vol. 3(10) pp 1-14.
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opment; Training and Development, Employee Relations as well as
an Employee Assistance Programme to move beyond mere identifi-
cation of bullying episodes by putting in place sustainable preventa-
tive measures.
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Chapter 6 Insulating your organisation against 
bullying/harassing tendencies through 

leadership development

6.1 Introduction

The previous chapter looked at fixing the exosystem, i.e. the organi-
sation, which is led by the CEO and the executive team. While fixing
the policies and creating an enabling environment that discourages
bullying or harassment is necessary, the system is driven by various
layers of leaders, who either facilitate bullying by being perpetrators
or do so by turning a blind eye when bullying occurs. The blame for
bullying that occurs in organisations falls squarely on the shoulders of
leaders, and it can be argued that where workplace bullying happens,
there is either a bully at the helm, or a clueless leader who is not
appropriately executing the leadership function. We look first at how
dysfunctional leaders create bully-prone work environments. 

6.2 How dysfunctional leaders create bully-prone work environ-
ments 

Bullying in any organisation becomes rampant because of dysfunc-
tional leaders who, according to Spencer Young (2015), typically do
not really know the heartbeat of the organisations they lead from both
an emotional and a functional point of view. While dysfunctional lead-
ers are a diverse group that is nuanced, depending on the cause of
their dysfunction, the common characteristics amongst them include
emotional immaturity, disappearing when it most matters, taking
organisational criticism personally, and acting defensively in the face
of organisational criticism. Dysfunctional ‘leaders’ often aspire to posi-
tions of leadership so as to obtain a title that attracts privilege rather
than recognising leadership as a role of service that carries responsi-
bility, and dysfunctional leaders also have a problem in gauging accu-
rately their own capacity to execute the leadership role. Where an
organisation suffers from dysfunctional leadership there is often a cri-
sis of ego, where everything is about the leader, as displayed in the
“me, I and myself” syndrome. This level of egocentrism makes the
“leader” preoccupied with how they look, how they control and how
they are rewarded, leaving no room for emotional vulnerability, emo-
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tional availability, honesty, authenticity; such an individual does not
even think about subordinates, let alone care for their growth and
wellbeing. The last thing on his/her mind is creating an organisation
that operates in a manner that is in line with its values. In this kind of
environment bullies thrive, whether the top leader bullies actively or
his/her preoccupation with him/herself renders the leader emotionally
unavailable to deal with bullies, thereby becoming a passive bully.

The fixing of the exosytem as an operating system, viz. organisational
culture, values and policies, is only part of the solution. Another piece
of the puzzle involves turning attention to those at the helm of bully
organisations, the CEO and the executive team who are squarely to
blame for leading and managing a bully organisation, regardless of
the actual source of the offending bully behaviour. OHASA (the Occu-
pational Health and Safety Act) provides that the occupational health
and safety buck stops with the CEO, regardless of where the
breaches are, and equally in organisations where bullying occurs, the
buck stops with the CEO. 

It would not take much for a CEO who is present, attentive, and cares
about protecting the human rights of employees, understands work-
place bullying, and is engaged, to pick up incidents of bullying. An
engaged CEO would also have an ear on the ground to enhance his/
her attentiveness to bully behaviours lower down. For instance, a
CEO who does unannounced walkabouts is able to periodically pick
up vibes relating to how managers at various levels of the organisa-
tion treat their subordinates. Further opportunities to observe how
employees are treated are created by CEOs paying visits to other
branches/clusters/departments, etc.

Boddy (2010) argues that in a work environment characterised by bul-
lying, there are three possible explanations for the sustenance of bully
behaviours: 

(a).Those in charge see it, recognise it, and accept it as
how it is and do nothing about it. Utterances such as:
“we all know that so and so is abrasive, animated,
forceful, etc.” are not uncommon in organisations that
condone bullying. Such statements show that the
behaviour is recognised for what it is, i.e. bully behav-
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iour, and is accepted as a norm. Boddy (2010) suggests
that those responsible for curbing bully behaviours
ignore such behaviours for one of the following reasons:

•   The leader is afraid of the bully and hopes that bullying
will go away on its own: everyone sees the untoward
behaviour and the bully behaviour becomes the ele-
phant in the room, 

•   In other instances, the person responsible for bullying is
so ill-equipped to lead that s/he does not recognise the
behaviour as bullying and unacceptable. The most
unfortunate instance is when the leader is so rudderless
and clueless that s/he is part of a bunch of bullies and s/
he actively encourages bully behaviours, 

(b).The only constructive option that all good leaders pur-
sue is to deal with and change it (take active steps to
get to the root cause, put measures in place to prevent
it from occurring and recurring; dealing with the behav-
iour fairly).1

(c).The choice that the leader opts for is often a reflection
of their own moral and ethical fibre and the extent to
which the leader respects human and worker rights. An
emerging trend, uncovered through interviews for this
book, seems to be unfortunately heading towards
downplaying the acts of bullying, being oblivious of its
effects, and sometimes trivialising it to the extent of
blaming the target for being overly sensitive, to justify
not doing anything about it. 

•  Researchers such as Fredericksen (2013) have written at
length about a widespread practice among leaders who are
clueless about workplace bullying or choose to justify not
doing anything about bullying, by explaining it away as a per-
sonality clash, a once-off, or simply accept the bully’s behav-
iour as “that is the way so and so is”. This amounts to reducing
workplace bullying to a dyadic problem between two people.

1.  Boddy, C.R. 2010. Corporate psychopaths and organizational type. Journal of Public 

Affairs, 10(4), 300-312.
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Bosses who perceive bullying as such may think this is just a
matter of either telling the bully and the target to work out their
differences and get along or of mediating the conflict. This ten-
dency persists even though research has confirmed that nei-
ther approach is ever successful, because where workplace
bullying occurs, the problem is more than just the bully and the
target, and it happens because the system allows bullies to
thrive.1

At the core of the systemic problem is a boss that is either actively
bullying or passively doing so by being complacent. So where your
boss is not actively engaging in acts that harm you as a target, that
renders him/her guilty of committing bullying acts, and if the boss is
aware you are being bullied and does nothing about it, s/he is a pas-
sive participant in your bullying (error of omission). In instances where
the boss is leading the bullying charge, the boss is guilty of an error of
commission whose ripple effects are often felt throughout the organi-
sation through the example that s/he sets. Knowing the difference and
recognising active or passive ways of bullying helps you determine
the best avenue to take when dealing with it. The other way the bully-
ing buck stops with the CEO is by considering bullying in the place of
work as an occupational hazard from which all employees should be
protected, a responsibility that falls squarely on the shoulders of the
CEO, according to the provisions of the Occupational Health and
Safety Act.

If the CEO takes occupational health seriously, how can behaviours
intended to humiliate, abuse, take advantage of, intimidate or erode
the dignity of employees not be attended to as soon as they arise?
How likely is it that an attentive, present, and knowledgeable CEO
would not pick up bullying tendencies among his/her direct reports? If
s/he picks up bullying tendencies and does nothing about it, s/he is a
passive bully, and if s/he carries out acts of bullying her/himself, that
renders him/her not only guilty of dereliction of duty to provide a
healthy and safe working environment, but also of directly harming
those that s/he is supposed to protect. The gravity of bullying perpe-

1.  Fredericksen, E.D. & McCorkle, S. 2013. Explaining organizational responses to work-
place aggression. Public Personnel Management 42(2), 223-238.
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trated from the highest office is not only that it sends fear throughout
the organisation through vicarious targetisation, but also that the high-
est office in the organisation models this behaviour, and other hapless
and clueless senior managers and managers further down the value
chain may emulate bullying behaviours for no reason other than they
do not know any better. They may read bullying acts as unspoken
confirmation of “this is how we do it”; or a statement demonstrating a
belief that “You get more out of people by intimidating them”, etc. If we
consider that acts of bullying are often calculated to humiliate the tar-
get, it is not far-fetched to assume that most of these acts would be
carried out in front of colleagues and senior managers, because the
intention to humiliate the target is not optimally achieved if bullying is
carried out in private. Observers of such acts who will be nodding/
laughing at such behaviours, or actively agreeing with the bully, are
themselves passive bullies.

6.3 The leaders’ contribution to fuelling/curbing bullying in the 
workplace

Since little is known about workplace bullying in South Africa, you
may not always be aware that your behaviour constitutes bullying,
particularly if you are a manager (at whatever level). Take the quiz
below and see if there are any valuable insights you come up with in
relation to your own propensity to bully others in the workplace:
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Propensity to bully self-assessment tool
For each attribute, tick a column that best describes you

ATTRIBUTE RARELY MOST OF THE 
TIME

ALWAYS

FOCUS ON PEOPLE

I actively seek out the views of others.

I instil confidence in others.

I encourage open feedback and debate.

I am committed to mentoring and coaching 
subordinates.

I dedicate time and effort to improving inter-
personal relationships.

I make employees feel valued.

PERSONAL INTEGRITY

I do what I say I will do.

I show respect to everyone regardless of 
their position in the hierarchy.

I am open and honest about my mistakes 
and I learn from them.

I am fair in all my dealings with others.

I am truthful and honest no matter what.

PROMOTE CULTURE OF RESPECT

I am accessible to my direct reports.

I champion a culture of respect and dignity. 

I am available to listen to the concerns of 
others.

I consistently treat everyone fairly. 

I constructively intervene whenever some-
one’s dignity is disrespected.

HIGH PERFORMANCE STANDARDS

I establish individual and team goals.

I always measure performance of my subor-
dinates fairly.

I give performance feedback as and when 
required, giving guidance where necessary

I hold everyone to the same performance 
standards and deal with performance 
breaches equally. 

I give credit where credit is due.
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What your score means:

0–50 As a manager you are clueless regarding the role a
manager should be playing in creating a conducive work envi-
ronment. 

51–75  As a manager you are somewhat aware of the need to
create a conducive work environment, but significant improve-
ment is still needed. 

76–100 As a manager you exhibit a reasonable level of aware-
ness and you put enough effort into creating a culture of dignity
and respect, but there is still room for improvement.

101–125 As a manager you exhibit an excellent level of aware-
ness as well as competence in creating a conducive work envi-
ronment through inculcating a culture of dignity and respect.

If you have been in the workplace long enough, you can probably
identify managers who fall into each of these categories, and think of
the impact these managers have had, on you personally as well as on
the colleagues you have worked with. 

6.3.1 What can you do with this insight as an individual?
After taking this quiz, and scoring yourself, the next question that
arises is “What do you do with this much needed self-insight”? The
next section of the chapter explores options available to you based on
your location in the organisational hierarchy. Your position in the
organisational hierarchy matters because what can be a disastrous

I am constantly looking for opportunities for 
improvement for both individuals and teams 
I manage. 

CREATION OF A CONDUCIVE WORK ENVIRONMENT 

I openly challenge unacceptable bully behav-
iour.

I deal decisively with open expressions of 
prejudiced attitudes.

I facilitate resolution of conflict whenever I 
sense that my team members’ disagree-
ments are degenerating into conflict.

ADD TICKS IN EACH COLUMN AND RECORD 
SUB-TOTAL

WEIGHT EACH SUB-TOTAL 0 2 5

COMPUTE TOTAL SCORE BY ADDING UP 
WEIGHTED SCORES - 
Total possible score = 125 
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score for executives could be an indication of areas for development
for a junior manager who still has an opportunity to grow and flourish.
For instance, a score of less than 75 for an entry-level manager
whose scope of impact is limited to a unit or section would definitely
suggest that for this individual to advance to senior levels all the way
to executive, this is one of the areas s/he needs to strengthen. Train-
ing in this regard should be included in the individual Personal Devel-
opment Plan. The same cannot be said about a CEO, who sets the
tone for the entire organisation and is entrusted with the responsibility
of creating a bully-free working environment, curbing bullying when it
occurs, and should also be serving as a role model for workplace civil-
ity, respect for human and employee rights. For the CEO the same
score of 75 is dire, because s/he is responsible for the creation of an
overall conducive working environment for all employees. The follow-
ing reflection exercise allows you to explore the avenues available to
you to address areas for development uncovered in the previous
exercise.

LEVEL IN ORGANISA-
TIONAL HIERARCHY 

AVENUES TO ADDRESS THE WEAKNESS CONCRETE ACTION 
STEPS TO ADDRESS 
YOUR WEAKNESS WITH 
TIMELINES 

Junior Manager (i) Factor this aspect in your Personal    
Development Plan
(ii) Identify an internal colleague who 
obtained a score of 100 and above and ask 
that individual to mentor you
(iii) Track progress and document improve-
ments 
(iv) Use whatever avenues are available 
including job shadowing to close the identi-
fied gaps 

Middle Manager Do all of the above; however, in identifying 
a mentor it is necessary to look for at least 
another middle manager or senior man-
ager to play the role of a coach 

Senior Manager Look for a clued-up executive member to 
serve as your coach 

Executive Find a trusted fellow executive to coach 
you if your position is lower than CEO. If 
you are a CEO, seek external coaching
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Let us now turn our attention to the second important insight you need
to gain, to fully understand the impact of bullying on the whole sys-
tem.

6.3.2 What the scores mean for the organisation

Knowing how you fare with regard to behaviours that provide a fertile
ground for bullying is the necessary first insight that managers should
gain. Frankly, if any organisation has senior executives or board
members that fall in the 0-50 category, the organisation should ques-
tion its recruitment and selection processes and its own commitment
to the Constitutional values. Clearly, having senior executives with
this dismal level of insight into behaviours that feed the bullying beast,
brings into question the Board’s capabilities as well as the motives
behind the appointment of such individuals. It is likely that such
appointments at senior level would be driven by other considerations
than the fitness to lead, unless of course those involved in the selec-
tion process are themselves clueless about the importance of soft
skills in driving organisational performance. The recent adoption of
the Code of Good Practice on the Prevention and Elimination of Har-
assment in the Workplace may well be the impetus that such organi-
sations needed to introspect and start a journey towards creating a
harassment- and bully-free work environment. 

An organisation whose top leadership scores around the 51-75
bracket has a long way to go, but the saving grace is that with the
level of awareness that already exists, albeit low, the building blocks
are in place and, with assistance and effort, the necessary significant
improvement can be achieved. However, to achieve accelerated
development in this regard, two things need to happen:

•  Source executive coaching, identifying a coach with insight
into bullying issues and start coaching immediately;

•  In making new appointments, screen out applicants who have
bullying tendencies and are deficient in soft skills. You do not
want to be continuously building from scratch.

The prevalence of a sizeable majority of senior executives in the 76-
100 bracket bodes well for the inculcation of a culture of respect and
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dignity, but this still requires some continuous monitoring and
improvement. 

Organisations with the majority of their senior executives scoring in
the 101-125 bracket are driven by the culture of respect for the dignity
of all, and as such they should still remain vigilant to sustain gains
made, also making sure that future senior appointments would not
contribute to the erosion of a culture of respect for the dignity of
employees. It would be interesting to know what percentage of South
African workplaces fall into this category, and what sectors have such
leaders. 

6.4 Leader selection as a driver or inhibitor of workplace bullying

An organisation that has already adopted an anti-bullying stance, and
is working towards complying with the Code, upholds human rights,
would already be sensitised to the importance of bringing people at
different levels who uphold similar values into the system. Organisa-
tions driven by the desire to create a culture that is free of all forms of
bullying would embed an anti-bullying/anti-harassment stance in the
activities of search and selection committees, and train members of
search and selection committees on leadership styles associated with
bullying/harassing, and can also include as part of the selection proc-
ess the Propensity To Bully Self-Assessment Tool, taking into consid-
eration scores of candidates on this tool in making selection
decisions. The same instrument can be used to identify and screen
out bullies when considering high-performing internal candidates for
appointment to leadership positions or selecting candidates for lead-
ership development programmes. According to Larvan et al. (2011)
given the tendency of most bullies to have a strong desire to be supe-
rior and be in control, it can be expected that bullies that are already
internal in an organisation would pursue promotional opportunities to
higher positions of leadership. The narcissistic self-serving tenden-
cies of bullies coupled with their sense of entitlement and a need to be
superior would likely lead a bully to believe that he or she is entitled to
a promotion. As internal bullies begin to realise that bullying tenden-
cies are career limiting, that bullying renders opportunities for
advancement to be beyond their reach and that mistreatment of col-
leagues and subordinates is frowned on, they may be forced to
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change their bullying ways. For internal candidates who happen to be
bullies and apply for senior positions, and get feedback about why
they were unemployable, while individuals with affirming behaviour
patterns that demonstrate respect for others are promoted, bullies
would begin to realise that bully tactics are counter-productive to
career advancement.1

Should individuals with an inclination to bullying be appointed never-
theless, the issue of the anti-harassment/bullying stance of the organ-
isation should be shared with new recruits at the engagement stage,
and the creation of a conducive environment should be included in the
performance agreement, so ensuring that newly appointed managers
with a propensity to bully understand that bullying fellow employees is
at odds with the organisational ethos and culture. 

Organisations that want to advance a culture of respect for human
rights would be inclined to include the creation of a bully-free environ-
ment as a key performance objective for all managers. This would
serve as a mechanism to entrench anti-bullying while inducting newly
appointed managers to the anti-bullying culture of the organisation.
Given the fact that candidates that present themselves for interviews
are inclined to hide their real weaknesses, with all the precautionary
measures put in place, selection panels can still err and appoint man-
agers with bullying tendencies, raising the question of what to do
under such circumstances.

6.5 Handling newly appointed managers with bullying 
tendencies 

There is a critical window of opportunity that organisations have with
every newly-appointed employee, i.e. a probation period. Organisa-
tions that are serious about curbing workplace bullying and harras-
ment should anticipate and plan for dealing with bullying tendencies
of new recruits. To curb workplace bullying before it becomes habit-
ual, newly-appointed managers whose bullying tendencies are spot-
ted should be provided with coaching, against the backdrop of the
organisation’s anti-harassment/bullying stance and policies, with the

1.  LaVan, H., Katz, M. & Jedel, M.J. 2011. The public sector manager as a bully: Analysis of 
litigated cases. Behavioral Sciences, 23(1), p 96.
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explicit objective of turning the bully leader’s behaviour around during
probation. Should the newly-appointed bully leader fail to adapt to the
organisation’s anti-bullying culture despite the support/training
offered, that would constitute a good enough reason not to confirm
their long-term appointment at the end of the probation period, or to
extend the probation period to give them an opportunity to shape up,
while providing further support in the form of further coaching, training
or whatever else is needed to help the new recruit embrace and apply
the anti-harassment ethos. While these mechanisms are calculated at
both screening out bullies from being appointed and dealing with new
recruits who exhibit bullying tendencies, in all probability bullies are
already alive and well in most workplaces, given the fact that a whop-
ping 78% of the South African workforce indicated in 2010 that at
some point they had been bullied in the workplace.

6.6 Can bully bosses be rehabilitated?
While the strategies shared in the preceding section can help limit the
recruitment of new bullies by screening out candidates with bullying
tendencies, and deal with those who escape the net and get
appointed, during the early stages of association with the organisa-
tion, in all probability many organisations already have managers with
bully tendencies in their midst. This is because of not only the legisla-
tive hiatus that existed until March 2022, in this regard, but also the
general lack of awareness of bullying, despite the havoc that it
wreaks. It is not practical to wait for natural attrition to rid organisa-
tions of bullies, before bully-proofing the organisation. Neither is it
practical to get rid of them, and as such something needs to be done.
The next section explores the question of whether bully bosses can
be rehabilitated and, if so, how they can be rehabilitated. 

The commitment to create a bullying-free and harassment-free envi-
ronment is not a sprint; it can be a long drawn-out process that begins
with the creation of a conducive environment through a comprehen-
sive anti-harassment policy which also addresses bullying directly
with clearly defined procedures for dealing with harassment, and cre-
ating an organisational culture that frowns on bullying tendencies.
This unfortunately does not address questions such as: 

•  What if leaders lead the bullying charge? 
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•  Can they be saved?

•  Who should take responsibility for rehabilitating bully bosses? 

These are vexing questions, because leaders should be taking
responsibility to eradicate all forms of harassment in their organisa-
tions rather than being corporate psychopaths who are to be the sub-
ject of such interventions themselves. Curbing workplace bullying and
changing bullies into value-based leaders can be achieved with a
concerted effort and commitment to change on the part of the individ-
uals. This commitment is just the beginning and targeted intervention
aiming at equipping the bullies with the necessary skills based on the
assessment of their real needs and challenges should be provided.

Monitoring their progress can help them replace bully behaviours with
affirming, nurturing ways of dealing with colleagues and subordinates.
The journey to changing bully behaviours to affirming, yet firm behav-
iours includes the following: 

6.6.1 Recognition and acknowledgement that a problem exists 

This is the obvious necessary first step toward eradicating any unde-
sirable behaviour, and workplace harassment is no exception. A jour-
ney to value-based leadership therefore begins with recognising and
acknowledging that the value-based individual has a problem involv-
ing bullying. As a boss, if you are not sure about whether workplace
bullying exists in your organisation, all you need to do is unobtrusively
observe managers at different levels interacting with their staff. Valua-
ble insights can also be gained from analysing summary Exit Inter-
view Reports, Employee Assistance/Wellness Reports as well as
Employee Relations Reports, and Sick Leave trends The workplace is
replete with opportunities to pick up signs of harassment, if you know
what to look for. Use every opportunity to observe how managers
treat employees. If there are any suspicions of bullying, it becomes
necessary to confirm or refute these suspicions by commissioning
periodic workplace climate surveys and implementing the recommen-
dations of such surveys, in addition to reported cases. Apart from
these instruments, you would also know from the results of the self-
assessments whether you have bullying tendencies or not. 

6.6.2 Using the Johari Window approach to help bullies gain 
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self-insight 

There are numerous bullies floating around that are not even aware
that they are bullies. Such individuals would benefit from doing the
Johari Window exercise with their colleagues, as it has proved to be a
simple yet useful tool for highlighting blind spots and improving self-
awareness and mutual understanding between individuals within a
group. The Johari Window model was developed by American psy-
chologists Joseph Luft and Harry Ingham in 1955, while researching
group dynamics at the University of California Los Angeles. The
Johari Window model is particularly relevant in the anti-workplace bul-
lying discourse as it emphasises the importance of the development
of “soft” skills, such as self-awareness, personal development,
improving communications, interpersonal relationships, group dynam-
ics, team development and inter-group relationships – the very skills
that bullies lack. It can also be seen as a “disclosure/feedback model
of self-awareness”. According to Luft (1969) the Johari Window actu-
ally represents information, feelings, experience, views, attitudes,
skills, intentions, motivation, etc. within or about a person, in relation
to their group, from four perspectives of oneself, i.e. the person sub-
ject to the Johari Window analysis. “Others” means other people in
the person's group or team. The four Johari Window sections are
called “regions” or “areas” or “quadrants”. Each of these regions con-
tains and represents the information – feelings, motivation, etc. –
known about the person, in terms of whether the information is known
or unknown by the person, and whether the information is known or
unknown by others in the group in the following format:

(a).what is known by the person about him/herself and is also
known by others – open area, open self, free area, free self, or
“the arena”

(b).what is unknown by the person about him/herself, but which
others know – blind area, blind self, or “blind spot”

(c).what the person knows about him/herself that others do not
know – hidden area, hidden self, avoided area, avoided self or
“facade”

(d).what is unknown by the person about him/herself and is also
unknown by others – unknown area or unknown self.1
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The diagram illustrates that the Johari Window “panes” can be
changed in size to reflect the relevant proportions of each type of
“knowledge” of/about a particular person in a given group or team sit-
uation. In new groups or teams, the open free space for any team
member is small because of low shared interpersonal awareness. As
the team member becomes more acclimatised and reveals him/her-
self more, the size of the team member's open free area quadrant
increases, according to BusinessBalls.com.1

(i). Johari quadrant 1 is the “open self/area” or “free area” or
“public area”, or “arena” or an “area of free activity”. This is the
information about the person – behaviour, attitude, feelings,
emotion, knowledge, experience, skills, views, etc. – known by
the person (“the self”) and known by the group (“others”). The
aim in any group should always be to develop the “open area”
for every person, because when we work in this area with oth-
ers we are at our most effective and productive, and the group
is at its most productive too. Other group members can help a
team member expand their open area by offering feedback,
sensitively of course. While managers and team leaders can

1.  Luft, J. 1969. Of Human Interaction: The Johari Model Mayfield Publishing Co.
1.  www.businessballs.com

Source:  www.businessballs.com
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play an important role in facilitating feedback and disclosure
among group members, and in directly giving feedback to indi-
viduals about their own blind areas. If done with groups lower
down the organogram it can promote a culture and expectation
of open, honest, positive, helpful, constructive, sensitive com-
munications, and the sharing of knowledge throughout their
organisation. Top performing groups, departments, companies
and organisations always tend to have a culture of open posi-
tive communication, so encouraging the positive development
of the “open area” or “open self” for everyone is a simple yet
fundamental aspect of effective leadership.

(ii).Johari quadrant 2 represents a “blind self” or “blind area” or
“blind spot”, which depicts what is known about a person by
others in the group, but is unknown to the person him/herself.
By getting constructive feedback from others and embracing
the feedback, one reduces this area, thereby increasing the
open area which contributes to increased self-awareness. This
blind area has earned the tag “a place of ignorance about one-
self” and is what may be fuelling bullying without the bully
being consciously aware of it. Being a bully often makes one’s
blind spots worse, as we shall see later: everyone prefers to
stay out of harm’s way and would not dare give a bully honest
feedback for fear of being in the firing line. If properly and sen-
sitively handled, group members and managers can help an
individual to reduce their blind area – in turn increasing the
open area – by giving sensitive yet honest non-judgemental
feedback in a constructive manner encouraging disclosure. It
takes maturity to be open to receiving this type of feedback.

(iii).Johari quadrant 3 – represents the hidden self, as it repre-
sents what is known to us but kept hidden from, and therefore
unknown, to others. This hidden or avoided self represents
information, feelings, etc.: anything that a person knows about
him/herself, but which is not revealed or is kept hidden from
others. The hidden area could also include sensitivities, fears,
hidden agendas, manipulative intentions, secrets – anything
that a person knows but does not reveal, for whatever reason.
It's natural for very personal and private information and feel-
ings to remain hidden; indeed, certain information, feelings and
experiences have no bearing on work. Remember when we
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looked at reasons why bullies choose their targets: it was high-
lighted that one of the reasons could be that the target repre-
sents some kind of threat in the mind of the bully. This can be
based on hidden associations with the bully’s past experiences
which, if the bully was to be aware of them, could lead to better
self-regulation. As a mechanism to curb bullying, a bully or the
organisation may need to make a concerted effort to reduce
the hidden area, and increase the open area, which enables
better self-awareness, understanding, cooperation, trust, team
work, effectiveness and productivity. Reducing hidden areas
also reduces the potential for confusion, misunderstanding,
poor communication, etc., which all distract from and under-
mine team effectiveness.1 Organisational culture and climate
have a major influence on group members' preparedness to
disclose their hidden selves, with organisations riddled with
fear having employees that are less inclined to embark on dis-
closure, fearing that what they disclose may be used against
them.

(iv).Johari quadrant 4 represents “unknown self” or “area of
unknown activity” in which feelings, latent abilities, aptitudes,
and experiences lie dormant with the result that they are not
only not readily available to the individual but also not to other
observers. These can be feelings, behaviours, attitudes, capa-
bilities, and aptitudes, which can be quite close to the surface.
They can be positive and useful, or they can be deeper
aspects of a person's personality, influencing his/her behaviour
to various degrees. Large unknown areas would typically be
expected in younger people, and people who lack experience
or self-belief and should get less and less with experience and
maturity. While some of these unknowns may be positive and
affirming, others are negative and disempowering, such as a
fear or aversion that a person does not know they have, expe-
riences they may have repressed or subconscious feelings,
conditioned behaviour or attitudes from childhood. Given the
potential complications that might arise in uncovering these
hidden motives, Janov recommends that this process be facili-
tated by a professional.2 For the purposes of workplace bully-

1. Chapman, A. 2003. Johari Window – A Model for self-awareness, personal development 
and understanding relationships. www. https//apps.cfli.wisc.edu.
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ing, it is sufficient to point out that this quadrant is perhaps
what drives the selection of targets, in the absence of objective
reasons to target them. This obviously needs to be facilitated
by a skilled professional who would be able to steer the proc-
ess with sensitivity, being able to contain potential outbursts
that may result from unpalatable feedback.

6.6.3 Giving feedback to managers and communicating a clear 
message of anti-harassment

The question of communication and letting others in is not confined to
the Johari Window exercise. In the absence of a clear stance, every-
thing surrounding harassment is left to chance, even day-to-day
opportunities to deal with bully behaviours are missed. If there are
clear behavioural expectations of civility, collegiality and mutual
respect, bullies begin to realise that the consequences of bullying are
career limiting. The Code of Good Practice requires employers not
only to put anti-harassment policy and procedure in place, but to com-
municate the content of the policy widely, to send a clear message of
zero tolerance to any form of harassment. This may sensitise those
managers with bully tendencies to the fact that their behaviour is at
odds with the behavioural expectations of the organisation. In addition
to the clear anti-harassment stance, there is also a need for honest
open feedback being given to bullies. If bullies are at the very top, this
unfortunately presents a disadvantage for them, as they are not privy
to the feedback they otherwise need. This is because, according to
Inesi & Galinsky (2012), the higher the bullies sit in the organisational
hierarchy, the less feedback they tend to receive from others about
the impact of their bullying, even from those who recognise what they
do as constituting bullying. The lack of feedback is due to a combina-
tion of factors, including:

•  Leaders tend to be both physically and emotionally distant
from employees, and their access to constructive feedback is
limited by the tendency of most employees to speak to the
boss only when spoken to, 

•  People in positions of power tend to question the motivations
of lower level employees who may be brave enough to give

2. Janov, A. 1973. Primal Scream. London: Gainstorm Press. 
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unsolicited feedback about how they interpret their behaviour.
Instead of believing that junior staff keen to give leaders feed-
back are motivated by generosity or benevolence, the leader
often concludes that the other person’s motive is to get closer
to the senior executive for personal favours, 

•  These two factors often lead to a trust deficit either way, which
leads to less inclination to take each other into their confi-
dence,

•  Because of their power, senior executives, particularly “clue-
less” ones, often portray the image of being preoccupied with
strategic business imperatives and are less likely to demon-
strate commitment to soft issues in the workplace, which they
often portray as “airy-fairy”.

These factors combined lead to leaders having access to a very lim-
ited range of feedback from their subordinates.1 To overcome this
insular existence at the top, a suggestion box in which subordinates
are encouraged to give feedback on leader behaviour, whether active
or passive, anonymously, is a viable option, to consistently bring to
the attention of bully/harassing leaders the impact of what they are
doing (and how) to focus it, so as to avoid becoming blind to the con-
sequences of their bullying actions. 

Good leaders do not only solicit feedback, but also provide frequent,

consistent and focused feedback to their subordinates, using all ave-
nues available to them. These include regular one-on-one status
update meetings, performance contracting, annual performance
reviews with their subordinates; in addition to using every encounter
between them and their subordinates as an opportunity to give and
receive constructive feedback.2 This approach serves to sensitise the
manager to the harassing/bullying tendencies they may have, while
also empowering the manager to monitor bully tendencies of his/her

1.  Inesi, M. & Galinsky, I. 2012. http://blogs.wsj.com/source/2012/03/25/five-reasons-

why-its-lonely-at-the-top.

2.  Mosca, J.B., Fazzari, A. & Buzza, J. 2010. Coaching to win: A systematic approach to 
achieving productivity through coaching. Journal of Business & Economics Research, 
8(5), 115-130.
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direct reports, a feat that cannot be accomplished by bully bosses
who give silent treatment to their subordinates. 

6.6.4 Modelling good respectful behaviour 

Educational and social psychologists have used modelling technique
extensively as a form of observational learning to replace negative
behaviours with positive ones. Modelling is a powerful non-invasive
tool to teach good behaviours, which good leaders put to good use.
According to Fredericksen (2013), good leaders do not tell subordi-
nates how to behave; instead, they show subordinates how to behave
by exhibiting the behaviours they would like to inculcate in their subor-
dinates. Executives who are committed to the principle of respect for
human dignity and are comfortable with their competence tend to
approach their subordinates in a constructive, non-aggressive affirm-
ing way, while being consistently fair and firm. By so doing they model
non-aggressive behaviour and encourage their subordinates with
leadership roles to do the same.1 They demonstrate that they can
achieve results without raising their voice. Throughout all interactions,
both trivial and important, executives can model behaviours such as
active listening, looking at an issue from various perspectives, reflect-
ing on emotions, checking for understanding, demonstrating commit-
ment and giving credit where it is due. When disagreements arise in
meetings, good leaders use this as an opportunity to model how to
give the other side a fair hearing and to use conflicts or crises as an
opportunity to build teams and build consensus, demonstrating how to
play the ball and not the man, how to constructively handle disagree-
ments, how to win over the other party through logical arguments
without resorting to positional powerplay, and how to maintain emo-
tional control in the face of frustration and annoyance. In other words,
the manager/executive models the essential building blocks of value-
based, which subordinates can emulate. 

6.6.5 Improving the Emotional Intelligence (EI) of leaders

Emotional intelligence (EI) is defined in Psychology Today as:

1.  Fredericksen, E.D. & McCorkle, S. 2013. Explaining organizational responses to work-

place aggression. Public Personnel Management, 42(2), 223-238.
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The ability to identify and manage your own emotions and the
emotions of others. It is generally said to include three skills:
emotional awareness; the ability to harness emotions and
apply them to tasks like thinking and problem solving; and the
ability to manage emotions, which includes regulating your own

emotions and cheering up or calming down other people.1

Although the term first appeared in a 1964 paper by Michael Beldoch,
it gained popularity in the 1995 book by author and science journalist
Daniel Goleman. The following have been identified by Goleman
(1998) as key competencies and skills that constitute emotionally
intelligent leadership: 

(i). Self-awareness, which is the ability to recognise one's emo-
tions, strengths, weaknesses, drives, values and goals and
recognise their impact on others while using gut feelings to
guide decisions;

(ii).Self-regulation, which involves controlling or redirecting one's
disruptive emotions and impulses and adapting to changing
circumstances;

(iii).Social skill, which involves managing relationships to move
people in the desired direction;

(iv).Empathy, which is reflected in considering other people's feel-
ings especially when making decisions; and 

(v).Motivation, which is being driven to achieve for the sake of
achievement.

Chekwa et al. (2013) have shown that people with high EI have
greater mental health, better job performances, and leadership skills,
while Goleman (1998) argues that EI accounted for 67% of the abili-
ties deemed necessary for superior performance in leaders, and mat-
tered twice as much as technical expertise or IQ. Research has
further linked a higher EI of leaders to higher levels of satisfaction,
emotional attachment, career commitment, job involvement, work-life
balance and altruistic behaviour.2

1.  https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/basics/emotional-intelligence.
2.  Goleman, D. 1998. What Makes A Leader? Harvard Business Review 1998. 
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To explain how workplace bullies perhaps become deficient in this
important attribute, reference is made to Chekwa et al. who suggest
that emotional intelligence is developed over time and with experi-
ence as one goes through the ranks, progressing into increasingly
higher levels of leadership within an organisation. Emotional Intelli-
gence develops and is further refined as the manager advances to
levels that have a higher level of complexity, and diversity, and as the
manager becomes adept in managing high performing teams.1 This
clearly suggests that advancing too quickly to senior leadership posi-
tions deprives one of the exposure to experiences necessary to con-
solidate one’s EI, and it is this deprivation that might leave the
“leader” with only positional power, that is abused to bully others in
his/her arsenal rather than real leadership skills.

Duckett et al. (2003) have linked a lack of EI to egocentrism, which is
characterised by high levels of self-interest, withdrawal and detach-
ment from others, domination over and control of others, and entitle-
ment, which is associated with a perceived sense of superiority over
others. Emotionally intelligent leaders engage in socially interested
behaviours that are the direct opposite of self-interested bully behav-
iours. People high in EI tend to exhibit humility as opposed to superi-
ority; taking responsibility as opposed to blaming others; building
genuine relationships as opposed to excluding others; and embracing
other arguments rather than perceiving dissenting views as a per-
sonal attack which they are motivated to retaliate.

An organisation concerned about bullying among its leaders could
tackle the problem by focusing on developing the emotional intelli-
gence (EI) of its leaders where it is lacking. This might first necessi-
tate that psychometric measures in the form of Emotional Quotient
(EQ) be taken among current managers, an EQ profile of an ideal
manager developed by a professional through consultation. This pro-
file is a baseline for measuring the EQ of the existing crop of manag-
ers at various levels. Gaps identified can be used to develop training
and development programmes for the existing cohort of managers
lacking in EI. This profile can also be used as part of the assessment

1.  Chekwa, C. & Thomas, Jr E. 2013. Workplace bullying: Is it a matter of growth? Journal 

of Diversity Management. 8(1), 44-50.
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when recruiting managers, to screen out those who if appointed
would take the organisation backwards.1 While it is easy to screen out
applicants with low EI, organisations sometimes need to deal with low
EI bosses who are already inside the organisation. That is where for-
mal coaching programmes come in handy assisting leaders to
develop their EI.

6.6.6 Using coaching as a tool to build executive EI

Coaching is often confused with mentoring; this book takes a stance
that anti-bullying behaviours can be inculcated more effectively
through coaching as a form of leadership development training rather
than mentoring. To clarify why coaching is deemed to be the most
appropriate tool, let us compare and contrast mentoring and coach-
ing:

1.  Duckett, H. & Macfarlane, E. 2003. Emotional intelligence and transformational leader-
ship in retailing. Leadership & Organization Development Journal, 24(6), 309-317.

Mentoring Coaching 

• Mentor is Subject Matter Expert 

• Mentor shares personal perspec-
tives 

• Mentor uses teaching paradigm; 
focused on what mentor knows 

• Protege listens/Mentor shares 

• Focuses on development 

• Utilises the mentor to pass on 
experience, information, know-
ledge, skill, wisdom 

• May focus on actions, steps, 
goals, and accountability (depend-
ing on mentor style and relation-
ship goals) 

• Fluid and less structured 

• Minimal to no cost, as mentors 
often come from inside the organ-
isation 

• Focus is on what needs to be 
done showing the mentee how to 
do it 

• Coach is Process Expert 

• Coachee shares personal perspectives 

• Coach uses questioning paradigm; focused on 
what coachee wishes to learn 

• Coachee talks/Coach listens and questions 

• Focuses on any goal or achievement important to 
coachee 

• Learns and experiences new information, skills, 
wisdom, and knowledge 

• Always focuses on action steps, goals, and 
accountability 

• Structured happening at agreed intervals 

• Coaches often come from outside the organisa-
tion at a cost

• Focus is on facilitating problem identification, 
exploring causes of the problem, exploring differ-
ent pathways to solving the problem, help the 
mentee find and utilise the best techniques 
based on their desired results, and where they 
are.

Adapted from: Patty Amy. Coaching/mentoring distinctions. Ross Products Division Abbott.
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Sergent et al. (2011) argue that coaching is the best avenue to
address EI issues due to its ability to produce a high occurrence of
relevant, actionable and timely outcomes for coachees, based on
identified needs. Coaching is always tailored to individual needs, so
that the individual learns and develops through a reflective conversa-
tion within an exclusive relationship that is trusting, safe, supportive
and non-judgemental. The same authors have described coaching as
much more psychologically intense, requiring special skills that go
beyond imparting procedural knowledge. The leader being coached is
challenged to look inward and recognise the impacts of his or her
bully behaviours and leadership style on the organisation. It takes
some level of maturity to be willing to focus the spotlight inward, and
to do this, a psychologically safe environment is a prerequisite, which
only an external professional can provide for senior executives.

If an executive decides to engage a coach, the initial goal of the
coaching relationship may be to create the leader’s awareness of his
or her role in bullying episodes, whether this is passive or active, in a
non-threatening way, unmasking the leader’s dysfunctional patterns
of behaviour. In a coaching relationship, the leader as a client decides
which behaviour he or she wants to change, and therefore what
impact s/he wants to create.1 Examples of topics that would appropri-
ately address workplace bullying in a coaching relationship would
include leader self-awareness, emotional control, being attuned to
others, effective listening, relationship building, and any other topics
that might emerge during initial consultation aimed at addressing per-
sonal deficiencies.

Waslyshyn 2008 strongly argues that coaching, particularly of senior
managers and executives engaged in bullying, is best done by
experts external to the organisation due to the level of expertise
needed, the degree of trust and confidentiality required, the need for
creating a psychologically safe environment that effectively takes the
coachee completely out of their comfort zone, raising questions relat-
ing to bullying that would be deeply personal and intense. Such ques-

1.  Sargent, N. 2011. What’s happening in the coaching conversation with an executive at 
risk of derailing? International Journal of Evidence Based Coaching and Mentoring, 
5(28).
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tions would typically delve into issues such as the antecedents of
bully behaviour, the triggers, the impact the leader wants to have, the
legacy s/he wants to build; the value s/he wants to bring to the organ-
isation; the biggest challenge the coachee has experienced; whom
the bully leader admires and why, among other questions. Clearly it is
safer to delve into these issues with an expert from outside the organ-
isation. As the coaching relationship evolves, coaching questions
would further zoom in to the exact bullying behaviours that the leader
is complacent about or actually engages in, seeking to help the leader
gain insight into why these behaviours are counterproductive. From
there the coach would assist the bully to come to a commitment on
behaviours that s/he needs to change, and to identify a repertoire of
behaviours that s/he needs to acquire through guided practice to help
the leader acquire transformative behaviours. Bullies are notorious for
mistaking assertiveness for aggressive behaviours, and this therefore
becomes another area that needs attention.

6.6.7 Helping bullies understand the difference between aggres-
sion and assertiveness

In many instances, bullies engage in bully behaviours under the mis-
guided notion that they are being assertive, and the bully should be
assisted not only to understand the difference, but also to replace
aggressive tendencies with assertive tendencies. The distinction
between the two is aptly captured below: 

Assertive behaviour

Psychology Today (2019) defines Assertiveness as:

a social skill that relies heavily on effective communication, while

simultaneously respecting the thoughts and wishes of others.

People who are assertive clearly and respectfully communicate

their wants, needs, positions, and boundaries to others. There’s

no question of where they stand, no matter what the topic. From

a cognitive standpoint, assertive people experience fewer anx-

ious thoughts, even when under stress. From a behavioural

standpoint, assertive people are firm without being rude. They

react to positive and negative emotions without becoming

aggressive or resorting to passivity. Individuals who are high in

assertiveness don't shy away from defending their points of view



165

or goals, or from trying to influence others to see their side. They

are also open to both compliments and constructive criticism.

Assertiveness is often associated with higher self-esteem and

confidence. People can improve their assertiveness through

practical exercises and experience.1

Aggression 

Refers to a range of behaviours that can result in both physical
and psychological harm to oneself, others or objects in the envi-

ronment. This type of social interaction centres on harming
another person either physically or mentally. The expression of
aggression can occur in a number of ways, including verbally,
mentally, emotionally and physically. 
While we often think of aggression purely in physical forms such
as hitting or pushing, psychological aggression can also be very
damaging. Intimidating or verbally berating another person, for
example, are examples of verbal, mental and emotional aggres-
sion.2

These definitions alone suggest that adults who are bullies are exhib-
iting and are driven by aggressive tendencies. The bully should not
only confront this reality but should also be assisted to explore and
discover what drives his/her aggressive tendencies, what is the pay-
off, and what losses (non-material) result from aggressive tendencies.
The bully boss would also need to identify assertive behaviours that s/
he will need to learn to replace aggressive tendencies through guided
practice. Assertiveness is a skill that will come in handy in the arsenal
to fight workplace harassment or bullying for both the target and the
bystanders intervening on behalf of a target. This is more so because
the Code of Good Practice has set communicating with the alleged
perpetrator as the very first criterion for determining whether harass-
ment has occurred, reaffirming that submissiveness is not an option.

It is clear from this chapter that organisations can help bully bosses
overcome their bullying tendencies, provided the bully recognises
their own bully tendencies as undesirable, recognises that the bully

1.  Psychology Today. 2019. Definition of assertiveness. www.psychologytoday.com.

2.  Prep Army. 2017. Aggressive behavior or Aggression in psychology. 
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tendencies are at odds with the law, organisational culture and career
progression, in an organisation which adopts a zero tolerance to all
forms of harassment, backed by both policies and practices. To assist
the bully boss on his/her journey to redemption, the bully would need
to identify and acknowledge the problems that their own bully tenden-
cies create, commit to change, and be willing to do the work neces-
sary to change their own bully behaviours. 

It should, however, be recognised that each workplace bully is differ-
ent and should therefore be provided with an appropriate tailor-made
intervention to address the underlying causes and enabling factors,
while equipping the bully with the value-based leadership skills they
may lack. 

Self-assessment

Having been exposed to this chapter, what 
insights have you gained that will help you on 
your journey to becoming a value based 
leader?

What do you need to do to rid yourself of 
bully tendencies?

Immediately

Medium term

Long-term
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Chapter 7 Empowering the bystanders to 
understand their role in mitigating 

workplace harassment

7.1 Introduction

“We shall remember not the words of our enemies but the

silence of our friends” – Martin Luther King Jr.

Bullies need an audience, and bullying is often a public display of
power in which there are perceived winners and losers; without the
audience the effects of being a winner and gaining the upper hand
would not be realised. A study by Jeffrey (2004) found that peers
were present in 85% of bullying episodes, but intervened in only

10%.1 In the ecological model of workplace bullying on which this
book is premised, it is also important to consider the bystanders, as
they constitute part of the mesosystem. In this regard, Namie et al.

(2010) found evidence that the majority of bullying incidents involve
many workers (including bystanders and accomplices) apart from the
bully and the target. The maximum harm that the bully seeks to inflict
on the target is, more often than not, not achieved if there are no
observers to bullying or harassing acts, in the eyes of whom the target
would be humiliated. This chapter explores why the bystanders often
do not enter the fray and how the reluctance of the bystanders to get
involved fuels bullying. The chapter further explores how the bystand-
ers are affected by their non-involvement and how their involvement
could potentially change the course of workplace bullying. Lastly, the
chapter gives an overview of how they can constructively get
involved. To contextualise the discussion, let us first look at the case
study below:

1. Jeffrey, R. 2004. Bullying Bystanders. Prevention Researcher, 1(3), 7-8.
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Before engaging further with this case, let look at the theoretical
framework of the bystander effect, in workplace bullying specifically. 

7.2 Why bystanders often look away – the theoretical framework 
of the bystander effect

Latané et al. (1969) theorise that when there is more than one witness
to an emergency situation the likelihood of bystander intervention is
low. The theory these researchers developed was called the
“bystander effect”, and it attempts to explain the phenomenon of how
bystanders react during an emergency or particular situation. These
scholars suggest that upon witnessing a particular situation bystand-
ers go through a series of steps before deciding whether or not to
intervene. The sequence of steps is:

A CEO who was leading a bully gang convened an emergency Strategic Committee meet-

ing which he chaired, which many substantive members could not attend due to prior

commitments. The bully gang had crafted a presentation on a matter that formed part
of line function responsibilities of no members of the bunch of bullies. The meeting was

attended by a number of alternate representatives as substantive committee members

could not attend, an arrangement that was made by the leader of the bully gang and

which went against the rules of the Committee. The presentation was substantively,

morally, technically and ethically questionable. Unbeknown to the members of the com-

mittee, the bully gang did not want the presentation scrutinised. One committee mem-
ber made inputs pointing to both practical and ethical flaws in the idea that was being

presented.

The bully who was presenting on the podium left the podium in rage, came charging and

wagging his finger at the speaker. The chairman of the meeting who was colluding with

the bully did nothing to stop the bully as the bully continued gesticulating, accusing the

speaker of always being negative. The whole boardroom froze. When the speaker who

was interrupted tried to finish her input – at that stage in utter disbelief, trembling, with
her voice cracking – one of the colleagues seated next to her asked, “Oh are you crying …

what is wrong?” After that bully outburst, the target never said a word; the atmosphere

of the meeting changed. When the meeting ended, the colleague who had in the meet-

ing asked if the target was crying approached the target to ask about her reaction and

the target said, “If you did not see why I was incensed, I do not know what to say.” The

presenter, the target as well as the colleague who quizzed the target about what was
wrong were all standing members of the committee and as such they all should have

known how to behave.

�
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(i). The bystander noticing that something is happening: the exter-
nal event has to break into his/her thinking and intrude itself on
his/her conscious mind; 

(ii).The bystander must decide that there is something wrong, that
this ambiguous event is an emergency;

(iii).If the bystander decides that something is indeed wrong, s/he
must next decide whether s/he has a responsibility to act;

(iv).If the person does decide that s/he should help, s/he must
decide what form of assistance s/he can give;

(v).Finally, of course, s/he must decide how to implement his/her
choice and decide how s/he is going to intervene (p. 247).1

This theoretical perspective relates to a general bystander effect in
emergency situations. Later scholars such as Robinson et al. (2014)
have further developed theoretical frameworks that seek to broaden
the understanding of bystanders’ experiences resulting from witness-
ing their colleagues being bullied, at work borrowing from a number of
other theories. For instance, Folger and Skarlicki (2005)’s deontic jus-
tice theory suggests that individuals compare the fairness of their cur-
rent experience to a referent alternative through a blame assignment
process based on judgements of what would, should and could have
happened. Underlying this process is the individual’s sense of moral
responsibility, which relates to perceptions of the adversity of the
experience and beliefs that the perpetrator can be held morally
accountable for his/her behaviour. An individual is motivated to act
and hold someone accountable if the behaviour is perceived as a
moral violation – deontic justice. Other researchers such as Parzefall
and Salin (2010) have stretched this theory further by theorising that
the perception of fairness of an act depends on whether the target
believes the perpetrator could and should have avoided the behav-
iour, which in turn dictates whether a behaviour is seen as bullying or
not. The deontic justice theory emphasises bystander empathy as a
precondition for identifying injustices meted out to the targets.2

1.  Latané, B. & Darley, J.M. 1969. Bystander “apathy”. American Scientist, 57(2), 244-268. 
JSTOR. 
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Another theoretical perspective is provided by Porath and Erez
(2009), who argue that witnesses of negative workplace behaviour
are secondary targets or co-targets who in effect put themselves psy-
chologically in the position of the target and hence experience some
of the strain experienced by the target. As a result, witnesses will be
motivated to reduce their felt stress. Empathy with the target is impor-
tant in establishing this felt experience, and empathy has been shown
to relate to the type of schema a witness of traditional workplace bul-
lying adopts. Those who adopt a target defender schema tend to
express “empathy and emotions that allow for the formation of social
bonds with the victim”. Theoretically, bystander perceptions of the
fairness of bullying may depend on the level of empathy with the tar-
get and the resultant co-victimisation they experience. The more an
individual empathises with a target, the more likely they will become a
secondary victim and the stronger the need to act. 

An alternative explanation of the bystander reaction to workplace bul-
lying situations is provided by Bloch (2012), who claims that wit-
nesses construct a moral schema of the bullying incident that
determines their attribution of who is to blame and to whom to
attribute the responsibility for the occurrence of bullying. On occa-
sions when witnesses perceive the target’s actions and behaviour as
being within the social norms of the workplace, and consequently
construe the bully’s behaviour as deviant, witnesses are likely to
adopt the “defender role”, in which they stand up to the bully on behalf
of the target. In contrast, in the “prosecutor role”, the target is viewed
as the deviant in terms of the moral or occupational norms of the
workplace and the cause of his/her own difficulties. Finally, witnesses
who adopt the “commuter role” alternate between regarding the target
as normal or deviant, and thus this schema involves feelings of
ambivalence and doubt regarding who is to blame and who to “side
with”. Thus, witnesses fluctuate between sympathising with the target
and feeling that the bullying is deserved where the target is consid-
ered to be deviant.1

2.  Robinson, S.L., Wang, W. & Kiewitz, C. 2014. Co-workers Behaving Badly: The impact of 
co-worker deviant behaviour upon individual employees. Annual Review of Organiza-

tional Psychology and Organizational Behavior, 1, 123-143.
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The perspective that this book adopts is that the bystander role is
complex, as it depends on a multiplicity of factors, which include who
the bystander is, who the bully is, who the target is and how the bully,
the target and bystander rank in the organisational hierarchy, the
bystander’s attribution about what should and should not be happen-
ing, based on the bystander’s personal attitudes, beliefs, and world
view. The most prominent theories around why bystanders do not
intervene also have not sufficiently covered the fear factor as a rea-
son for the behaviour. This book takes the view that it is important to
make bystanders understand that it is in their own best interests to
intervene. 

7.3 Fear as a driver of bystander apathy

There is a consensus that mobilising bystander reaction is an impor-
tant approach to preventing harassment and bullying. Jeffrey (2004)
has argued that although bystanders play the least active role in a
bullying episode, bystanders nevertheless are a critical element in
bullying. With peers looking on and providing at least tacit support, the
bully is no longer acting alone. The bystanders have become allies to
the point of magnifying the supposed negative impact of bullying on
the target. Caroloso (2011) is emphatic, stating that if the bullying

1.  Bloch, C. 2012. How witnesses contribute to bullying in the workplace. In N. Tehrani 
(ed.) Workplace Bullying (pp. 81-96). East Sussex: Routledge.

Go back to the case study and answer the following questions
What is wrong with the way the bystanders reacted in the case study and why? 

What could be reasons for their reaction? 

What do you think should have happened?
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cycle is to be broken, the role of the bystander must be changed by
starting to address the four reasons bystanders often give for not tak-
ing a stand against bullying, viz. 

•  fear of getting hurt,

•  fear of becoming a new target for the bully, 

•  fear of making the situation worse,

•  and simply not knowing what to do.1 

More extensive research has been carried out on childhood and ado-
lescent bystanders, and very little on bystanders of adult bullying in
the workplace. However, these reasons were among the most promi-
nent for adults not intervening to stop workplace bullying. When tar-
gets of bullying interviewed for this book were asked why their
colleagues did not come to their rescue, the responses gathered
could be reduced to fear. Another reason that was quite commonly
cited was that “The onlookers felt what was happening was wrong,
unfair, etc. and they approached the targets privately to express their
disgust, but they were silent when bullying actually took place.” These
four reasons make most bystanders remain on the sidelines and
Padget (2013) has identified dealing with this faulty thinking as a start-
ing point for convincing bystanders to accept responsibility for recog-
nising bullying, refusing to be part of it, responding effectively, and
reporting it to the proper authorities.2 Let us look at each reason and
demonstrate why it is counter-productive for the bystander to think
this way:

Fear of being hurt. In the case of adult workplace bullying, it is
more a case of fear of emotional hurt rather than physical hurt.
This is faulty thinking, because the very fact that one is in an
environment where bullying is rampant means one is already
emotionally wounded. When bullies are whipping their targets in
your midst, that hurts not only the targets but also the observers.
Is that not the reason why there are meetings you dread?

1.  Coloroso, B. 2011. Bully, bullied, bystander … and beyond: Help Students choose a new 
role. Education Digest: Essential Readings Condensed for Quick Review, 77(4):36-39. 

2. Padgett, P. & Notar, C.E. 2013. Bystanders are the Key to Stopping Bullying. Universal 

Journal of Educational Research 1(2): 33-41.
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Fear of becoming a new target for the bully. This is faulty
thinking because another compelling reason why bystanders
should stand up and be counted has been advanced by Jennifer
et al. (2003), who argue that bullies typically do not merely target
one victim, but scout the organisation for potential targets from
among a pool of non-targets who will fill the gap whenever
“vacancies arise”. What this suggests is that if one target is
removed or removes him/herself from the bullying workplace,
yesterday’s bystanders might be tomorrow’s targets of bullying.1

Is getting targeted because you took the moral high ground not
better than being targeted for no reason? 

Fear of making the situation worse. This is merely an excuse,
because as bystanders you are not insulated from the negative
consequences of bullying. Some researchers have argued that
the physiological reactions to bullying are the same for both tar-
gets and bystanders.

Simply not knowing what to do. Given the legislative and pol-
icy vacuum as well as the absence of a Code of Good Practice
until recently to deal with workplace bullying, targets, managers
did not know what to do. As organisations put anti-bullying, anti-
harassment policies into place, it will become clearer what the
different role-players should do to eliminate and prevent different
types of bullying and harassment.

The ecological model provides for interlinkages that make bullying
fester, and the bystanders cannot be absolved of the responsibility to
act and contribute to the creation of a bully-free work environment.

7.4 Why it is not only necessary but critical for bystanders to 
speak up

The bystanders are the most pivotal group of bullying influencers for a
number of reasons, the most important of which is because they are
not directly targeted, they are not entangled and emotionally involved
in the bullying event and can look at it objectively. The encourage-

1.  Jennifer, D. & Cowie, K-A. 2003. Perceptions and experience of workplace bullying in 
five different working populations. First published: 20 October 2003 https://doi.org/

10.1002/ab.10055 (2003).
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ment that bystanders can give to the targets can demonstrate to the
target that they are not alone, while making bullies realise that their
acts are unacceptable, thereby killing the spectator effect. If one
stands by and watches bullying, the bystander needs to appreciate
that today’s bystanders can be tomorrow’s targets. 

Social psychology provides another compelling reason why bystander
reaction matters, viz. through their actions or inaction, bystanders can
greatly influence the way bullying and harassment escalate. Bystand-
ers who seem to approve of the humiliation of others (through non-
verbal behaviours such as nodding, smiling and other gestures) pro-
vide encouragement to the bully to carry on. Padget and Notar (2013)
have confirmed that bystanders can play an equally opposite role
leading to curbing the bullying, through acts such as exposing its
existence, helping targets in various ways by providing social support,
standing up to the bullies or speaking out on a target’s behalf where
they know the target is being wrongly maligned.1

Because bystanders tend to outnumber supervisors and targets, they
have an opportunity to react immediately to bullying acts that they
observe. Bystanders are likely to be the first individuals to become
aware of the existence of bullying in the workplace. If they do some-
thing about it before it escalates and gets out of hand, bystanders
would play a pivotal role in sending a clear message to the bullies that
their bullying acts are unnerving, not only to the targetstargets but
also to those subjected to vicarious bullying; it is such bystander reac-
tion to observed acts of bullying that can discourage bullying behav-
iours. 

Padgett & Notar (2013) argue that bystanders who flee the scene of a
bullying event (literally or figuratively) unknowingly play a role in
encouraging bullying and allow bullies to enjoy disproportionate free-
dom at the expense of others, which might fuel further conflict. Watch-
ing without intervening actually reinforces bullying behaviour.
Bystanders who speak out and do not remain silent in the face of
inappropriate behaviours demonstrate a commitment to resisting

1.  Padgett, P. & Notar, C.E. 2013. Bystanders are the Key to Stopping Bullying. Universal 

Journal of Educational Research 1(2): 33-41.
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injustice regardless of who is involved. This discourages bullying in
the long run, as bullies come to realise that the acts of bullying fail to
inflict the intended fear. In instances where peers look and do nothing,
they provide at least tacit support and the bully is no longer acting
alone. The bystanders have become allies to the point of magnifying
the supposed negative effect of being bullied on the target. If the bul-
lying cycle is to be broken, the role of the bystander must be changed,
starting with debunking the four reasons bystanders give for not tak-
ing a stand against bullying as already demonstrated. 

To get more bystanders eager to intervene constructively in bullying
scenarios they observe requires a drastic attitudinal shift. In this
regard we need to start by tackling the false belief that “it is okay to be
an observer of workplace bullying and do nothing about it”. Put differ-
ently, the same belief can be expressed as: “As long as I am not the
target, workplace bullying is okay”, or “I am so self-centred that bully-
ing of others is okay because it is not happening to me”. 

To challenge and change these beliefs we borrow from cognitive
behaviour therapy and use specifically the Albert Ellis Techniques for
Disputing Irrational Beliefs (DIBS). The technique is extensively used
in therapeutic situations and has been found to produce lasting
results. To effect lasting change in bystanders’ beliefs that prevent
them from speaking up when colleagues are bullied, and assist
bystanders to replace the faulty beliefs with prosocial beliefs neces-
sary to enable bystanders to speak up in defence of the targets of bul-
lying, the DIBS technique is recommended, which includes the
following steps: 

Steps in the cognitive restructuring process Example of automatic thought to be 
changed and how to change it

STEP 1
WHAT SELF-DEFEATING IRRATIONAL BELIEF DO I 
WANT TO CHANGE? (what distorted belief 
underlies the behaviour?) 

If bullying is not directed at me, it is not 
my problem and I should stay out of 
other people’s business! Or

If I intervene the bully might turn on me!
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STEP 2. CAN I RATIONALLY SUPPORT THIS BELIEF? This belief is inherently problematic. To 
build cohesive teams with colleagues, it 
is necessary that all team members know 
that each team member is willing to 
stand up against injustices inflicted 
against any one of them. In other words, 
teams become more cohesive if mem-
bers know they can trust and rely on 
each other. 

STEP 3
WHAT EVIDENCE EXISTS to PROVE THIS BELIEF 
FALSE?
(Using self-talk, come up with as many counter 
arguments as you can that show that the belief is 
false)?

• I already feel uncomfortable and 
compromised by being in a situation 
where others are bullied. 

• “Much as I do not want to get 
involved, I have to because when I 
was falsely accused of negligence, my 
colleague argued why I was not to 
blame for the situation.”

• “Doing nothing about a situation that 
is inherently unfair renders me com-
placent to the unfairness and it 
erodes my own values.” 

• “If my colleague is the target today, I 
can be targeted for bullying as well; 
doing nothing about it is to feed the 
bully beast!” 

STEP 4
IS THERE ANY EVIDENCE TO PROVE THAT MY 
BELIEF IS TRUE AND VALID? 

No there is none; to the contrary, there 
is ample evidence that: 
• Bullying is unacceptable regardless of 

who the target is;

• We cannot expect bullies to stop this 
harmful behaviour on their own;

• Bullying harms me as well by expos-
ing me to toxicity, even if I am not the 
direct target. 

STEP 5
WHAT IS THE WORST THAT COULD ACTUALLY 
HAPPEN TO ME IF I SPEAK UP?

• The bully might not like it and yell at 
me, which is a reflection on him/her 
rather than on me;

• The bully might use that against me 
in future, which I will have to deal 
with as it comes; 

• The bully might give me silent treat-
ment for a couple of days
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Further reasons why it is irrational to believe that it is safer to be a
passive bystander to bullying episodes include the following:

Through guided practice, bystanders of workplace bullying can gradu-
ally begin to replace negative thoughts, that make them less inclined
to act, with affirming thoughts that are rooted in an anti-bullying ethos.
This approach can be used to discount any reason advanced by
bystanders for not speaking up. It will, however, not address the issue
of not knowing what to do and how to do it. This is what the next sec-
tion of this chapter will deal with. 

7.5 How to intervene constructively as a bystander in workplace 
bullying 

One of the reasons bystanders do not get involved is fear of making
the situation worse. This is not an irrational fear, because if one does
not know how to do it, there is a potential of making the situation
worse. Furthermore, the last thing that bystanders should do is to turn

STEP 6 
WHAT GOOD CAN COME OUT OF STANDING UP 
FOR THE TRUTH?

• I will feel good about myself for doing 
the right thing;

• The target will appreciate my princi-
pled support;

• My ethical and moral sense and my 
belief in fairness will be enhanced;

• The bully will understand that we 
have rights that we are willing to 
stand up and defend; 

• When I am bullied, my colleagues will 
hopefully give me principled support.

Adapted from: Techniques for Disputing Irrational Beliefs (DIBS) by Albert Ellis, PhD.

If we know better, we must do better and now that I know this behaviour is bullying/har-
assment, I need to speak up;

If it happens to my colleagues, it can happen to me;

As employees we all have rights that we are responsible for protecting;

All of us deserve to be treated with dignity and respect; 

Being a witness to bullying is already making me uncomfortable and speaking up cannot 
cause me any more discomfort than I am already feeling;

The more we speak up, the less inclined the bully will be to abuse us; 

It cannot get any worse than this: if it does get worse, we can report this, and my col-
leagues will support me. 
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into bullies by doing what the bullies are doing. In this regard, assert-
iveness skills in making your point will go a long way in expressing
your views in defence of the target, while keeping it professional, dig-
nified and respectful.

First make sure your support is principled support. What is meant is
that you are not speaking up on behalf of a target because you like
the target. Rather, you are speaking up against the bully behaviours
regardless of who the target is. This should be the case regardless of
whether the target is being unfairly blamed or the dignity of the target
is being violated by how the target is addressed. Principled support
will allow you to defend whoever is being mistreated. You do not have
to like them to speak up. 

Secondly, it is important to understand the issue at hand, so as to
enhance the validity of your input. It also breaks the ice, to introject by
asking for clarification, if you are not familiar with the issues. This may
also give the target an opportunity to gather his/her thoughts. After
you understand the issue, and there is additional information on the
issue that you are aware of, take the liberty to share it, as it may
change everybody’s perspective on the issue.

7.6 Assertive communication as a tool to intervene construc-
tively

If all of this does not help and the bully carries on with the rant against
the target, take to the moral high ground by tackling the issue and not
the person (bully), using assertive communication to make your point.
It is important to combine facts with the correct type of assertion in
making a point in defence of the target, depending on the issue at
hand. In this regard the Australian Center for Creative Interventions
(2004) has identified the following types of assertion, with each being
situation specific:

7.6.1 Basic Assertion is a simple expression of standing up for one’s
personal rights, beliefs, feelings or opinions. This is handy in
instances where the bully is intentionally distorting information to cre-
ate a wrong impression. Basic assertions can also include self-disclo-
sure techniques, which essentially means disclosing your feelings
with a simple statement. For example: 
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•   “I feel nervous” 

•   “I feel guilty” 

•   “I feel angry” 

The immediate effect of the self-disclosure is to reduce your anxiety,
enabling you to relax and take charge of yourself and your feelings.
Using “I” statements to express your feelings in this way also shows
you are taking responsibility for your own feelings. 

Example: To create an impression that the target refused to
execute his responsibilities, the bully reads an excerpt from an
e-mail that implies that the target does not want to follow instruc-
tions.

Bystander rebuff: I hear what you are saying but reading that
paragraph without reading the preceding and ensuing para-
graphs completely distorts what was intended by the writer.
Chairman, can I please read the whole e-mail for the committee
so that its full intention and meaning can be correctly under-
stood?

When to use basic assertions: These are handy in instances
where the bully wants to cloud issues to create false accusations
not founded on fact.

7.6.2 Empathic assertions recognise other person's situations or
feelings, which is followed by another statement standing up for the
target’s rights. 

Example: The construction project that predated the target’s
appointment had to be halted because of funding issues. Every
proposal that the target submitted was rejected, leading to the
building project being in a state of limbo for about a year. The
bully boss came to a meeting with guns blazing about how unac-
ceptable it was that no progress had been made in the building
project, when he knew very well what the holdup was.

Bystander rebuff: I know that the delays are frustrating, how-

ever, since the funding proposals have been turned down, with

no input about alternatives, should we not be exploring options

to secure funding instead of blaming her? 
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When to use empathic assertion: when you really want to hold
back and prevent yourself from reacting with annoyance to utter-
ances that do not make any sense.

7.6.3 Discrepancy Assertion. Discrepancy assertions work by point-
ing out a discrepancy between what has previously been agreed to
and what is actually happening, or pointing out the discrepancy
between what is being done and what should be done. This is useful
for clarifying whether there is a misunderstanding or a contradiction,
and they can also be used when a person's behaviour does not match
their words.

Example: In a meeting the bully boss assigned to the Director
Finance a responsibility of generating an Annual Report, a
responsibility that was part of the Company Secretary’s KPAs.
Colleagues looked at each other in amazement and neither the
Company Secretary nor the Director Finance spoke up against
this unusual approach. With the key role players not raising any
concerns, the bystanders also slid into their comfort zones and
did not say anything. The draft was indeed circulated full of
errors and generated in an unusual format. The Draft Annual
Report was circulated for discussion at the next meeting, and
none of the portfolios was invited to share information that fed
into the Annual Report. It was clear that the Annual Report was
substantively flawed and superficial and the format unrecognisa-
ble. The bully boss came with guns blazing enquiring why the
report was shoddy, ranting about how unprofessional and unac-
ceptable it was not to deliver on one’s undertaking. The target
sat frozen in utter disbelief! 

Bystander rebuff: I was actually surprised that the Director
Finance agreed to take on this responsibility which does not
belong to his portfolio. I was also shocked by the limited time-
frames, given the amount of time needed to collate the neces-
sary information, package it and put it into the standard format.
While I appreciate that the Director Finance agreed to have the
Draft Annual Report ready, from where I am sitting I doubt that
he understood what it entails to produce an Annual Report. Nei-
ther do I understand why this responsibility was assigned to his
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office when this is one of the KPAs of the Company Secretary.
We need to take the function back to where it belongs and
decide today the deadline for submission of portfolio reports to
the Company Secretary on the basis of which an Annual Report
will be collated. In that way the information used to collate the
report will be accurate. Lastly, reasonable time frames should be
assigned for this mammoth task, I believe. 

When to use discrepancy assertions. When there is a dis-
crepancy between what should be and what is required or when
circumstances have changed to render the original agreement
impractical. This reveals that the original agreement is no longer
valid and binding, and discrepancy assertions basically seek to
make a new agreement in line with the changed circumstances. 

7.6.4 Negative feelings assertion. Negative feelings assertions are
used when one experiences very negative feelings towards another
person: anger, resentment, hurt and so on. In a controlled and calm
way, one draws attention to the undesirable effect that someone
else’s behaviour is having on you. This allows one to deal with the
feelings without uncontrolled outbursts and alerts the other person to
the effects of their actions on you. 

Example: The bully boss announced in a meeting that he was
going out of town. He instructed one of his subordinates, who
was routinely given last-minute complex assignments to create
an impression of incompetence, to produce a strategy document
in 10 days’ time. As soon as the bully boss issued the instruc-
tion, he walked away, indicating that there was no room for
negotiations. The target wrote to the department that would own
the strategy asking for a full-day session that was needed to get
departmental inputs to feed into the strategy. The head of the
department concerned responded indicating that the session
could only be convened the following month, due to the unavail-
ability of the key role players including herself. This rendered the
allocated timeframes impossible. The target wrote to the bully
boss outlining the challenges, to which the bully boss never
responded. In the next meeting the bully boss acted as if the
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communication about timelines had not occurred and proceeded
to hand over to the target to present the “emerging strategy”.

Bystander rebuff: This instance called for a multipronged
bystander rebuff which included:

Part 1 of the rebuff described the entire process and timeframes
needed for developing strategy coming from a bystander who
was experienced in strategy development process, using mat-
ter-of-fact language and examples of the process followed in
developing other strategies in the previous three years;

Part 2 described the impact of trying to meet this unreasonable
deadline for the quality of the strategy that would emerge to
serve as a blueprint to be implemented over a period of five
years;

Part 3 described how detrimental it would be for all the role play-
ers to be given last-minute instructions to produce complex doc-
uments which needed inputs from multiple role players. The
bystander further indicated that he felt there was no compelling
reason for the stringent deadlines, as the strategy document
would be finalised after it had been approved by the Board that
was due to sit in three months’ time;

Part 4 expressed how it felt for managers to have to face staff
and colleagues asking them to produce quality within unreason-
able timeframes, thereby forcing staff to work overtime on
assignments that would have been duly completed during nor-
mal working hours with proper planning. 

Part 5 stated how he would prefer similar situations to be han-
dled in the future, suggesting that in the very first meeting of
EXCO each year, key projects be identified and included in the
EXCO calendar with specific timeframes.

This negative feeling assertion was very helpful because not
only did it highlight what was wrong and annoying and what the
potential impact of the bully’s approach would be, but it went fur-
ther to propose a preferred logical course of action for the future,
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so saving the target and other potential targets from future tor-
ment.

7.6.5 Broken Record type of assertion 
This skill involves preparing what one is going to say and repeating it
exactly, as often as necessary, in a calm relaxed manner. This skill is
handy as it helps keep one relaxed because one knows exactly what
one is going to say and can maintain a steady comment, avoiding
irrelevant logic or argumentative bait. It is a particularly good tech-
nique for saying no.

Example: There was an ad hoc assignment to be done and the
bully pounced on the target, who was already overloaded for the
same time-frame. She tried to indicate that much as she would
have wanted to help, it was not possible within the prescribed
timeframes. The chairman insisted that the target take on the
responsibility anyway.

Bystander rebuff: Chairman, If I understand Ms X correctly, I
hear her saying that it is not feasible for her to take on additional
responsibilities within the same timeframes as the delivery due
dates clash with other due dates of other substantive assign-
ments she is driving. If I read her situation correctly, taking on
this responsibility under the stated terms and conditions is a rec-
ipe for failure. You probably need to give the assignment to
someone else or come up with different timelines.1

Adapted from Centre for Creative in ASSERT YOURSELF! Module Four How to
Behave More Assertively

7.7 The bystander role in grievances or other legal challenges 
by targets

In the world of work not as infested with bullies as South African work-
places are (remember that the World Health Organisation declared
the bullying situation in South Africa abnormally high) the interven-
tions of bystanders would be sufficient to stop bullies at work in their
tracks. We know, however, that because the topic of bullying has
largely been neglected, it is very likely that some bullying situations

1. www.cci.health.wa.gov.au CCI/Consumer%20Modules/Assert%20Yourself/
Assert%20Yourself%20-%2004
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would escalate, forcing the targets to challenge the bully internally or
externally to defend their rights. The bystanders to bullying have a
critical role to play in this regard. There is often bystander reluctance
to come forward as witnesses. Apart from fear, the logic of which has
already been extensively rebutted, witnesses are often reluctant to
come forward and testify under the misguided belief that testifying in
these instances means supporting one party against the other. In
reality, witnesses are supposed to come and truthfully share in either
a Grievance hearing, a Disciplinary Enquiry (if the employer has
decided to lay disciplinary charges against the harasser) or CCMA/
Labour Court what actually happened. Obviously, the bystanders
would be invited either by the target or the employer to speak out, but
either way the bystanders are supposed to tell the truth about what
happened. Bystanders should in principle not be reluctant to tell the
truth, because their role is not to support either party, but rather to
share what actually happened. For bystanders who are ambivalent
about the prospect of testifying: think what you would like to see hap-
pen if you were harassed/bullied so much so as to seek some form of
relief. Would you not expect those who witnessed the bullying epi-
sodes to shed light on what happened? What does it say about your
own ethics and morality to refuse to shed light on what happened,
when you were actually a witness to the incident?

Concluding remark

What stands out in this chapter is how pivotal a role the bystanders to
workplace bullying can play to reduce incidents of workplace bullying
if everyone in the workplace would adopt a stance of providing princi-
pled support to the targets of workplace bullying. As bystanders con-
sistently tend to outnumber both the bullies and their targets, if
bystanders were to constructively get involved, bullies would soon
realise that the workforce as a whole is not only uncomfortable with
their acts, but they are willing to stand up in defence of the targets;
this would drastically reduce the prevalence of this scourge. Offering
principled support would also mean that harassment/bullying acts
would not be tolerated, regardless of who the perpetrator or target is.
Just as bullies need to learn new skills to replace their bully behav-
iours, the silent bystanders also need to acquire skills that will enable
them to intervene constructively. With resolve and practice, the
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bystanders can unlearn the counterproductive beliefs and attitudes
and replace them with beliefs that make them intolerant of bullying
and all other forms of harassment, and enable them to get involved
constructively. Acts of benevolence and prosocial behaviour give
those who intervene a sense of pride, apart from entrenching their
own values and integrity, as it is a mark of morality and integrity to
stand up for what is right.

Self-assessment
If you have been in the workplace long enough, you may have witnessed 
someone else being bullied at work. Think back about this situation and 
reflect on how you behaved as a bystander

What actually happened?

What was your reaction as a 
bystander?

Why did you react the way you did?

Knowing now what you know, how do 
you feel about how you reacted?
 

Knowing what you now know, how do 
you plan to react to instances of bully-
ing that you will witness in future? 
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Chapter 8 What can you do to protect yourself 
against harassment?

8.1 Introduction

The decision to place this chapter towards the end of the book was
strategic, because the context, as well as the driving and contributory
factors must be understood before a target can decide on the best
avenue to pursue in a quest to protect oneself from bullies and har-
assers. At the macro level we have demonstrated how societal beliefs
and attitudes and the history of South Africa largely drive workplace
bullying. Each South African workplace is a microcosm of society.
The previous chapter has clarified the context in which bullying hap-
pens, by debunking faulty beliefs about bystander roles in bullying
episodes, who together with other contextual factors constitute the
mesosystem. We now turn our attention to the microsystem, focusing
specifically on the target. The aim of this chapter is to empower the
target to mitigate the effects of being harassed. While the Code of
Good Practice places the onus on the employer to put in place meas-
ures calculated at preventing ans eliminating harassment, the onus to
protect oneself from perpetrators of workplace harassment still rests
with the individual, and what targets must understand is that it is their
responsibility to challenge bullies who are emotional, physical and
sometimes financial vampires. Bullies are essentially takers, and tak-
ers know no limits, making it the responsibility of the targets, hopefully
assisted by the bystanders, to stop the workplace bullies. 

The Code of Good Practice provides that harassment involves
unwanted conduct in the workplace, and the issue arising from this
approach is whether the harasser/perpetrator/bully knew or should
have known that the conduct was unwanted. This stance is unfortu-
nate, as it throws the ball back in the target's court, who has to tell a
grown wo/man in the workplace that her/his behaviour is unwelcome/
unacceptable. However, the perpetrator is not completely let off the
hook if there was no such communication, as the Code provides for
examination of the alleged conduct through the lens of the target,
answering the question of whether the behaviour is of such a nature
that a reasonable person would have known that the behaviour is
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unacceptable. Section 4.5 of the Code provides for the investigation
of harassment complaints with a view to establishing whether harass-
ment occured, considering:

•  the context of the harassment, 

•  the circumstances of the complainant and the impact the con-
duct has had on the employee, and 

•  the respective positions of the perpetrator in relation to the tar-
get. 

The Code provides for repeated episodes of harassment/bullying that
may escalate over time as well as a single act that may be serious
enough to warrant action. These are filters that one should subject the
offensive behaviour to, to guage whether they would be contrued as
harassment/bullying.

The Code and organisational anti-harassment policies that will be
introduced by organisations to comply with Code will hopefully clarify
how employees can better protect themselves from harassment and
workplace bullies. 

8.2 What to do to protect yourself against workplace bullies 

Hannah et al. (2004) have identified basically two approaches that
targets of bullying adopt to deal with the situation of being bullied, viz.
the avoidance approach and the assertive approach, which are both
briefly explained below. 

8.2.1 The avoidance approach is a passive approach to being bul-
lied and it manifests in targets who typically do nothing about being
bullied, opting instead to do whatever it takes to avoid the bully or the
situations in which harassment might occur. These researchers have
found that the avoidance approach leads to the least favourable psy-
chological outcomes for the targets. Gender differences in reaction to
being bullied have also been found, with male targets being less
inclined than their female counterparts to seek help and to use avoid-
ance. In other words, males have been found more likely to use
assertive communication to deal with bullies in the workplace. The
same research found that escalation of bullying is also associated
with the use of avoidance and passive response (doing nothing).1 
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8.2.2 Assertively handling harassment/bullying episodes by the
targets has been linked to positive outcomes – the stopping of bully
behaviours. This involves articulating your perspective clearly, shar-
ing with the bully why his/her actions or reactions are unjustified and
proposing solutions to resolve the impasse. In a nutshell, bullies do
not wake up one day and decide not to bully again. The more the bully
gets away with abusing others, whether colleagues, subordinates or
even seniors, the more the bully behaviour will become normalised
and entrenched. This clearly suggests that you will not see the end of
your torment unless you take steps to address it. Furthermore, your
passive reaction to being bullied may not only create an impression
that you are a pushover, but also that the bullying is deserved. Also
remember that as you take extraordinary measures to avoid the bully,
you are also compromising your productivity, which the bully can legit-
imately use to target you further! The policy vacuum at your place of
employment should not stop you from exercising your obligation to
protect yourself from bullies, should you suspect that what is done to
you constitutes workplace harassment/bullying. The steps that you
can take if you suspect you are being bullied are outlined below and
include:

Confirm that you are being or have indeed been bullied

The very first step is to confirm that you are indeed being harassed.
This is necessary so as to avoid raising a false alarm, leading to false
accusations. The following self-assessment can help to confirm that
you are indeed being harassed:

1.  Hanna L. Jóhannsdóttir & Ragnar F. Ólafsson. 2004. Coping with bullying in the work-
place: the effect of gender, age and type of bullying. British Journal of Guidance & Coun-

selling, 32(3), 319-333, DOI: 10.1080/03069880410001723549.
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Confirming that you have indeed been bullied/harassed
Think of instances where in your current job over the last six months
you have been subjected to the types of treatment listed. Describe
precisely what was done to you, giving concrete examples, and iden-
tify the perpetrator.

TREATMENT CONCRETE EXAM-
PLES: GIVE AS 
MANY AS YOU CAN 
RECALL 

WHO TREATED 
YOU THIS WAY? 

HOW REGULARLY WERE 
YOU SUBJECTED TO THIS 
TYPE OF TREATMENT? 
Daily, weekly monthly, 
rarely

I have been a target of 
ridicule, gossip and 
slander. 

(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)

Accusations/ innu-
endo made about me; 
I have been denied 
the opportunity to 
explain.

(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)

I have been excluded 
from discussion relat-
ing to my portfolio 
without valid rea-
sons, or I have not 
been invited to meet-
ings where I should 
participate. 

(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)

I have been denied 
access to information 
I need to do my work.

(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)

I have been given an 
overload of tasks with 
unreasonable dead-
lines.

(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)
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My work is consist-
ently criticised with-
out any suggestion to 
improve it, and every 
proposal I have made 
has been rejected 
without valid reasons 
being given.

(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)

My accomplishments 
have been down-
played or credit for 
my work has been 
given to other people.

(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)

I have been verbally 
abused.

(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)

I am subjected to dif-
ferent, more unrea-
sonable treatment 
standards than my 
colleagues. 

(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)

The goal post is often 
shifted in projects I 
am responsible for 
with no consultation 
or valid reason.

(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)

There is a clique of 
colleagues that are 
consistently ganging 
up against me. 

(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)

My accent is con-
stantly ridiculed.

(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)

I have been consist-
ently told that there is 
no place for my type 
in the New South 
Africa (I am a white 
male).

i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)
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This exercise is important because it helps you confirm the fol-
lowing:

•  There are unwarranted abusive behaviours directed at you;

•  The behaviours follow a pattern in terms of their source;

•  The behaviours occur consistently;

•  There is a concerted effort to target you.

Any one of the listed categories of harassment behaviours
would constitute workplace bullying if they met the above
criteria. The above self-assessment tool is also handy for
logging in and recording harassment/bullying episodes that
you will be required to cite when you seek recourse, whether
internally or externally. 

8.2.3 Document episodes of workplace bullying as they occur 
In the course of your interaction with the bully, you may begin to feel
that something is amiss, based on previous interactions that you did
not quite understand or flare-ups that you felt were unwarranted. As
soon as you begin having this eerie feeling, start keeping a record of
incidents in detail that make you feel violated and that impair your dig-
nity or make you feel threatened. Carefully record the details of what
is happening or has happened, when it happened, the context and
who else was present, how others reacted (if there was any reaction)
and how it made you feel. The details are important as you will need
to cite specific instances when you have a conversation with the bully
about what s/he is doing, and the specifics will be valuable in framing
the conversation. 

Recording the specific details will be equally valuable should you end
up opting to follow a formal internal process, and should you end up
seeking external recourse, specific information about what actually
happened will be equally vital. The record of what has been happen-
ing over time will also enable you to paint a picture of what you have
been subjected to over time. The log sheet will also highlight what you

I have not been pro-
vided with assistive 
devices to work opti-
mally. I am visually 
impaired.

i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)
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should pay attention to when future episodes of harassment/bullying
occur. The bullying episode log sheet below can be useful in helping
you determine whether the offending behaviour is a once-off or con-
stitutes a pattern.

Instructions: Document suspected incidents of workplace har-

assment/bullying as soon as it is possible. The closer to the

event, the more accurate you will be. Mild once-off out of key

behaviours do not qualify as bullying. Being corrected when

you are wrong is also not bullying. Did you bring to the attention

of the perpetrator that the behaviour was offensive and

unwanted?

Please note: Those who reacted may be enlisted as witnesses

should you decide to take this further. The reason there are

slots for different dates is a consistency test, to exclude once-

off out of turn behaviours that are not serious.

WHAT HAPPENED DATE WHO ELSE 
WAS 
PRESENT?

HOW DID 
YOU REACT? 

HOW DID 
OTHERS 
REACT?

HOW 
YOU FELT
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8.2.4 Double check that what is happening to you is indeed 
workplace bullying

After documenting what has been happening to you, revisit the log
sheet above, considering that for behaviour to qualify as workplace
harassment/bullying it must meet some of the following criteria:

•  The behaviour escalates in intensity; 

•  The behaviour is repetitive, in that it occurs frequently;

•  You as a target lack authority, power, or resources to defend
yourself successfully;

•  The behaviour is calculated to inflict some form of harm to you
(physical, psychological, emotional, and sometimes financial).
Identify the category in which the offensive behaviour falls: is it
general harassment, sexual harassment, racial, ethnic, social
origins harassment? 

In instances where the behaviour that concerns you happened in the
presence of others, asking a trusted colleague who observed the
behaviours you consider to be bullying can also help confirm that you
are not just imagining things. You may also ask a trusted friend, who
understands employment issues, by describing the incidents you
have captured to help you confirm that you are indeed being bullied.
Once you have established that you are being bullied, take the
responsibility to protect yourself. If what you have experienced has
sexual overtones, it is sexual harassment. 

Just like sexual harassment, the allegation of being harassed on any
other grounds should not be made frivolously. If in the course of dou-
ble checking that you are indeed being bullied, you discover that this
is not the case, take the responsibility to rectify whatever behaviour
your boss was concerned about. You cannot use workplace bullying
as a decoy for your tardiness, incompetence or disciplinary infringe-
ments that you may have committed at work.

8.2.5 Assertively raise the issue directly with the bully
If you are in an organisation with no policy on workplace harassment/
bullying, you basically have no directives from the employer regarding
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what you need to do to stop/deal with the harassment/bullying. If you
belong to an exceptional organisation with a workplace anti-harass-
ment policy, also covering anti-bullying, you have a blueprint to follow
to deal with it and follow it precisely. In the absence of a policy the fol-
lowing steps are recommended:

(a).Make an appointment with the individual you perceive to be
harassing/bullying you to prevent the alleged perpetrator from
being dismissive on the basis that s/he is pressed for time. An
appointment also communicates to the alleged bully that this is
a serious matter, and not just an off the cuff, opportunistic con-
versation. In preparing for this encounter, plan to be polite and
yet firm in sharing with him/her the incidents that you have
recorded that you construe as workplace harassment/bullying.
If you are generally submissive, this will be a tall order and you
may need to rehearse this in front of a trusted friend, colleague
or family member, or in front of a mirror, as a means of getting
prepared for this encounter. This encounter will be uncomforta-
ble as you will be reliving the unsavoury experiences you have
gone through. Try to keep your emotions in check, as you will
need to be firm, confident and assertive in the way you present
the facts. Also be careful not to be aggressive, let alone rude,
as you do not want to behave in a manner that may makes this
situation escalate. Neither do you want to give the alleged per-
petrator ammunition to use against you. The more prepared
you are, the more favourable the outcome is likely to be.

There may be instances where you may have misconstrued or
misunderstood certain incidents, behaviours or utterances; and
as such approaching the meeting with an open mind is vital.
Give the alleged perpetrator an opportunity to explain where s/
he deems necessary. Active listening will also help you hear
the other party’s perspective correctly. Reconsider your stance
in the light of the explanation. If you feel you had misinter-
preted the behaviour, apologise and indicate that this is the
end of the matter, and thank the alleged bully for the explana-
tion. There could be instances where maybe the criticism was
warranted, because you did something wrong, but you never-
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theless take issue with how the criticism was delivered. If that
is the case, acknowledge your mistake and request that future
reprimands or corrective action be meted out in a manner that
does not violate your dignity. 

The alleged perpetrator may in this encounter pretend not to
know what you are talking about or fail to give any logical
explanations for his/her behaviour. Go over the concrete
examples recorded in your log sheet, in a detailed manner,
being matter of fact and direct with the alleged perpetrator, cit-
ing concrete examples. Before you end the conversation,
explain how the behaviour makes you feel and emphasise that
if the behaviour does not stop, you will be left with no option but
to deal with the issue through following formal channels pro-
vided for in your employer’s policies. This step is very impor-
tant, as it clarifies how you feel about what the alleged
perpetrator is doing to you. Then in future the alleged perpetra-
tor cannot claim that s/he was not aware of how you felt. 

Regardless of how the meeting goes, aim to handle it with respect
and courtesy, as you do not want to exhibit the very behaviours that
you abhor, and furthermore, you do not want to give the perpetrator
ammunition to charge you for insubordination. Thank him/her for giv-
ing you the opportunity to discuss the matter.

This initial conversation can yield one of the following outcomes:

•  The alleged perpetrator may explain what was intended,
which may differ from how you interpreted it. If you find the
explanation plausible and you accept it, acknowledge that you
misunderstood and that that resolves the issue; 

•  Without acknowledging the offending behaviour, the bullying/
harassing behaviours may stop;

•  The alleged perpetrator may do the unexpected: explain that
while s/he did not intend to harm you, s/he may acknowledge
that s/he now realises that harm was inflicted and apologises,
which you should accept and so create space to start with a
clean slate;
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•  The harassing/bullying behaviour may escalate following this
encounter, leaving you wondering where to go from here. 

8.2.6 Explore the options available to you
If the bully/harassment behaviours escalate after the discussion with
the bully, you need to turn your attention to the options available to
you as a target of bullying. The options covered in this section are
applicable to all forms of workplace harassment/bullying, except
cyberbullying and client bullying. Client bullying is not covered in this
book due to its uniqueness, and cyberbullying is covered in the next
chapter. As a target of all other bullying types except the two men-
tioned above, you basically have four options available to you,
namely:

•  Seek internal transfer

•  Challenge the behaviour internally 

•  Leave the toxic organisation

•  Leave and challenge the bullying, pursuing external recourse.

As indicated earlier, not doing anything about it is detrimental not only
to your health and wellbeing, but also to your family. Each one of
these options has its own pros and cons, which you must weigh care-
fully before deciding on the option best suitable for your situation and
personal circumstances. It would also be advisable to seek independ-
ent advice in weighing these options, as the effect of whatever option
you choose to pursue may have irreversible effects, not only on you
personally, but also on your family.

(a).Opting for an internal transfer
This option may be available to targets whose employer has
multiple sites or branches with an organisational structure that
would allow for the target not to report to the bully if the boss is
the bully. This option may also be feasible if the harassment/
bullying is not carried out by the direct boss, such that the tar-
get is removed from the physical location with the perpetrator.
If this option is feasible in your situation, check your company
policy on transfers and follow the policy to apply for lateral
transfer. Usually opportunities for lateral transfer are not read-
ily available to individuals in professional, senior management
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or specialist positions, and being in an administrative position
may be an advantage in this regard. In instances where a lat-
eral transfer is feasible, follow due process and apply for a
transfer. Even if this option is available, also consider the fact
that, in some instances, this lateral move to avoid the bully may
limit your future career progression. For example, if you get
moved to a smaller branch to avoid a perpetrator at head
office, this may limit your future prospects of securing senior
positions at head office. 

Challenging the perpetrator internally
Earlier, when harassment started, you assertively communicated to
the perpetrator that you felt targeted and maligned and that if the
behaviour did not stop you would take further action. If the behaviour
has continued, it is now time to take overt steps to address this har-
assing behaviour, hopefully following an anti-harassment policy which
the Code requires employers to put in place together with an unequiv-
ocal stance against workplace harassment. You need to deliver on
your promise to report the matter, otherwise the perpetrator will target
you with impunity if you do nothing at this stage. If the organisation as
a whole believes and upholds human and worker rights, and has a
well-established anti-harassment/bullying policy, the internal process
of challenging the bully could work relatively easily by invoking the
provisions of the Anti-Harassing Policy. Employers will be at work
putting anti-harassment policies and procedures in place. Should the
Anti-Harassment Policy not be in place, you can fall back on your
employer's Grievance Policy. Whichever way you go, make sure that
you follow the prescripts of the policy fully, as you do not want to give
the bully the upper hand by questioning the process you followed. 

If the perpetrator is the CEO, or there is a culture of cover-up, or the
organisation is toxic, with little respect for human and worker rights,
the way your grievance is likely to be handled is probably to be white-
washed, calculated to shield and protect the perpetrator. This may
make the situation worse, as after lodging a grievance which is
unfairly handled, the little glimmer of hope that you may have had
may be extinguished. The trust and belief you had in the fairness of
the system will be eroded and you may be left with a feeling of dis-
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gust, obviously a place worse than before. Furthermore, after your
complaint that did not result in any tangible fair process, the perpetra-
tor may be emboldened, and harassment may escalate. Although the
original intention may have been to get the issue addressed so you
could stay, the turn of events with regard to how your grievance is
handled may leave you with anguish and disgust, leading to the next
option, i.e. to leave the toxic organisation. 

(b).Leave the toxic organisation 
While this is not a decision that should be taken lightly, there
are instances where it is the only option available to you. That
is indeed the case if harassment poses a threat to your physi-
cal safety, or bullying escalates after your failed attempts to
deal with it internally, or more colleagues gang up against you
in support of the bully boss, causing you to suffer a mental
health meltdown. If your colleagues use others in the organisa-
tion such as unions, staff or students in the case of higher edu-
cation institutions to bully you, the level of threat is often
increased exponentially because you no longer know who
exactly the enemy is. Bear in mind that it is often excessively
difficult to deal with bullying/harassment where other people
(colleagues, subordinates, or clients), are used to carry out bul-
lying acts. As a target of such bullying circumstances you will
find that they are ever-changing. The face of a bully today is
different from the one who will show up tomorrow. The meth-
ods of bullying/harassment keep changing, leaving you on the
edge, not knowing what is going to happen next, a situation
that can leave you physically and emotionally exhausted.
When you opt to leave, you may be so physically and emotion-
ally drained that you do not wish to have any further engage-
ment with the toxic organisation, and you may choose to resign
with immediate effect, and never look back, your circum-
stances permitting. While this option may be the most sensible
to restore your sense of sanity, keep in mind that it is a different
version of the avoidance strategy discussed earlier. In this
case, if it was the perpetrator’s intention to get rid of you, by
resigning with no further challenge to bullying, you effectively
help the perpetrator achieve his/her objective, and that rein-
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forces the negative bully behaviours. Because the bully
achieved his/her objective of getting rid of you and faced no
consequences, in all likelihood he/she will do it again. Based
on your coping strategies, you may (despite the negative, unin-
tended consequences of this option) still conclude that this is
the only solution for you, and you have every right to choose it.

(c).Leave the organisation and pursue external recourse
As indicated above, while leaving the toxic organisation by
resigning without any further action may be the only logical
option resulting from protracted harassment/bullying to protect
your health and enhance your physical safety, leaving without
any further action is tantamount to the bully winning. It is not
uncommon for bullies to brag about their targets who left their
employ in despair. An approach that restores your sanity and
forces the organisation to take a stance against bullying is
leaving the organisation and seeking external relief, through
the CCMA or through the Labour Court, depending on the facts
of your specific case. Benefits of pursuing external recourse
include:

•   Exposing the organisation for what it is, a bully organisa-
tion;

•   Forcing the employer to put in place anti-harassment
policies;

•   Raising awareness and contributing to case law that
could in future persuade government to amend the cur-
rent Code and the applicable laws;

•   Forcing colleagues who may be cited as witnesses to
confront their own ethical and moral conflicts if in
defence of the organisation they are willing to be
untruthful. 

What also needs to be said is that seeking external recourse
also depends on your personality type, and appetite for a con-
frontation. For some targets of harassment/bullying, challenging
the unfair behaviour of the perpetrator is part of a journey to
healing. Other targets may be motivated by the need to put all
bad experiences of being bullied behind them as quickly as pos-
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sible in order to move on. It therefore boils down to personal
preferences. Challenging harassment externally is not without
its disadvantages, which include:

•   The Labour Court route is a costly, unpredictable exer-
cise; 

•   Being a time-consuming long drawn out process, it may
distract you from moving forward in building your career;

•   Being forced to re-live the experiences subjects you to
secondary trauma;

•   Your name will become part of case law, and your case
may be your claim to fame or notoriety in your industry,
depending on the outcome;

•   It will make you unattractive to employers who condone
harassment and who do not take kindly to being chal-
lenged, who may not be keen to hire you in future, par-
ticularly if your sector is small.

These are pros and cons that you should weigh up, also considering
your own personal circumstances, before taking a decision with full
appreciation of the possible consequences. Where workplace harass-
ment/bullying is challenged, there are no winners, and it becomes a
question of making decisions whose consequences you can live with.

8.3 Give yourself space and time to consider your options 

Given the options available to you, and their complex implications, it is
important that you give yourself space and time to reflect on what has
happened to you and deciding on what would be your preferred way
of dealing with it. In the same way as there are many different ways
people are harassed/bullied in the workplace, there are also many
ways bullied employees react to bullying. Some are paralysed by
shock and withdraw, others want to fight back, sometimes running the
risk of being charged for insubordination. Others choose presentee-
ism – a phenomenon where one is employed, and is present all the
times at the workplace, without doing anything constructive. Regard-
less of your reaction and preferred coping style, what to do next is not
a decision that can be taken hastily, unless of course there is a threat
of physical violence against you, in which case you should leave,
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because there is no job that is worth your life. The implications of how
you deal with harassment/bullying are far-reaching and the action you
choose cannot be a knee-jerk reaction. Further, this is not something
that you can deal with alone, given both the implications and the level
of trauma involved, hence the need to surround yourself with affirm-
ing, supportive people.

8.4 Build a support network

You may be bullied as an individual, but you can rarely overcome the
effects of bullying alone. To even get an understanding of what has
happened or what is happening, you may need people who will act as
your sounding board. Bullies often start by isolating their targets, and
this sense of isolation is further aggravated if other colleagues are
spineless. Many of the survivors of bullying interviewed for this book
indicated that they sensed an attitude shift from their colleagues, that
left them confused as to what was going on. Typically people who are
camp followers and enter the fray in instances where harassment/bul-
lying is carried out by the boss, believe the rumours that are spread
about you. They may even dissociate themselves from you without
even knowing why you are being targeted, let alone having a shred of
evidence about what you are alleged to have done wrong. Some sur-
vivors of workplace bullying interviewed for this book reported noticing
a sudden shift in the behaviour of their colleagues, who in the pres-
ence of the bully boss avoided her like a plague, not wanting to be
seen associating with her. Her formal inputs in meetings were
brushed aside if entertained at all, and this deepened her feelings of
frustration; she felt alone. In the absence of the bully, the very col-
leagues who ignored her in the presence of the bully boss would start
making small talk and joking with her. As soon as the bully boss was
in their midst, the icing of the target continued. This roller coaster of
emotions and powerplay left the target with a sense of despair. Col-
leagues who were camp followers would not even react to her inputs
in meetings, regardless of how valid her inputs were. She was alone!

Before you get deeper and deeper into despair, realise that if you are
harassed/bullied, instead of isolating yourself because of shame or
embarrassment, this is the time when you most need the support of
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others to fight bullying. This is the time to build or strengthen your
support networks, which you can achieve by: 

8.4.1 Identifying fair, like-minded colleagues who would typically 
be people of integrity and independent thinkers

They can help you gain a perspective of what is happening by being
frank and honest with you. Use them as your sounding board, being
open to constructive feedback, including feedback that may refute
your own interpretation of what is happening. Identify national plat-
forms that deal with workplace harassment/bullying and look for blogs
that deal with the topic of workplace harassment/bullying and join
these. In joining these platforms, still remain mindful of what you say;
it should not violate your employer’s code of conduct. Be hypothetical
in your inputs or questions without identifying yourself or your
employer. 

8.4.2 Can your Employee Assistance Programme (EAP) be 
counted on as part of your support network? 

This is another avenue to consider. This, however, depends on the
quality of your EAP programme, the credibility and integrity as well as
professionalism of your organisation’s EAP staff and how clued up
they are on workplace harassment/bullying.

8.4.3 Is your Employee Relations a potential source of support? 
It depends on how clued up they are and how much they can be
trusted, given the fact that in many instances the bully is someone
more senior than they are. If these internal resources (trusted col-
leagues, EAP and ER) are credible and professional, they can help
you navigate this difficult situation, and refer you to external profes-
sionals you may need. The added advantage is that they know the
perpetrator, and the context, and as such their advice and guidance is
likely to be more relevant if they are professional and credible. If they
cannot be trusted, and their professional knowledge and integrity are
questionable, don’t even try to enlist their assistance.

8.4.4 Enlist support of friends and family 
If you are one of the people who want to appear strong and in control,
and sharing your problems is not something that comes naturally to
you, you should realise that you need as much support as you can
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get. It is for this reason that you should consider sharing with other
people in your social networks, inside and outside your workplace. If
people in your social networks do not know what you are going
through, they will continue to place demands on you, and will not be
able to support you. By sharing with friends, you may get more empa-
thy; some may even offer to take over some of your other responsibil-
ities to alleviate your burden. 

Being harassed/bullied at the workplace affects your family, as the
emotional and psychological scars of bullying can be all-encompass-
ing and all- consuming. When it comes to family members, they
should be informed as they directly bear the brunt of the effects of bul-
lying, when you take your anger and frustration and psychosomatic
conditions home. This is no time to pretend that you are in control: be
wary of going through it all on autopilot, pretending that everything is
fine. Being a target of workplace bullying is physically and emotionally
draining. You need not share details with your kids; nevertheless,
they should be informed that you are going through a rough patch.
When it comes to sharing with your partner, you will have to use your
own judgement to determine the level of detail, as it depends on
whether your relationship is mutually supportive. It also depends on
his/her emotional maturity and capacity to handle it. If your family
members know what you are going through, that may prompt them to
reduce their demands on you, be attentive to your needs and be on
the lookout for any signs of deterioration of your mental state. Family
members can also explore options to alleviate your burden, even if it
is temporarily; they may come up with measures to augment family
income or tighten their belts so as to make it possible for you to quit
the toxic job. 

8.4.5 Self-care is very important at this time 

On a personal level, realise that you cannot give what you do not
have. If you are emotionally and physically drained, there is very little
that you can give, not only to your job, but also to yourself and family.
Taking care of yourself might necessitate that you scale down on your
other regular activities and chores, follow a diet that is balanced and
nutrient dense and exercise regularly to manage your stress. You
might also consider finding a hobby that will help you relax and take
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your mind off the work stressors. Taking care of yourself replenishes
the energy depleted by a toxic work environment.

8.4.6 Seek professional help 
Consult medical and mental health care practitioners or other medical
professionals, depending on the severity of your symptoms. Health
and mental health professionals can give you time off to recover away
from the toxicity of your work environment while treating the symp-
toms. Mental health professionals can also help you gain perspective
on the antecedents of your experience, advise you on what you can
do to cope with the situation, and help you explore future options. In
instances where you feel that you cannot carry on with your recovery
if you go back to the hostile work environment, get legal advice on
what the best exit strategy might be, before you quit. Because the
details of each case of bullying are different, you need to get legal
advice before taking any action. While the Employee Relations divi-
sion of your organisation should in theory be able to advise you, it is
not always advisable to seek advice from ER unless ER personnel
are of impeccable personal and professional integrity. Otherwise,
seek external legal advice, be it through your Union’s legal division,
Legal AID Clinic if you qualify, or a labour lawyer if you can afford one.
What is most important in this regard, is to seek legal advice before
you resign. Obviously, the quality of the legal advice you get depends
on you to share the details of your case honestly and openly, includ-
ing the overall context. Remember, you cannot claim that you are bul-
lied to avoid disciplinary or grievance proceedings against you, or any
other investigation that the employer may have initiated against you. 

8.5 Develop a recovery strategy
Bullying/harassment at work affects all aspects of your life, viz. per-
sonal and family in addition to the professional aspects, necessitating
a multipronged recovery strategy. As already pointed out, this is also
a problem that you cannot solve alone, and you need support of not
only your trusted friends and colleagues, but also support from your
family members. Asking for help under these circumstances is not a
sign of weakness. 

As part of taking care of yourself, it is important to streamline your
work/personal life by setting boundaries at work by availing yourself
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less and less for optional activities, that are not part of your regular job
requirements, until you have recovered. This will also limit your expo-
sure to scrutiny and unjustified criticism by the bullies. If the bully had
a habit of calling you during awkward hours and on weekends, set
boundaries by making yourself unavailable except for the occasions
you deem absolutely necessary. Setting boundaries also means pro-
tecting your time away from work with guarded jealousy by spending it
on activities you enjoy. Make yourself unavailable during your leave
period and forget about work e-mails when you are not at work, as
this is often another avenue through which workplace bullies intrude
in your personal private space regardless of your physical location. In
essence, it is your responsibility to set boundaries to limit your expo-
sure to bullying tactics.

For bullying that manifests in unreasonable workloads, you need to
deal assertively with excessive workload at the point the workload is
assigned if you deem it to be unreasonable. Do not wait until it is time
to deliver before you raise the issue of the unreasonableness of the
workload assigned to you. Bully bosses often use their prerogative to
delegate duties as a bullying tactic, by frequently assigning their tar-
gets a multitude of urgent tasks with unreasonable deadlines. As
soon as the bully boss gives you another urgent task, with the same
stringent deadlines as the first task, go back to the bully and point out
that you are already busy with a Task A whose deadline coincides
with the Task B deadlines. Indicate that you are not going to be able
to do both simultaneously. Ask him/her to reprioritise or make other
concessions. Understand that if you continue to act as a martyr, you
are feeding the bully beast, and you are putting your physical and
emotional health in jeopardy. The bully/harasser is not necessarily
going to like you if you take more responsibilities; instead, with more
responsibilities your error rate is likely to go up, giving the bully more
opportunity and reasons to criticise and humiliate you and find fault
with your performance of the extra responsibilities you are taking on.
Incorporating self-care into your long-term recovery strategy requires
you to manage your workload.
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8.6 Focus on personal growth
Every experience, no matter how horrible, is a teaching moment and
even the experience of being harassed/bullied in the workplace pro-
vides an opportunity to learn more about yourself and others. Deal
with your horrible experience in a manner that enables you to grow
from the experience. It could be learning to be assertive, learning not
to give too much benefit of the doubt, or learning to be attentive to the
acts of bullies, whether these acts are directed at you or others. Most
importantly, it could be learning not to abuse power by bullying those
that you have authority over. 

Ask yourself what the experience of being bullied is supposed to

teach you and use your answer to identity areas for your personal
growth; take the challenge to learn new skills. This can be personal,
professional or both. On a personal level, you might come up with
answers that point to the direction of themes such as managing stress
by embracing principles of healthy living through regular exercise and
adopting sound dietary habits; improving your assertiveness skills;
conflict management; effective communication; giving and receiving
unfavourable feedback, etc.

Very few organisations where harassment/bullying is rampant are
ordinarily able to turn this around, as a fish rots from the head. Hence
the need to put in place a plan to exit the toxic environment, unless
there are drastic leadership changes that can precipitate a fundamen-
tal change. Take stock of your skills set, and consider the next step in
your career ladder, identifying areas for development that you need to
enhance to improve your career prospects. Do you need to acquire
additional formal qualifications? Do you need to sharpen your IT
skills? Do you need to have additional exposure to areas that the
scope of your current job does not provide? Are there soft skills that
you need to acquire? In order to emerge from this horrible experience,
you need to answer these questions honestly and formulate a plan to
close the gaps by acquiring the skills that you lack. If acquisition of
new skills is required, start working on it, and move from being a tar-
get of harassment to a victor by taking charge of your life.1 There are

1. Adapted from: Morris L. Bullywound: A Guide to Recovery from Workplace Bullying and 
Harassment. http://amazon.com.
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soft skills that you might want to acquire to insulate yourself against
future potential workplace harassment/bullying. These include learn-
ing to be assertive, self-regulation, and learning to take control of your
reaction to unsavoury situations that plague you, because while you
cannot control everything that happens to you, you can always
choose how to react. 

Knowing what you now know about workplace harassment/bullying, is your employer a 
bully organisation and why?

What should targets of harassment/bullying in your specific workplace do to turn this 
around?

If you have been bullied/harassed yourself, what should you do to mitigate the effects of 
your harrowing experiences? (Your own recovery plan).
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Chapter 9 Protecting yourself against 
cyberbullies in the workplace

9.1 Introduction
With technological advances which have given rise to virtual offices,
“work” is no longer a well-defined activity with sharp boundaries in
terms of time, location, and tools. Working from home arrangements
using electronic platforms that were introduced within the Covid 19
mitigation strategies, are likely to continue into the future, further blur-
ring the boundaries between personal and work life.  

The use of electronic platforms has also come with invisibility, that
often creates a false sense of anonymity, leading to an erosion of a
sense of mutual obligations to civility. People are often willing to go to
a level of rudeness online that they would not go to in face-to-face
interactions Once bullies get online, the façade of anonymity often
fuels the disregard of rights and obligations that both employers and
employees have in relation to online communication, creating bound-
less vulnerability to those that may be targeted for bullying using elec-
tronic media.

9.2 Defining cyberbullying
In the South African context, cyber incivility, cyberbullying and cyber
harassment are sometimes used interchangeably, because just like
for workplace bullying/workplace harassment, there is no legal defini-
tion yet. Given the fact that there is no common understanding of
what each of these concepts means, it is necessary to start by defin-
ing them, to enable us to label abuse through electronic media
accordingly.

9.2.1 What is cyberbullying?
With regard to cyberbullying at work, two definitions are pertinent.
Consideration is first given to Farley et al. (2016), who define
cyberbullying as:

a situation where over time, an individual is repeatedly sub-
jected to perceived negative acts conducted through technol-
ogy (e.g. phone, e-mail, web sites, social media) which are
related to their work context. In this situation the target of work-
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place cyberbullying has difficulty defending him or herself

against these actions (Farley et al. 2016, p. 295).1 

Another perspective that is worth considering for the purposes of this
book is the Willard (2011) assertion which considers cyberbullying to
be a subset of cyber harassment, which research links largely to
youth,2 although adults are fast catching up. Cyberbullying as we
know it started with children and adolescents on social media and
soon escalated to cyber harassment. When adults entered the fray,
they started abusing social media platforms to harm their rivals or
enemies. 

9.2.2 What is cyber incivility? 
Lim et al. (2011) have defined cyber incivility as electronic aggression
that occurs, specifically in the workplace, using e-mails.3 This by and
large manifests in e-mail correspondence that is devoid of basic
decency and standard pleasantries. From this definition, it is clear that
even one e-mail that is aggressive, rude or sarcastic would qualify as
a manifestation of cyber incivility. 

9.2.3 Cyber harassment
According to Redford (2016) cyber harassment is underpinned by a
deliberate intent to harm, unlike cyber incivility which can occur for
other reasons, such as a lack of e-mail etiquette, or being generally
rude and abrasive. Cyber harassment is a personal attack against an
individual using any form of technology, with the most common ave-
nue being through disseminating misleading or false information to
damage their targets, to interfere with them, or for the purposes of
gaining access to resources. Workman (2010) has defined cyber har-
assment as a personal attack against an individual using any form of
technology.4 Workman has further clarified and magnified the Rad-
ford perspective by adding that while in the case of cyber harassment
the intent to harm is clearly established, the power differential and

1.  Farley, S., Coyne, I., Axtell, C. & Sprigg, C. 2016. Design, development and validation of a 
workplace cyberbullying measure (WCM). Work & Stress, 30(4), 293-317.

2.  Willard, N. 2011. School response to cyberbullying and sexting: the legal challenges. 
Brigham Young University Education and Law Journal, 1, 75-125.

3.  Lim, V.K.G. & Teo, T.S. H. 2009. Mind your E-manners: Impact of cyber incivility on 
employees’ work attitude and behaviour. Information & Management, 46(8), 419-425. 
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repetition that without fail obtains in cyberbullying, need not necessar-
ily be present for acts that are unsavoury and are carried out electron-
ically to qualify as cyber harassment.

9.3 The legal framework of cyberbullying

One international legal perspective makes a distinction among these
concepts based on the prominence of the intent to harm. For
instance, Willard (2011) considers electronic aggression occurring in
the workplace using e-mails to be “cyber incivility”, and he argues that
in cyber incivility the intent to harm cannot always be established.
Interestingly, Kawolski (2012) has argued on the other hand that
abuse via e-mail inflicts harm regardless of whether it is intended or
not. 

Section 2.3.4 of the Code of Good Practice makes the point that the
Code is also meant to afford protection against harassment to
employees using work-related communication platforms as well as
employees working virtually. The Code, however, falls short of provid-
ing guidance on what should be done to afford employees such pro-
tection. 

9.4 The different nuances of electronic bully behaviours perpe-
trated at work

Kawolski et al. 2012 have identified the following nuances of bullying
via e-mail in the workplace:

(i). E-mails which involve unreasonable expectations, e.g. It is
about 10:30 and you are participating in a meeting that your
boss required you to attend and an e-mail comes through from
your boss urgently requiring you to craft a response to a media
article you have not seen. The deadline for that press release
is 12:00. Your boss knows that in the meeting you are an
active participant and therefore cannot be on e-mail, let alone
craft a response to an article you have not seen! 

(ii).Exchanges with difficult personalities, e.g. for the past three
hours you have been inundated by e-mails from a colleague

4.  Workman, M. 2010. A behaviourist perspective on corporate harassment online: Valida-
tion of a theoretical model of psychological motives. Computers & Security, 29(8), 831-
839.
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who keeps hammering on the issue that you have explained.
You are at your wits end as you do not know what more you
can say. You have already cited the relevant policy to substan-
tiate your stance, but she keeps coming back with the same
flawed argument.

(iii).Delegation of work with unreasonable timelines and unclear
instructions via e-mail, e.g. it is around 13:00 and you receive
an e-mail from your boss communicating that someone is com-
ing with an urgent request you must assist with. The individual
arrives shortly, and he informs you that your boss will be deliv-
ering a keynote address at 17:00 which you must write. While
you are talking to this individual, another flagged e-mail comes
through from your boss, who instructs you to get all the details
of the occasion from the individual and generate a speech
which he must have by 15:00. Your boss knows that you have
a full diary as he has delegated a responsibility that involves
external role players that you cannot postpone. 

(iv).Inappropriate or misplaced assertions of power and/or author-
ity in e-mail correspondence, e.g. “As your boss I urgently
require the following …”

(v).E-mails that are distributed to parties not involved in the issue,
e.g. you are part of a task team and you receive an e-mail that
is addressed to all task team members alluding to information
that the task team has allegedly not received from you. You are
not aware of any request for information and you also get con-
fused as to why the e-mail is not addressed to you instead of
being addressed to all task team members.

(vi).Exchanges which cause negative repercussions, e.g. an e-
mail correspondence between the CEO and the Executive
Director HR regarding the Executive Director’s lack of authority
to negotiate salaries outside of the mandated percentage
ended up being circulated to representatives of organised
labour. Although the e-mail was factually correct, its circulation
caused adverse reaction by the representatives of organised
labour who were subsequently very abusive and aggressive
towards the Executive Director HR. 

(vii).E-mails which cause an emotional reaction.1 Examples of this
are plentiful and we all have colleagues who make you dread
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your inbox due to a barrage of criticism and the aura of general
hostility that their e-mails carry. In some instances, dread
comes from the fact that the writer expects instant responses
as if you are always on standby waiting to respond to e-mails.
Your inability to respond promptly leads to a barrage of unnec-
essary follow up e-mails. 

While examples (i)-(iv) can easily be considered to be workplace inci-
vility attributable to factors such as poor communication skills, poor
interpersonal skills, and too much attachment to positional power, the
same cannot be said about examples (v)-(vii).

Other behaviours or actions linked with bullying using an e-mail plat-
form that targets of cyberbullying have highlighted include:

•   delaying replying to e-mails for no reason regardless of
the urgency of the issue concerned,

•   making demeaning or derogatory remarks via e-mails or
writing e-mails in bold red capital letters 

•   not responding to e-mails at all or circulating e-mails
about the target without the target being aware of it.1

An emerging trend in bullying via e-mails that a number of targets of
workplace cyberbullying interviewed for this book have cited, is the
practice of blind copying or forwarding e-mails to other colleagues
who have nothing to do with the subject of the e-mail. One target felt
very humiliated that the e-mail in which she was reprimanded for a
performance breach came to the attention of her subordinates, who
would spite her by making reference to the reprimand. She tried to
avoid interaction with colleagues as she was always wondering how
widely the humiliating e-mail had been distributed.

In all these examples, regardless of the original intention of the
sender, the e-mails are bound to be at least unsettling to the subject
of the e-mail, and therefore they inflict some degree of harm, although
some harm may be milder, as in the case of (i-iv), while it is doubtful

1.  Cyber Incivility: Dreading Your Inbox. Redstone January 12, 2016 Case Study.
1.  Kowalski, R.M., Limber, S.P. & Agastson, P.W. 2012. Cyberbullying: bullying in the digital 

age (2nd ed.). Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing. 



213

that harm accruing from (v)-(viii) can be considered to be lighter than
cyber harassment. 

The unprecedented situation brought about by working remotely in
response to the various stages of lock-down restrictions as a COVID
19 intervention strategy, saw many professionals working remotely,
which moved cyber-harassment to the next level. 

There are reasons why cyberbullying at work is covered as a stand-
alone topic. To understand why cyberbullying deserves to be dealt
with separately from face-to-face bullying, let us look at the similarities
and differences between workplace bullying and workplace cyber-bul-
lying.

9.5 Similarities and differences between face-to-face bullying 
and cyberbullying

Kowalski et al. (2012) have identified the following similarities that
exist between face-to-face bullying and cyberbullying:

(a).Power imbalance that favours the perpetrator over the target; 

(b).Perpetrators are supported by a group of peers – bystanders
who encourage the bullying or watch but do nothing to help the
target. In cyberbullying that is achieved via copying, blind copy-
ing and forwarding e-mails; 

(c).Perpetrator’s actions are deliberate, repeated, and often relent-
less. Even with cyberbullying the element of persistence is
there in varying degrees of severity depending on whether the
unwelcome behaviour is cyber incivility, cyberbullying, or cyber
stalking;

(d).Perpetrator’s behaviour is unwanted by target.

Notwithstanding these similarities, there are also distinct differences
that warrant different strategies for protecting yourself and dealing
with cyberbullying. Perhaps the most obvious differences between
face-to-face bullying and cyberbullying are:

(a).Technology allows information to reach a broader audience in
a short period of time; 

(b).The anonymous nature of the Internet, the blind copying of e-
mails, and the blocked caller IDs in smartphones tend to lower
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social inhibitions, leading cyberbullies to go to levels of nasti-
ness and belligerence that they would not be capable of face-
to-face;

(c).The rumours, humiliating pictures, or innuendo is disseminated
at lightning speed; 

(d).Because of reach and speed, rumours and false accusations
can significantly destroy personal and professional reputations
and credibility, not with just one employer, but in the industry
as a whole; 

(e).Electronic abuse and harassment can be carried out 24/7 and
for targets there is no place to hide. Targets interviewed for this
book reported mixed feelings that vacillated between wanting
to check constantly whether no additional negative comments
have been posted, and dreading the electronic media plat-
forms. It was like being preoccupied with wanting to know what
else has been posted about them, while also not really wanting
to know;

(f). The audience is not restricted to any locality and is rather a
worldwide audience.

9.6 Common workplace cyberbullying experiences in South 
Africa

Let us turn our attention to what most targets of bullying who were
interviewed for this book reported. They indicated that they went
through episodes of being abused through electronic media but did
not have the correct label to attach to what they were experiencing. In
the absence of a commonly adopted legal definition of what consti-
tutes bullying, let alone cyberbullying, how could they have known for
sure whether they were subjected to cyber harassment, workplace
cyberbullying or cyber incivility?

The following are examples of cyber harassment that targets were
subjected to, with wide-ranging consequences, such as psychological
meltdown, resignation, and being targeted for physical harm:

(a).One target had allegations made that she had falsified her
qualifications. These allegations were obviously false and were
planted on the company’s whistleblower hotline. The allega-
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tions were known by the bully boss to be false and she was
never informed that she was being investigated. However, the
information about her being investigated was spread to col-
leagues and subordinates, and subordinates who wanted to
take a swipe at her would make comments about false qualifi-
cations, which the target never understood. After the investiga-
tion cleared her, the findings of the investigation were never
shared as broadly as the allegations, thereby leaving a cloud of
doubt hanging over the head of the target. Despite having
been cleared, those who wanted to take a swipe at her contin-
ued to make reference to her false qualifications.

(b).A number of targets reported being subjected to a barrage of e-
mails sent by members of the bully gang that included junior
staff as well as clients, all of which were nasty, rude, demand-
ing and represented overreach by colleagues who meddled in
issues they had no authority over;

(c).Correspondence between the bully boss and one of the targets
was forwarded to others without the target knowing. The target
was shocked to hear a client cite the contents of that private
correspondence verbatim; 

(d).The bully boss complained via e-mail about the service stand-
ards of the target; the e-mail was copied to the subordinates of
the target; 

(e).The bully boss spread rumours that the target was the stum-
bling block to the finalisation of salary negotiations, thereby
creating organisation-wide hostility towards the target, notwith-
standing the fact that the bully knew that the target could not
exceed the mandate he had been given by the Board.

Note that in keeping with the Workman (2010) definition of cyber har-
assment, these acts were not necessarily repeated, and the face
value power dynamic between some of the bullies and their targets
was not always apparent, and in many of these instances the bully
bosses had an orchestra of cronies at various levels, including clients,
that he used to cyber harass the targets. The above examples were
listed because of the profound effect they had on targets. 
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The following is a list of other ways in which targets of workplace
cyberbullying interviewed for this book were targeted, which while
unnerving had consequences that were less dire than those cited
above:

(f). Many targets reported receiving abrasive e-mails which at face
value may seem to be a reflection of workplace incivility. What
perhaps made these rude e-mails more than mere workplace
incivility was that they consistently targeted an individual, while
e-mails to other colleagues had the standard pleasantries. For
example, one target reported that e-mails from the boss had no
salutations or conclusions. It was just the message she wanted
to convey. When she enquired from their colleagues, she dis-
covered that everybody else was addressed in the normal way
with standard e-mail pleasantries.

(g).Another manifestation of bullying through e-mails was the
practice of copying e-mail correspondence to people who had
nothing to do with the issue. Colleagues and managers who
wanted to malign their target may have had a legitimate issue
to raise, and instead of raising the issue with the individual con-
cerned, the correspondence was copied to people who had
nothing to do with the issue, thereby planting seeds of doubt
about the target’s competence, skill or integrity. In the worst of
all the reported cases, a bully boss who wanted to diminish the
professional standing of the target in the eyes of her subordi-
nates copied the e-mails to the target’s subordinates, thereby
making the subordinates know what management thought of
the target’s alleged lack of competence. In one instance the
same bully boss sent an e-mail to the target and copied it to
subordinates. It was later recalled, but the damage had already
been done.

(h).Most workplaces have established group platforms, whether e-
mail or WhatsApp groups, for various forums to expedite com-
munication, whether these are standing groups or groups that
are formed to deal with specific issues. This is often started
with good intentions to facilitate effective, inclusive speedy
communication with designated members of the group on
issues relating to the group. For instance, one Executive Man-
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agement Committee started a WhatsApp group to communi-
cate about an event that the group was responsible for
organising. Soon a bully in the group who was hellbent on
maligning his target started raising concerns and complaints
about the services of the target‘s division in the group, instead
of raising these issues directly with the colleague concerned.
This was calculated to portray the targeted individual as incom-
petent, tardy, or failing to provide services of acceptable stand-
ards. The issues may have been legitimate, but the choice of
platform in which they were ventilated was purely calculated to
malign the professional integrity of the target and question his
competence. By planting this information in this group, the
cyberbully broadened the bystander effect.

(i). Most workplaces preach confidentiality, but in workplaces
where cyber harassment is rife, this is often lip service. One
target of cyberbullying reported the horror and utter disbelief he
experienced when two names of the most preferred candidates
from which one was to be identified were presented at EXCO
of the Board via round-robin for approval. The target who
served in the selection committee had supported an external
candidate over the internal one, based on the internal candi-
date’s track record, and previous performance issues. These
views were assumed to be shared in confidence. Much to his
dismay, his recommendation conveyed via e-mail was leaked
to unintended recipients, who were Union leaders and were
very close to the applicant. This was done to incite the Unions
against the target, and the relationship with the Union con-
cerned hit an all-time low.

(j). One very unfortunate case reported was an instance where the
bully was responsible for the IT systems of a company, and he
abused this position to monitor the target’s e-mail correspond-
ence from the server, intercepting e-mails and routing these to
unintended recipients. The target would be surprised when in
various forums she was quoted as having said this and that.
The quotes were accurate, and the target knew that what was
being said had never been communicated with individuals who
were citing it. Unbeknown to the target, her e-mails were being
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monitored and those that would be found unpalatable to work-
ers were routed to Union leaders. Even in the absence of
explicit mention of this behaviour as a breach of the electronic
media policy, this behaviour would still qualify as illegal. 

(k).Targets of electronic bullying or cyberbullying reported
instances where the relationship was so toxic that the bully
who was a senior manager but who was not a direct line man-
ager attempted to establish undue or inappropriate authority
over the target using e-mails. The ego-tripper would issue
baseless instructions to the target, via e-mail, copying every-
one in the executive. He would always find fault, making cor-
rections on very trivial issues. In instances where the target
made inputs into documents generated by other colleagues,
the bully would try to downplay online inputs that were made by
the target, without justifying why the inputs were to be ignored.
In one instance he made a correction and when he was later
asked why, his reaction was, “I just do not like how it sounds.”
The ego-tripper failed to realise that his behaviour was hinder-
ing progress and also that this behaviour subjects fellow team
members to indirect cyberbullying. Offline, team members
would support the target and share how frustrating the whole
thing was, but they never expressed these sentiments online. 

(l). A couple of targets reported silent treatment online which man-
ifested in the boss not responding to e-mails from the target of
bullying on work-related matters. The effects of the silent treat-
ment tactic were even more devastating when employees work
remotely because of the sense of isolation they already experi-
ence. When bullying was at its peak, the bully continued to
ignore e-mails from the target regardless of how urgent the
issues raised in the e-mails were. The target was so frustrated
because he would miss deadlines for Board submissions
because the target could not go ahead without the boss’s
inputs or approval. In the meantime, the very same boss would
be taking every opportunity to respond to frivolous correspond-
ence, to demonstrate to the target of bullying that the act of not
responding to her e-mails is intentional. The point that the bully



219

boss missed was that failure of the subordinate to deliver due
to childish games affects the whole system.

(m).In one bizarre case, the bully on the company’s website
posted comments giving credit for work done by the target of
bullying to the bully’s pet, who was not even remotely associ-
ated with the task. In another instance when the target
acquired senior qualifications, the boss deviated from the prac-
tice of posting this information on the company website while
he religiously posted all of everybody else’s accomplishments,
that in comparison were far lower than the target’s accomplish-
ments.

(n).In one extreme case, a fake Facebook account was set up pur-
porting to be the target’s account from which messages that
put the employer into disrepute were posted. The target was
charged, and she had to hire a forensic cyber expert at her
own cost to investigate and defend her at the hearing.
Although she won the case, the scars resulting from the many
unsavoury demeaning and embarrassing comments and mes-
sages that were posted purporting to be coming from the tar-
get, will last for ever; she feels harmed both personally and
professionally.

(o).The Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) precipitated a shift
from being in the office to being forced to work remotely as
mandatory requirement for several workplaces. This forced
flexibility has meant that organisations and their employees
have had to adapt swiftly to a new normal  regarding how work
is done. While working remotely, often at home in virtual work-
spaces, has become commonplace for many professional
employees across the country, it has not been without chal-
lenges. The first challenge is that when the need arose for
employees to work remotely, the majority of organisations did
not have policies in place to regulate remote employees. Man-
agers were expected to come up with mechanisms to maintain
and monitor productivity; this became a slippery slope for man-
agers with a propensity to harass and bully subordinates. Like
other forms of harassment, cyberbullying employees working
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remotely has many faces, ranging from minor irritations to bul-
lying that  renders targets completely unable to function.   

What becomes clear from these examples is that targets are some-
times subjected to a host of situations that represent a combination of
some or all of the cyber abuse triad, viz. cyber incivility combined with
cyberbullying and cyber harassment.

Piatrowski (2012) has argued that cyber harassment, like other forms
of bullying, has a negative impact not only on the individuals involved,
but also on employee productivity and the work environment.1 These
targets went through periods of obsessing about what e-mails were
coming through, and what the contents were, while they wondered to
whom their correspondence was being forwarded. This was accom-
panied by a sense of dreading e-mails. One target was so trauma-
tised by cyber abuse that she kept googling her name to check if there
were any other lies posted on the Internet about her.

Have you been cyber harassed at work?

Read each statement below and indicate how often in the past six
months you have experienced situations depicted in each statement
in your workplace: 

Key: 0 = never, 1 = now and then, 2 = monthly, 3 = weekly, 4 = daily

1.  Workman, M. 2010. A behaviourist perspective on corporate harassment online: Valida-
tion of a theoretical model of psychological motives. Computers & Security, 29(8), 831-
839.

Franken, E., Bentley, T., Shafaei, A., Farr-Wharton, B., Onnis, L., & Omari, M. (2021). Forced 
flexibility and remote working: Opportunities and challenges in the new normal. Journal 
of Management & Organization, 27(6), 1131-1149. doi:10.1017/jmo.2021.402.

SITUATION EXPERIENCED HOW OFTEN HAVE YOU EXPERIENCED IT?

0 1 2 3 4

My boss/colleagues are not responding 
to my e-mails or text messages
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Negative comments about my work per-
formance have been made on electronic 
media

My colleague is very rude in e-mails 
addressed to me 

I have been excluded from e-mail lists 
where my work was discussed

I have received aggressively worded 
messages (e.g. red capital letters, bold or 
multiple exclamation marks) 

I have received messages threatening 
me personally via digital platforms

I have received an SMS from an 
unknown number threatening to harm 
me and my family 

My colleagues have commented on the 
electronic platforms that I should quit 
my work.

My colleague sends a barrage of follow-
up messages whenever I cannot respond 
promptly to her e-mail queries 

My online identity has been stolen

My colleague always raises issues on 
group platforms which ought to be 
raised with me directly.

Excerpts from my messages have been 
copied and circulated to distort the origi-
nal intended meaning of messages 

My boss does not respond to my e-mails 

I suspect that my e-mails are being inter-
cepted as their content ends up being 
known by people that I never sent the 
information to.

The reprimanding e-mail my boss sent to 
me was circulated to my subordinates 

My boss posts pertinent information on 
an e-mail group that I am not part of

To exclude me, colleagues communicate 
about work matters on platforms that I 
am not affiliated to, on Twitter and Face-
book, instead of a work e-mail.

My boss/colleagues expect real time 
responses to emails sent outside of 
working hours
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The more of these situations you have experienced on a regu-
lar basis, the higher the probability you have been cyberbullied
/cyber harassed in your workplace.

9.7 What if cyberbullying by colleagues and bosses is taken to 
social networks?

Before we tackle this topic, do the reflection exercise below:

Your responses will be revisited in due course! 

With the proliferation of social media, it is not uncommon for col-
leagues to invite one another to be friends or to connect on social
media. These friend requests are often not given too much thought

I receive sms messages from my col-
leagues around the clock since we 
started working remotely

Every e-mail I receive from one my col-
leagues is flagged as urgent

I dread opening emails from one of my 
colleagues because of how abrupt they 
are

To exclude me, colleagues communicate 
about work matters on platforms that I 
am not affiliated to, on Twitter and Face-
book, instead of a work e-mail.

Imagine the following scenario:
You arrive in your new place of work and get introduced to various aspects of the business 
and an organisation-wide announcement is made about your appointment together with 
your picture on the company’s website. You are still on cloud nine and enjoying your initial 
experience with your new employer.

Within the next few weeks you are inundated by friendship requests on social media, nota-
bly Facebook and LinkedIn, from work colleagues that you have barely been introduced to, 
and others that you do not recall meeting. How would you respond to such requests?

Why do you believe the way you opted to respond is the best way to respond? 

What are the possible benefits of accepting such requests?

What are the possible disadvantages of accepting such requests?
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and people accept them without stopping to think of wider implica-
tions. After all, it is not easy to decline a friend request from a col-
league that you have either just met in your new place of employment,
or someone you work well with. 

Accepting that friend request may be something you live to regret.
Basically, accepting friendship requests on social media, particularly
the non-professional platforms, from people that you have just met in
the workplace renders you vulnerable. What it does, is that it allows
work colleagues who are merely professional acquaintances into your
personal space with friends and family. Even at the best of times, this
is not a good idea, because the level of self-disclosure that one needs
to engage in is context specific. There are some conversations that
are perfectly appropriate with friends and family which your col-
leagues should not be privy to.There are also people who, notwith-
standing the fact that you work well with them, you would like to leave
behind once you leave that place of employment. Where social media
is concerned, as in everything in life, prevention is better than cure
and blurring of boundaries comes with potential problems.

Being on social media with colleagues allows them to gain unfettered
access to your personal media space, and when relationships at work
go sour, the unscrupulous colleagues or bosses can launch attacks
on you using social media platforms, leaving you vulnerable, exposed
and sometimes humiliated. There are also instances where col-
leagues can use your social media posts against you. Keep in mind
that there are conversations that are appropriate with friends and fam-
ily members, but that work colleagues should not be privy to, thus
having your colleagues as Facebook friends may work against you. 

Revisit your responses to the Reflection Exercise above, considering
that if you have accepted the contact and friendship requests from
colleagues you have just met, and barely know, the following are the
assumed benefits of accepting such requests: 

(a).The interaction with your colleagues online on other platforms
enables you to broaden your network sooner and perhaps
know them better;

(b).This becomes another resource you can tap into for guidance;
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(c).By reading the posts that your colleagues make, you can
gauge the organisational culture and climate of your new
employer more quickly.

Notwithstanding these potential benefits, there are potential
negative, unintended consequences which many people do not
consider before accepting such requests, which include:

(a).You now have “friends” and “professional associates”
that you hardly know: they may have a world view that
differs significantly from yours, leading to posts that you
find unpalatable or vice versa; 

(b).Because you do not know them, you have no way of
accurately predicting what bonds you might build, how
strong or weak these bonds will be; 

(c).Should there be a fall-out with these new friends/asso-
ciates, you have effectively opened their access to you
that is far broader than just the workplace electronic
platforms, thereby opening yourself to be bullied on
social media as well.

9.7.1 Points to consider before accepting friend requests from 
work colleagues

When deciding to send or accept a friend request, it is worthwhile to
first ponder on the following?

(a).Is this a person that I would choose to be around?

(b).What do we have in common, except work?

(c).Would I be happy to let this person into my personal space?

(d).Would I be happy to allow this person a glimpse into my per-
sonal life?

(e).Are there conversations in my social media space that I would
not like my colleagues and my employers to be aware of? 

(f). Do I know and trust this person?

Hopefully, you are not in a drive to amass as many friends as possi-
ble, because if that is what drives you, you are also opening yourself
up to other problems, including cyberbullying on social media. In other
words, be circumspect about who you bring into your personal cyber-
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space. Should cyberbullying be perpetrated through your personal
accounts or social media, it is important that you report the incidents
following the complaints procedure of the social network platform con-
cerned and follow the procedure to report it to the administrators of
the social networking site concerned.

9.8 How to deal with cyberbullying in the workplace
If you have been cyberbullied at work, the pitfall of being in a virtual
world together with the annoyance caused by what you have been put
through may cause you to react with anger, and before you know it
you may be exhibiting the very online behaviours you detest. If you go
down that slippery slope, you will soon become the bullied bully. To
avoid this, it is prudent to start by looking at what you should not do

when you are cyberbullied at work to avoid reacting in a manner that
makes the situation worse.

9.8.1 What not to do if you are cyberbullied
The sense of anonymity that tends to fuel cyberbullying allows cyber-
bullies to act with impunity; that is what you need to be cognisant of in
your quest to avoid succumbing to the very behaviours you abhor. It is
very easy to resort to lashing out on social media or doing what the
bully did. Desist from challenging the bully by copying people who
have nothing to do with the issue. Someone needs to take the moral
high ground, and because the bully is morally compromised anyway,
that person is going to be you, the target. Henshaw (2015) has sug-
gested the following behaviours that you should avoid like the plague
as you try to navigate your way around cyber bullies, in some
instances with very few pointers: 

(a).Avoid a knee-jerk reaction
When a colleague or a boss says something inflammatory,
posts something untrue or attacks you online, take a moment
to gather your thoughts and do not snap. If the bully’s intention
is to ruffle your feathers, the last thing to do is to react in a way
that shows the bully that s/he is succeeding in pushing you into
a fit of pique. No matter how exasperated you feel, calm your-
self and do not respond in anger, because you do not want the
bully to force you to react, but rather you want to respond in
your own terms in a sober manner, taking the moral high
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ground. Take time and figure out if you want to respond at all,
as there are times when it may not be worth your while to dig-
nify the bully’s behaviour by responding. However, circum-
stances differ, and in some instances it would be necessary for
you to respond, particularly if not responding would leave a dis-
torted impression of what really happened. Your ability to
digest what has happened, to weigh your options in terms of
whether to respond or not, and decide when you will respond
and how you will respond all suggest that it is a decision that
cannot be taken without due care. This is in your hands. If you
choose to respond you will need to keep it professional and
dignified. You do not wish to exhibit the very bully behaviours
you detest.

(b).Avoid eye-for-eye behaviour
It is likely that as a target of cyberbullying you may be so
angered by what is being done to you that you opt to retaliate
with aggression, and if you do so, you inadvertently end up
behaving like a bully. When bullied online, choose to take the
moral high ground, Cyberbullies carry out their despicable acts
in the hope of getting a reaction from you. No matter what the
person says or does, try to maintain your composure at work:
you do not want to be wrestling with a pig in the mud. Learn
self-regulation techniques if you need to. The last thing you
want is to get upset, post negative things or say something you
will later regret, which could provide reasons for the bully to
proffer disciplinary charges against you, and spoil your reputa-
tion in the labour market. Do not react, respond on your own
terms, following due process to address the issue.1

(c).Avoid venting your frustration on social media
Facebook is replete with examples of inappropriate comments
posted online by employees who are frustrated with their col-
leagues, managers or their employer. While the frustration is
understandable, particularly with the limited options that South
African workplaces provide to deal with such issues, venting
your frustrations blatantly on Facebook often creates more

1.  Adapted from Henshaw, S. 2015. Bullying at Work: Workplace Mobbing is on the Rise.
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problems than solutions. This type of behaviour tends to be
more common among junior employees, who often feel power-
less and often use social media with little understanding of how
career limiting this behaviour can be. First, if you have been a
target of bullying, you need to be careful not to become a bul-
lied bully. Using language that insults, denigrates, threatens or
even incites others against the bully is not the way to go,
regardless of how frustrated you may be as a target. While
such posts on social media might provide a temporary release
of pent-up anger and frustration, or even a temporary high, it is
not worth the trouble you might get into. The consequences of
such posts may be dire, as your behaviour might give a bully
who wanted to get rid of you a golden opportunity to institute
disciplinary action against you for bringing the organisation into
disrepute, and will get rid of you following your organisation’s
disciplinary process. Depending on what you said in your
posts, you may also open yourself up for defamation claims,
and that is certainly not where you want to end. Taking the
moral high ground when bullied necessitates that you act with
restraint and challenge the bully following appropriate chan-
nels. Should you be wondering what you can do to stop the
cyberbullying, the guide below gives pointers on how to deal
with workplace cyberbullying, without turning into a bully or
breaching the Code of Conduct. 

9.8.2 What to do when you are cyberbullied at work

This section provides guidelines on what you can do to deal with the
agony of being cyberbullied at work. This section is largely based on
what Henshaw (2015) has identified as constructive ways of dealing
with cyberbullies at work, and includes the following steps: 

(a).Respond and do not react 

We cannot ignore individual differences when it comes to styles
of coping with abuse, including cyberbullying. Some people han-
dle cyberbullying episodes by ignoring the cyberbully. This may
be a helpful strategy if that is one’s natural inclination, and if the
nature of what is being said or done online will have no lasting
effect, even if unchallenged. Responding to every stupid online
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post prolongs its presence in the cyberspace and therefore you
need to make that judgement call in terms of whether what is
being said about you is worth being dignified with a response. It
is important to also point out that there are individual differences
in dealing with conflict. There are people who are inclined to
ignore what is happening. Sometimes that coping strategy might
work, if the issue is minor and the behaviour not consistent or
protracted. Other people deal with being abused by responding
as a mechanism to assert their rights and deal with the offending
behaviour. Keep in mind, however, that your lack of response to
distortions may be construed as agreeing with what is being
said, which may not be helpful in the long run; just as the avoid-
ance strategy does not work in face-to-face bullying, it is unlikely
to work in cyberbullying that is consistent. 

If you choose to respond, consider the medium through which
you choose to respond. Are you going to have a chat with the
alleged perpetrator or are you going to respond in writing? In
choosing to respond in writing, consider the following advan-
tages and disadvantages:

•  You can write your response, read it and modify it if it sounds
too harsh, unclear, or incomplete. That is obviously an oppor-
tunity not afforded by oral face-to-face communication; 

•  Responding in writing also protects you against being inter-
rupted before finishing what you want to say or being side-
tracked as a tactic to divert your attention; 

•  You have a record of what transpired, and it can never be your
word against the bully’s, which may prove to be important
should it be necessary to escalate the matter; 

•  It sends a message that this is a serious matter.

Like everything in life, the writing avenue does come with disad-
vantages, that include: 

•  If there was any misunderstanding brought about by a differ-
ent interpretation from what was intended, be it by the alleged
perpetrator or yourself, the back and forth e-mails take longer
to clarify,
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•  Once you have put it in writing and hit the “send” button, it is
out there and there is no way of ever getting it back.This
proves to be a disadvantage in instances where you miscon-
strued the behaviour as cyberbullying.

The advantages do seem to outweigh the disadvantages, but
the decision is yours to take in terms of how you choose to deal
with it. If you decide to chat with the alleged perpetrator about
what you perceive as cyberbullying directed at you, first confirm
that you will be able to act with restraint regardless of the alleged
bully’s reaction, as you do not wish to end up in a screaming
match with the alleged bully. All of these factors combined
underscore the fact that your decision on what modality of com-
munication you choose to use in responding requires careful
consideration of the pros and cons before you decide, factoring
in your own temperament and frustration tolerance levels.

(b).Communicate clearly that you expect cyber bullying to stop 
The Code of Good Practice, puts the onus on the target to
communicate that the harassing behaviour is unwelcomed/
unwanted. Regardless of the avenue you choose to use to
communicate (in writing or face-to-face) with the alleged per-
petrator about the offensiveness of his/her online behaviour,
your aim is to communicate clearly with the bully how you feel
about what is happening to you. If you have decided to
approach the bully in writing, describe what has happened to
you in detail, how it made you feel and that you consider what
has been done to you to be cyberbullying and would like
cyberbullying to stop. Communicate openly and honestly about
what you found offensive, conclude your written correspond-
ence by clearly indicating that and that you want the harass-
ment via electronic platforms to stop. In a face-to-face
encounter, be matter of fact, keeping your emotions in check.

Whether in writing or face to face, should the perceived harasser
wish to explain, consider the explanation with an open mind and
if after the explanation you still consider the behaviour as
cyberbullying, indicate that if the cyberbullying persists, you will
be left with no choice but to escalate the issue by reporting it for-
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mally. Communicating to the perceived bully about cyberbullying
can elicit one of the following reactions:

•  The perceived bully may listen to you and deny that s/he is
using electronic media to bully you, but stop bully behaviours
after the encounter;

•  S/he may continue with cyberbullying regardless of your
encounter and explanations; 

•  S/he may apologise, suggesting that it was not her/his inten-
tion to bully you, but rather to correct the behaviour. In this
case you can agree that you acknowledge and accept the
right of the line manager to address whatever issue needs to
be addressed, but communicate your expectation regarding
how it should be addressed, articulating your organisation’s
standard procedure and principles of fairness.

•  As in other forms of harassment, the intention of the perpetra-
tor does not matter.

Regardless of how the conversation goes, aim to end it on a cor-
dial note, emphasising that it is your desire to put this behind
you; however, if cyber bullying continues, you will be left with no
option but to escalate the matter (this latter part is only neces-
sary if no explanation or apology is forthcoming).

(c).Save copies of all the harassing online correspondence 

It is not uncommon for people being bullied electronically to want
to avoid reading messages from the cyberbully. It is as if the
mere recognition that a message has come through makes the
target feel jittery, prompting an avoidance response. This avoid-
ance response is calculated to preserve a semblance of tranquil-
lity in the target. Some targets interviewed indicated that there
were instances when they wanted to delete messages before
even reading them, due to how abusive previous messages
were. Other respondents indicated wanting to delete such mes-
sages after reading them, a move that is also counterproductive.
First, acknowledge these feelings because they are real. How-
ever, you cannot act them out and you cannot avoid reading e-
mails, particularly from your boss or even colleagues, and still
remain functional in the workplace. While you may need to avoid
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reading these outside your working hours, as a mechanism of
separating home/work life, there is no way of avoiding mes-
sages from your boss while remaining in the employ of the
organisation. Secondly, it is only by opening and reading the
messages carefully that you will be able to determine whether e-
mail bullying has stopped or not. Furthermore, should harass-
ment via e-mail continue, you will need to collect evidence which
will be required when you escalate the matter, be it internally or
externally. As such, you need to save all messages, comments,
and posts as evidence, including your responses if you did
respond. This includes e-mails, blog posts, social media posts,
tweets, text messages and so on. Without the bullying/harassing
messages you have no proof that you have been cyber har-
assed. Save these messages on personal devices.

(d).Report the cyberbullying to your employer 

What if after the soft approach of communicating to the bully that
the offending behaviour should stop, bullying has continued, or
even escalated? Realistically, it is now time to file an official
complaint. In this regard, you will follow the procedure outlined in
the Anti-harassment Policy, if your organisation is one of the few
organisations that have the policy or the Electronic Media Policy
with a section that deals with how the abuse of the policy should
be dealt with. If not, do not despair, as the Grievance Policy can
also be used to file an official complaint. Attach copies of all the
offending electronic correspondence you received from the
alleged perpetrator as evidence. It is important that you continue
to keep a record of each incident that occurs. If your employer is
unwilling to respond or address the cyberbullying, consider pur-
suing external recourse. 

9.9 Best practices in preventing workplace cyberbullying

The following best practices to prevent cyberbullying at work have
been identified in a case study involving the non-profit sector (Wil-
liams, K.S. & Loughlin, C. 2015). These are equally applicable and
relevant to other sectors, as they are largely based on three key prin-
ciples: sensitisation, safeguards and sanctions, viz.:
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•  Take time to respond, re-read drafts and consider getting a
second opinion;

•  Use names and salutations and treat exchanges as a genuine
and sincere form of communication;

•  When exchanges are heated or likely to be misunderstood,
divert to alternative mediums;

•  Turn off digital communications when possible and create
appropriate barriers at home;

•  Resolve conflict as it happens and have a risk management
approach;

•  Direct communications appropriately and have the conversa-
tion with the right person/right level;

•  Be aware of biases, check your facts and go to the source
(avoid second-hand information);

•  Distinguish between a character issue and ignorance on the
part of the sender (was harm meant?);

•  Don’t take the bait; separate the troublemakers from the solu-
tion-seekers, and

•  Establish norms of behaviour within teams and when engag-
ing external partners or stakeholders.1

While the Code of Good Practice is silent with regard to how harass-
ment on electronic platforms is to be dealt with, there is however no
doubt that the abuse of these platforms to inflict unwanted conduct,
whether a once-off serious episode or repeated episodes or create
hostile work environment, does constitute workplace harassment and
should be covered in the anti-harassment policy. 

9.10 Report cyberbullying that includes threats to the police 

When cyberbullies take bullying a notch higher by threatening physi-
cal violence or to kill you, or if there is an indication of stalking behav-
iours, know that cyberbullying has overstepped legal boundaries as

1.  Williams, K.S. & Loughlin, C. 2015. Cyber incivility: Experiences of Canadian Non-Profit 
Leaders. Unpublished manuscript, Sobey School of Business, Saint Mary’s University, 
Halifax, NS.
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all these behaviours are criminal and should be reported immediately
to the police. 

9.11 Report anonymous cyberbullying to the police

There are instances where cyberbullying is carried out by work col-
leagues through Internet cafes to keep it anonymous. Your employer
cannot do anything about this type of cyberbullying, and you will need
to report it to the police, who can trace a clear trail of evidence to iden-
tify the culprit. While this may be a long shot, it is the only avenue
available to you to do something about faceless cyberbullies.

9.12 Deal with being cyberbullied in the same way as bullying 
when it comes to self-care.

Although cyberbullying is not face-to-face, its impact is as devastating
as face-to-face bullying, if not more. In terms of what you need to do
to protect yourself, the strategies outlined in the previous chapter are
equally applicable, in addition to limiting your exposure to potential
cyber bullying in social media.  

Having been exposed to the various nuances of workplace cyber bullying, 
reflect on your own experiences and answer the following questions: 

Do you believe that you have been abused through 
the use of electronic media at work? If so, what 
nuance was used by the bully to target you elec-
tronically? 

Was is cyber harassment?

Was it workplace incivility?

Was it workplace cyberbullying?

What was your reaction/response to being cyber-
bullied?
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Case studies 

Given what you now know, was your reaction/
response the most appropriate way to react under 
the circumstances?

Knowing what you now know, how would you react 
if the same situation arose?

 Case 1 

Following the announcement by the President of Level 5 lockdown that was to kick in from

midnight 26 March 2020, Mr. P who was out of the country at the time of the announce-

ment, frantically called his boss Ms. R. to get directives about what to do, given the fact
that no international travel was allowed at the time. Ms. R. did not answer the call, and in a

state of panic, Mr P. was calling, texting, and emailing, none of which was responded to.

Mr P. had to use his credit card to extend his hotel stay while waiting for directives. Ms R.

responded a week down the line, with a lacklustre one-liner that the company policy

regarding international travel and subsistence still applied, a response that left Mr. P. in an

utter state of disbelief, as he expected to be informed how he was going to get back home
safely to his family, and wondered what could have happened to him, if his credit card was

maxed?
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Case 2

When hard lockdown started, and a work from home policy was adopted, 3 of the 7 team

members alerted the manager that while they were willing to do the best they could, their

circumstances were far from ideal. Ms T. cited the challenge of having to work while simul-

taneously taking care of two young children, as a single parent. One day while this individ-

ual was making a presentation, her youngest child woke up and was screaming for

attention. She tried to finish her presentation but as screams escalated, it became clear
that it was not possible to continue. She asked for a ten-minute adjournment to change and

feed the baby, which was granted, only to find that when she returned, all her colleagues

were online except for the boss, with no explanation. It took thirty minutes of waiting

before she called the boss to enquire, who coldly responded that the meeting was not the

only responsibility. Every subsequent meeting announcement was accompanied by a retort

that meetings should be respected, which left Ms T. feeling that was a swipe at her.

Case 3 

After many false starts that were caused by lack of tools of the trade to work remotely, the

IT system was sufficiently optimised to enable HR staff to work remotely, much to the satis-

faction of HR business partners who marvelled at the ability to access information and

interact with their business units optimally. Everything was working like clockwork when on
a Friday afternoon, the entire HR staff contingent received an email to report to work for

the installation of specialised software. This was a great inconvenience as those HR practi-

tioners who had homes and family outside of the province had opted to work from their pri-

mary homes. They returned as per directive, only to find that they were to do the upgrade

through a link that was sent to them, and there was no real need to come to the office.

When one team member pointed this out, the response was, “Oh, that was just an excuse
to get you all back to the office.” This left a bad taste in many of the staff, who had to travel

to the office for nothing and compromise both productivity and their routine. Could this be

a case of abuse of power by the boss and by extension a form of harassment?
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Case 4

Towards the end of an online meeting, the Head of the Department announced that

arrangements were afoot for all staff to return to the office. Many employees were taken

aback because the nature of the work they do did not require that they return to the office,

and in a previous meeting the very same boss had alluded to enhanced productivity as a

result of working remotely. While everyone was still processing this, the boss pulled out a

previous list wherein employees had indicated their COVID vaccination status, and
demanded that the unvaccinated individuals share the reasons thereof. 

Using the reasonableness test 
provided by the Code of Good 
Practice reflect on whether:

Why/Why not  How should a mindful 
reasonable boss deal 
with this situation? 

Case Study 1 qualifies as an 
instance of workplace harass-
ment of someone working 
remotely? 

Case 2 meets the criteria of 
cyber harassment. 

Case 3 is or is not harassment/
bullying of employees working 
remotely? 
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Chapter 10 Sexual harassment as a form of 
workplace harassment/bullying 

The silence was killing me.
And that's all there ever was. Silence. It was all I knew. Keep
quiet. Pretend nothing had happened, that nothing was wrong.
And look how well that was turning out. (J. Lynn, Wait for you)

10.1 Introduction

The newly promulgated Code of Good Practice locates sexual har-
assment under the umbrella of harassment in the workplace, and this
necessitates the inclusion of this new chapter in this edition of the
book. Prevalence estimates of sexual harassment (SH) vary depend-
ing on the sample, setting, or industry sector and how it is measured.
Studies that provide a comprehensive list of sexually harassing
behaviours and that ask participants to note which behaviours they
have experienced typically find higher rates of SH than studies includ-
ing more general questions in North America. For example, nationally
representative samples using general questions (direct queries) have
found that 25% of American women report experiencing workplace
SH.1 A 2017 Pew Research Center study employing direct query with
a nationally representative American sample found that 22% of
women and 7% of men reported personally experiencing workplace
SH 2. There is a dearth of information on prevalence rates of sexual
harassment in South African workplaces, but anecdotal evidence sug-
gests that sexual harassment is rife. 

10.2 Definition of sexual harassment
The newly promulgated Code of Good Practice does not define sex-
ual harassment and the working definition of sexual harassment

1.  Sojo, V. E., Wood, R. E., Genat, A. E. (2016). Harmful workplace experiences and wom-
ens occupational well-being: A meta-analysis. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 40, 
1040. doi:10.1177/0361684315599346 Google Scholar | SAGE Journals | ISI

2.  Parker, K. & Funk, C (2017) Gender discrimination comes in many forms for today’s 
working women (2017) Pew Research Center www.pewresearch.org

https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/hr-magazine/0218/pages/how-to-investigate-sexual-harassment-allegations.aspx
http://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?hl=en&volume=40&publication_year=2016&pages=10-40&author=V.+E.+Sojo&author=R.+E.+Wood&author=A.+E.+Genat&title=Harmful+workplace+experiences+and+women%E2%80%99s+occupational+well-being%3A+A+meta-analysis
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0361684315599346
https://journals.sagepub.com/servlet/linkout?suffix=bibr72-0098628318816183&dbid=128&doi=10.1177%2F0098628318816183&key=000371614800002
http://www.pewresearch.org
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adopted in this book is the Catherine MacKinnon classic definition,
which conceptualises sexual harassment as the “unwanted imposition

of sexual requirements in the context of a relationship of unequal

power” (1979, p.1), who reasoned that sexual harassment is consid-
ered a form of sex discrimination because its occurrence is due to the
gender of the victim and the acts of sexual harassment occur and
recur through the regulation of inferiority based on sex. Such regula-
tion of inferiority of individuals based on their sex or gender is the
basis of sex discrimination, and sexual harassment is a tool of sex
discrimination to enforce gender superiority.1 

10.3 Legal provision around sexual harassment in the workplace

Section 5 of the Code considers sexual harassment of an employee
as a form of unfair discrimination and is prohibited on the grounds of
sex, gender or sexual orientation. This is the case whether the har-
assment is perpetrated against a member of same sex or opposite
sex.         The Code also prohibits sexual favouritism, quid pro quo
sexual behaviours as well as victimisation. Sexual favouritism occurs
when a person in authority favours those who respond favourably to
his or her sexual advances, which is the opposite of victimisation
which occurs where an employee is not afforded the opportunities to
use benefits that s/he is entitled to because of having rebuffed sexual
advances from a boss who has the power to authorise utilisation of
such privileges. A common example is that of an employee who is
prevented from accessing privileges due to him/her owing to having
directly or indirectly demonstrated lack of interest in having a sexual
relationship with a boss. Employees may also be subjected to quid

pro quo harassment where a person in position of authority attempts
to influence  or influeces an employee’s employment circumstances
(usually promotion or salary increases) by forcing or attempting to
force the employee to surrender to sexual advances. That sensual
look that the boss gave at the beginning of a performance review, or
intimating that you can be rewarded if you take care of him/her, may
be a form of quid pro quo harassment.  

1.  MacKinnon, C.A. (1979). Sexual harassment of working women: a case of sex discrimi-
nation. New Haven: Yale University Press
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It does not matter whether an unwelcome sexual advance is a single
incident or repeated, neither does it matter whether such an act was
carried out physically, or remotely via electronic media such as
employees receiving video calls after hours from inappropriately
dressed bosses, bosses sending inappropriate or sexual memes and
other multimedia material online and/or sending inappropriate emojis
or messages online.1 The Code has provided a test for whether sex-
ual harassment has occurred and which includes a consideration of
the following factors: (i) whether the alleged conduct is on the basis of
sex, sexuality, (ii) whether the conduct was unwanted or unaccepta-
ble, (iii) the nature and the extent of the offending behaviour as well
as (iv) the impact of the conduct on the target. Should the behaviour
meet all the criteria, except that it is not on grounds of sex or sexual-
ity, it would be harassment, and not sexual harassment. The distinc-
tion is important because your complaint must be specific.

1.  Code of Good Practice on the Prevention and Elimination of Harassment in the Work-
place No 46056 15 18 March 2022.

Self-assessment

Think back at what you have experienced in your workplace that may have had sexual 
overtones.

What actually happened?

What was your reaction?

Why did you react the way you did?

Did you communicate that the behav-
iour was unwanted? Why/ why not? 
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To advance the agenda of eliminating sexual harassment in South
African workplaces, it is important that allegations of sexual harass-
ment not be made frivolously. In this regard, the next section looks at
behaviours that do not constitute sexual harassment.

10.3.1 What is not sexual harassment

The International Labour Organisation (ILO) has highlighted what
sexual harassment is not, and this is important because baseless
allegations of sexual harassment trivialise this social ill. The key
aspect of behaviour that constitutes sexual harassment is the unwel-
come nature of it. Besides “the unwanted” element, of direct behav-
iour with sexual overtones, there are other offensive behaviours that
constitute sexual harassment, such as posting or sharing images that
are sexually suggestive, looking at colleagues in a sexually sugges-
tive manner or making sexually explicit jokes. The ILO recognises that
there is a possibility for sexual attraction between colleagues which
both parties might welcome. As such, interaction which is based on
mutual consent is not sexual harassment. Sexual harassment does
not refer to occasional compliments that are socially and culturally
acceptable and appropriate.1 However, in a cross-cultural working
environment, it is important to always recognise that what may be
socially and culturally acceptable among members of one cultural
group may not be acceptable to people who come from a different cul-

Knowing now what you now know, do 
you think both the behaviour and how 
you reacted would pass the test for 
sexual harassment? 

Knowing what you now know, how 
would you react to similar behaviours 
with similar overtones? 

Does what happened meet criteria for 
sexual harassment?

1.  ILO Guidelines on Sexual Harassment Prevention in the Workplace The Circular Note of 
the Minister of Manpower and Transmigration No. SE.03/MEN/IV/2011 Indonesia, April 
2011 Guidelines on Se
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tural orientation. One cannot impose one's cultural values or beliefs
on members of the outgroup; to avoid offending others, it is important
to keep in mind that cross-cultural differences exist. The next section
looks into how how this workplace ill manifests in practice.

10.3.2 How does workplace sexual harassment manifest in 
practice?

This is important for colleagues who may find other colleagues attrac-
tive. In the confines of the workplace, or even outside of the work-
place, an expression of sexual attraction should  always be
accompanied by attentiveness to cues as to whether it is wanted or
unwelcome.

Research suggests that SH sometimes has sexist, classist, hetero-
sexist, transphobic, and racist elements. In Western countries, ethnic
minorities and migrants are at increased risk for a combination of
racial and SH and SH underpinned by racial stereotypes, while the
SH experienced by LGBT people is frequently infused with heterosex-
ist overtones and transphobia. When SH reflects multiple oppressions
and minority statuses, or adds to them so multiple forms of harass-
ment occur, psychological distress may increase.1 

This book recognises that sexual harassment more often than not
manifests not as a singular behaviour, but rather a combination of
nuanced behaviours that follows the widely accepted Tripartite Model
of SH.

Fitzgerald et al. 1997 model of SH identifies three behavioural dimen-
sions: gender harassment, unwanted sexual attention, and sexual
coercion, as these three components tend to feature in sexually har-
assing behaviours across time, culture, and occupational sector. In a
nutshell, each of the components can be summarised as follows: 

Gender harassment refers to crude sexual verbal and nonverbal
behaviours conveying insulting, hostile, and degrading attitudes about
one’s gender, gender identity, or sexual orientation. Obscene sexual
gestures, flashing, displaying sexual images or objects at work, and

1.   Burn, S.M. The Psychology of Sexual Harassment. Teaching of Psychology. 
2019;46(1):96-103. doi:10.1177/0098628318816183  
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e-mailing or texting sexual images to a peer or colleague are all forms
of gender harassment. Sexist or heterosexist language, jokes, or
comments also fall under this category.

Unwanted sexual attention includes making suggestive or positive
and negative comments about a person’s body, leering and catcalling,
spreading sexual rumours about a person, and electronically sharing
sexualized images of a person. Unwanted sexual touching, such as
grabbing, pinching, groping, intentionally brushing up against another
in a sexual way, is also unwanted sexual attention. This is also true of
blocking another’s path or following a person in a sexual way; unsolic-
ited, unwelcome, and unreciprocated sexual advances such as
repeated requests for a kiss, a date, or sex; and attempted or com-
pleted rape.

Sexual coercion – known legally as quid pro quo SH – refers to requir-
ing sexual contact or sexual favours as a condition of receiving
rewards or benefits such as employment, a promotion, favourable
work conditions, assistance, or a good performance evaluation or
grade. Where sexual coersion is successful, exchanges of benefits for
sexual favours accrue, making it least likely to be reported. All these
forms of SH may create ongoing stress and trauma detrimental to the
well-being of the target. 1 

The Code of Good Practice recognises most of the listed behaviours
as sexually harassing, without categorising them. Those that are not
explicitly covered will pose a challenge for investigators and officials
involved in grievance and disciplinary procedure, as they will have to
come to their own idiosyncratic interpretations. It will be therefore
important that organisations put in place policies that recognise that
modalities of sexual harassment go beyond the listed ones and invest
in training investigators and officials who will be engaged in officiating
disciplinary and grievance hearings pertaining to sexual harassment.
To proactively prevent sexual harassment in places of work, it is
important to understand why it happens in the first place, as this

1.  Holland, K. J., Cortina, L. M. (2016). Sexual harassment: Undermining the wellbeing of 
black  working women. In Connerley, M. L., Wu, J. (Eds.), Handbook on well-being of 

working women (pp. 83101). Dordrecht, the Netherlands: Springer.
Google Scholar | Crossref

http://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?hl=en&publication_year=2016&pages=83-101&author=K.+J.+Holland&author=L.+M.+Cortina&title=Sexual+harassment%3A+Undermining+the+wellbeing+of+working+women
http://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?hl=en&publication_year=2016&pages=83-101&author=K.+J.+Holland&author=L.+M.+Cortina&title=Sexual+harassment%3A+Undermining+the+wellbeing+of+working+women
https://journals.sagepub.com/servlet/linkout?suffix=bibr37-0098628318816183&dbid=16&doi=10.1177%2F0098628318816183&key=10.1007%2F978-94-017-9897-6_6
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would give employers an indication of measures to infuse in their anti-
harassment policies.   

10.4 Why workplace sexual harassers exist – the theoretical per-
spective

Like all social phenomena, sexual harassment can be explained using
different theoretical perspectives. The following are the most widely
used:

Evolutionary (biological) perspectives propose that males’ biologi-
cal predisposition to mate and widely reproduce drives their SH of
females. SH is intended to signal males’ sexual interest but is misun-
derstood by women uninterested in a sexual encounter.1 Meanwhile,
males’ harassment of other males has been explained as being
intended to derogate competitors to reduce their perceived mate
value. The evolutionary perspective is conceptually problematic for its
one-dimensional view of sexual harassment which fails to recognise
other forms of SH (like sexual coercion and gender harassment) and
also men’s harassment of gender-nonconforming men and sexual
harassment perpetrated by women on men or other women.

The sociocultural gender perspective posits that SH is a conse-
quence of gender role socialisation processes that promote male
dominance, the sexual objectification of women (the reduction of
women to hetero-sexualised bodies), and the cultural approval of vio-
lence against women. Hegemonic masculinity norms, including power
over women, dominance, disdain for homosexuals, and sexual con-
quest, may drive SH. The influence of these norms intensifies in male
groups where men may sexually harass to demonstrate their mascu-
linity. The sociocultural perspective also suggests that SH is some-
times used to police appropriate ways of “doing gender” by punishing
those who stray from traditional gender roles and norms. For exam-

1.  Diehl, C., Rees, J. & Bohner, G. (2018). Predicting sexual harassment from hostile sexism 
and short-term mating orientation: Relative strength of predictors depends on situa-
tional priming of power versus sex. Violence Against Women, 24, 123143. doi:10.1002/
ab.21553

Google Scholar | SAGE Journals | ISI 

http://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?hl=en&volume=24&publication_year=2018&pages=123-143&author=C.+Diehl&author=J.+Rees&author=G.+Bohner&title=Predicting+sexual+harassment+from+hostile+sexism+and+short-term+mating+orientation%3A+Relative+strength+of+predictors+depends+on+situational+priming+of+power+versus+sex
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1077801216678092
https://journals.sagepub.com/servlet/linkout?suffix=bibr20-0098628318816183&dbid=128&doi=10.1177%2F0098628318816183&key=000418833400001


244

ple, gender-nonconforming men and women are frequent SH tar-
gets.1 

The socio-cultural power perspectives posits that SH is a tactic for
gaining or maintaining power or as arising from a sense of entitlement
felt by powerful people, whereas the feminist psychology perspectives
root SH in traditional gender norms and roles and explain that SH
often arises from and reinforces the existing gender hierarchy where
heterosexual men have more power and privilege. The socio-cultural
power perspective of SH suggests that because the targets of sexual
harassment tend to be disproportionately female, gender stereotyping
and harassment tend to coexist.2 

The Code of Good Practice seems to adopt the vulnerable victim

hypothesis which suggests that people low in sociocultural power and
status (like women and racial and sexual minorities) and those with
low organisational power (like those in precarious employment or low
in an organizational hierarchy) are more susceptible to SH by those
with greater power.3 The vulnerable victim hypothesis is one explana-
tion for why boys and men are more likely to be harassers and girls
and women are more likely to be harassed. Occupational gender role
segregation and the glass ceiling often give men greater organisa-
tional power (in organisations, high-prestige, high-status positions are
more likely to be occupied by men). Traditional gender roles also give
males greater sociocultural power relative to females, such that males
may harass female peers and females with equal or greater formal
power than themselves. Organisational and societal tolerance of SH
reflect male power and privilege and mean that SH is trivialised; per-

1.  Leskinen, E. A., Rabelo, V. C., Cortina, L. M. (2015). Gender stereotyping and harass-
ment: A catch-22 for women in the workplace. Psychology, Public Policy, and Law, 21, 
192204. doi:10.1037/law0000040
Google Scholar | Crossref | ISI

2.  Holland, K. J., Cortina, L. M. (2016). Sexual harassment: Undermining the wellbeing of 
working women. In Connerley, M. L., Wu, J. (Eds.), Handbook on well-being of working 
women (pp. 83101). Dordrecht, the Netherlands: Springer.
Google Scholar | Crossref

3.  McLaughlin, H., Uggen, C., Blackstone, A. (2012). Sexual harassment, workplace author-
ity, and the paradox of power. American Sociological Review, 77, 625647. doi:10.1177/
003122412451728
Google Scholar | SAGE Journals 
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petrators are excused and rarely punished; targets are often blamed;
targets hesitate to report; and complaints may be met with indiffer-
ence, stigmatisation, or retaliation.1 Although the vulnerable victim
argument adopted in the Code is compelling, it does not paint the
whole picture of who becomes the target of sexual harassers, and it
also disempowers those targets who fight back, who may be left feel-
ing that their reaction is atypical, when in actual fact every target of
sexual harassment should be empowered to fight back.

The power threat model proposes that by intimidating and discourag-
ing girls, women, and sexual minorities, SH assures heterosexual
male dominance; those who threaten heterosexual male dominance
and traditional hierarchies of power are more likely to be targets of
SH. This argument is plausible if we consider that people who are sin-
gled out for bullying or harassment are often targted because they are
different from the bully, and the mainstream. 

It is safe to conclude that from the perspective of social power theory,

sexual harassers often draw on several bases of power, linked to their
social or organisational position or on social roles like client or cus-
tomer. For whatever reason, be it beliefs about what holding a posi-
tion entitles him/her to, the harasser may come to believe that he/she
is entitled to sexual favours. For example, international research sug-
gests that migrant women workers, hotel room attendants (maids),
women restaurant workers, and homecare and domestic workers
experience high rates of SH from supervisors, peers, clients, and cus-
tomers, because the harasser is seen as having the right to make
demands on the subordinate, the target may feel obliged to comply
with the harassment.2 3 

1.  Popovich, P. M., Warren, M. A. (2010). The role of power in sexual harassment as a 
counterproductive behavior in organizations. Human Resource Management Review, 
20, 4553. doi:10.1016/j.hrmr.2009.05.003
Google Scholar

2.  Nguyen, F. (2016). Women workers fight back against sexual harassment and assault. 
Retrieved from http://www.womensmediacenter.com/feature/entry/women-workers-

fight-back-against-sexual-harassment-and-assault

Google Scholar
3. 2 Reference: iol.co.za/mercury/news/report-exposes-shocking-levels-of-domestic-

worker-sexual-abuse. 
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246

Local researchers have found that sexual harassment experienced in
the domestic work sector included male employers walking around
the house without clothes; exposing their private parts to domestic
workers; walking into domestic workers’ rooms during their private
time at all hours; engineering opportunities for domestic workers to
bring them something while employers are bathing or taking a shower
and asking domestic workers to have sex with them for extra pay.

Employers have also been found to force domestic workers to have
sex or oral sex; commented on domestic workers’ bodies and touched
their breasts or buttocks; engineered for domestic workers to be fired
when they refused to be subjected to sexual violation; stalked their
domestic workers on social media, spying on them and using that
information in their GBV infractions. This gives credence to the vul-
nerable group hypothesis.

Some harassers may have the power to provide desired rewards
(reward power) to targets or to punish them (coercive power) and may
use that power to foster compliance from SH targets. In quid pro quo

harassment, for example, sexual contact is a condition for desired
rewards. Servers or salespeople may put up with SH because cus-
tomers and clients have the power to reward them with tips or sales.
Coercive power also affects targets’ resistance to SH. Most targets of
SH respond passively (e.g. avoid the perpetrator, laugh it off)
because they expect negative consequences such as retaliation or
loss of status in a group and SH may also convey an implicit or
explicit threat of further harassment or assault that presents as coer-
cive power.1

Although males are the most common SH perpetrators, men vary in
their proclivity to sexually harass. Many are disinclined to sexually
harass even when they are powerful, or the context supports or per-
mits it. A person-by-situation perspective explains these differences
by noting that personal predisposing factors combine with situational
factors to determine whether harassment occurs and situational fac-

1.  McLaughlin, H., Uggen, C., Blackstone, A. (2012). Sexual harassment, workplace author-
ity, and the paradox of power. American Sociological Review, 77, 625647. doi:10.1177/
003122412451728
Google Scholar | SAGE Journals
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http://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?hl=en&publication_year=2012&pages=625-647&author=H.+McLaughlin&author=C.+Uggen&author=A.+Blackstone&title=Sexual+harassment%2C+workplace+authority%2C+and+the+paradox+of+power
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tors include organisational tolerance, male dominant cultures, sexu-
ally objectifying environments, and masculine group norms where
harassment serves male bonding and personal SH proclivity factors
including hostile sexist attitudes and a short-term mating orientation
which leads to acceptance of rape and SH myths, endorsement of tra-
ditional masculine ideology, conformity to traditional toxic masculine
norms, and low empathy. Other researchers have found that the
“Dark Triad” personality traits of narcissism, psychopathy, and Machi-
avellianism are also associated with SH proclivity.1 This book aligns
itself with the perspective that sexual harassment is often complex.
However, people with a proclivity to sexually harass others do share
common beliefs, and that is the focus of the next section of this chap-
ter.

10.6 Attitudes and beliefs that fuel sexual harassment and why 
such attitudes are irrational   

Before delving into beliefs that fuel sexual harassment specifically, it
is instructive to illustrate the connection between beliefs and behav-
iour. Beliefs constitute unverified information that the individual holds
to be true, and beliefs are often acquired through the informal process
of socialisation. A boy child growing in a family that props up males as
superior will grow up believing in the superiority of men. These beliefs
shape attitudes that this individual develops towards people based on
their sex. This individual will come to hold rigid gender roles and, in
the workplace, these counterproductive attitudes can find expression
in behaviours that constitute gender harassment. Should the target be
a female who has internalised beliefs around the inferiority of the
fairer sex, and deference to authority figures, a tango is initiated with
two individuals feeding off each other’s faulty beliefs and attitudes.
The beliefs and attitudes held by each role player then serve to per-
petuate the sexual harassment beyond the first episode. If in the very
instance that behaviours that are sexually harassing are exhibited,
directed at an assertive target in an enabling organisational culture
with clear policy; these  behaviours would be recognised as unwel-

1.  Zeigler-Hill, V., Besser, A., Morag, J., Campbell, W. K. (2016). The Dark Triad and sexual 
harassment proclivity. Personality and Individual Differences, 89, 4754. doi:10.1016/
j.paid.2015.09.048
Google Scholar | Crossref | ISI
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come sexual advances and rebuffed as unwelcome right off the bat,
thereby communicating to the perpetrator that the sexual advances
are unwanted. 

Beliefs that perpetuate sexual harassment 

Beliefs are not an end in themselves, but they are often reflected in
attitudes that people hold and, in this regard, the beliefs that the per-
petrator holds about him/herself, the position s/he holds and what it
entitles her/him to do, as well as the beliefs held by the target about
own worth, rights and what position entitles bosses to do breed atti-
tudes that can drive sexual harassment in the workplace. 

Beliefs held by the perpetrator Beliefs held by the target

My status allows me to act as I wish What can I do? S/he is my boss

S/he will be flattered by my attention I am disgusted but what I can say?

Women say no when they mean yes Much as I hate this maybe if I give in once s/
he will get off my back

S/he likes the sexual attention, s/he’s just 
playing hard to get

I do not know what else to do; I have said no 
but s/he won’t relent

How can s/he not want me? I hold the keys 
to her/ his future 

I will agree because the benefits that could 
accrue from the relationship are immense

I am just teasing; he knows that I am not 
anti-LGBTI

LGBTI bashing does not bother me anymore 

We are all adults, and I can use sexually 
explicit language

I am uncomfortable with his tendency to 
sexualise everything, but what can I do
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Reflect on your own attitudes by doing the reflection exercise below.
Indicate the extent of your agreement with each statement, ticking the
column that best corresponds with how you feel about each question.
There are no right or wrong answers. 

Rating Scale:

SA=Strongly Agree, A=Agree  D=Disagree SD=Strongly Disagree

Beliefs
Ratings

1. I would be more comfortable having a man as a boss than 
a woman. 

SA A D SD

2. Over the past few years, the government and news media 
have been showing more concern about the treatment of 
women than is warranted by women's actual experiences. 

3. If you don’t show who is boss in the beginning of a rela-
tionship you will be taken advantage of later. 

4. If a woman is sexually harassed, she must have done 
something to invite it. 

5. Many women have a quality of purity that few men pos-
sess. 

6. Men and women are generally out to use each other. 

7. Women who claim sexual harassment have usually done 
something to cause it. 

8. When a woman is raped, she usually did something care-
less to put herself in that situation. 

9. Many so-called rape targets are actually women who had 
sex and “changed their minds” afterwards. 

10. It is more important to encourage boys than to encour-
age girls to participate in athletics.

11. Most people are pretty devious and manipulative when 
they are trying to attract someone of the opposite sex. 

12. Women are generally not as smart as men. 
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Adapted from: Benevolent Sexism Scale & Modern Sexism Scale 

13. If a woman has not complained, it probably wasn’t seri-
ous enough to be sexual harassment

14.When it comes to sex, most people are just trying to use 
the other person. 

15. Women can usually stop unwanted sexual attention by 
simply telling the man that his behaviour is not appreciated. 

16. When a woman allows petting to get to a certain point, 
she is implicitly agreeing to have sex. 

17. When both parents are employed and their child gets 
sick at school, the school should call the mother rather than 
the father. 

18. In any sexual harassment case, one would have to ques-
tion whether the target is promiscuous or has a bad reputa-
tion. 

19. Nearly all instances of sexual harassment would end if 
the woman simply told the man to stop. 

20. When women talk and act sexy, they are inviting rape. 

21. Women can usually stop unwanted sexual attention from 
a co-worker by telling their supervisor about it. 

22. Men and women share more similarities than differ-
ences. 

23. In all societies it is inevitable that one sex is dominant. 

24. Women rarely miss out on good jobs due to sexual dis-
crimination. 

25. It’s impossible for men and women to truly understand 
each other. 

26. Women are less capable than men of thinking logically. 

27. As long as a woman doesn't lose her job, her claim of sex-
ual harassment shouldn't be taken too seriously. 

28. In the workforce, gain by one sex necessitates a loss for 
the other. 

29. Most women secretly enjoy it when men "come on" to 
them at work. 

30. Women shouldn't be so quick to take offence when a 
man at work expresses sexual interest.

31. Society has reached the point where women and men 
have equal opportunities for career advancement.

32. Women who wait weeks or months to report sexual har-
assment are probably just making it up.

33. It's inevitable that men will "hit on" women at work.
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Guide to scoring: The more SD ticks you have, the more negative atti-

tudes you have about the fairer sex and their issues and the less likely

you will take gender or sexual harassment in the workplace seriously;

at some point, the negative beliefs and attitudes about women will

spill over to your behaviour. 

International research suggests that younger women tend to be more
tolerant of the behaviour that is sexually harassing because of a com-
bination of lack of experience and just how widespread and normal-
ised behaviour with sexual innuendo is in society in general, and work
contexts such as domestic workers and American workplaces specifi-
cally. Locally, the most common attitudes that are held by both men
and women that fuel sexual harassment include the following:

(a) Sexual harassment happens to low-ranking employees with 
less education

The Code of Good Practice seems to insinuate that low-ranking
employees are more vulnerable to sexual harassment at work. This is
a notion that is partially true if one looks at vulnerability to exploitation
due to ignorance, among other factors. However, US research find-
ings on the impact of education on sexual harassment are mixed. On
the one hand, education seems to increase a person’s power, more
jobs are open, and the person has more choices. Research in Latin
America, where the majority of the respondents are poor and have lit-
tle education, suggests that being part of a minority that has com-
pleted high school and college apparently puts individuals more at
risk of experiencing sexual harassment.1 Harassment in professional
circles in South Africa happens even to the most highly qualified. Oth-
erwise, if the low-skill vulnerable employee narrative held, one would
not find workplace sexual harassment across sectors and occupa-
tional levels.

(b) Sexual harassment only happens to women

Research suggests that the harassment syndrome is found in all age
and sex groups; however, MacKinnon's prediction is that targets of

1.  Berdahl, J. L., Magley, V. J., & Waldo, C. R. (1996). The Sexual Harassment of Men?: 
Exploring the Concept with Theory and Data. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 20(4), 
527547. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-6402.1996.tb00320.x

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-6402.1996.tb00320.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-6402.1996.tb00320.x
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sexual harassment are disproportionately female. However, this
should not detract from the realisation that financially vulnerable men
as well as women pursuing more egalitarian gender relationships are
most likely to be targeted for sexual harassment, even though adult
women remain the most frequent targets of classic sexual harass-
ment markers, such as unwanted touching and the invasion of per-
sonal space.1 

(c) Sex does not belong to the workplace

Some targets may ignore sexual advances based on the belief that
there is no place for sexual encounters in the workplace. This negates
the reality that workplaces are microcosms of society, and as such
people can meet, develop an attraction to each other and engage in a
consensual sexual relationship, which is balanced and equal. While
that is the case, bosses should be wary of engaging in such relation-
ships with their direct reports as that can easily be construed as a
quid pro quo type relationship, which discounts the legitimate profes-
sional standing and contribution of the subordinate, and this type of
relationship can present difficulties, when the relationship sours. 

(d) Jokes about sex are funny

While that may be the case with friends and family, however, the
diversity in the workplace is such that colleagues may have different
views about sex and sexuality and there is nothing funny about
behaviours or utterances that make colleagues feel embarrassed,
degraded, and humiliated or which erode the sense of self-worth, and
self-esteem of colleagues or subordinates. To create a conducive
working environment, it is particularly important to be cognisant of
invisible lines that should not be crossed. 

(e) Women enjoy sexual attention – there is no such thing as 
harassment

Some people may come from cultures that hold this belief and before
acting this belief out, consider that people in workplaces come from
different cultural backgrounds, none of which is superior to others.

1.  Uggen, C., Uggen, A., Blackstone A. Sexual Harassment as a Gendered Expression of 
Power. February 2004 American Sociological Review 69(1):64-92 DOI: 10.1177/
000312240406900105
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Cross-cultural awareness and practising multi-culturalism that
respects all cultures and invests in understanding cultural differences
and respect thereof goes a long way and is pivotal in creating an har-
monious working environment, that recognises and accords respect
for each employee’s cultural background and personal choices. Even
individuals coming from the same cultural group may hold different
personal beliefs.

10.6 What can be done about beliefs of toxic masculinity?

It is incumbent upon anyone holding these counterproductive beliefs
to change them, whether one has been the target of workplace sexual
harassment/the perpetrator or the manager who is supposed to pro-
tect all employees against sexual harassment. In this regard, these
beliefs can be replaced with prosocial beliefs necessary to prevent
and eliminate workplace sexual harassment using Ellis technique of
Disputing Irrational Beliefs (DIBS) following these steps:

Steps in the cognitive restructuring 
process

Example of automatic thought to be changed and 
how to change it

STEP 1
WHAT SELF-DEFEATING IRRA-
TIONAL BELIEF DO I WANT TO 
CHANGE? (What distorted belief 
underlies the behaviour?) 

Jokes about sex are funny 

STEP 2. 
CAN I RATIONALLY SUPPORT THIS 
BELIEF?

This belief is inherently problematic because a 
workplace is made up of a diverse group of people 
from different backgrounds, age, sexual orienta-
tions, race, gender beliefs, colleagues that one 
does not necessarily know at a personal level. As 
such, while sexual jokes may be funny to some 
people, others may be offended by such jokes.  

STEP 3
WHAT EVIDENCE EXISTS to PROVE 
THIS BELIEF TO BE FALSE?
(Using self-talk, come up with as 
many counter arguments as you can 
that show that the belief is false)?

I remember how uncomfortable a gay colleague 
was one time I made a joke about gay sexuality 
“Much as I think sex jokes are funny, I would not 
dare make such jokes in front of my parents who 
are the same age as the Director Finance.”
“What my same sex friends find hilarious, may not 
be equally appealing to opposite sex colleagues 
that I barely know at a personal level.” 
“Making jokes with sexual overtones all the time 
portrays me as someone who is preoccupied with 
sex!” 
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Further reasons why it is irrational to believe that behaviour with 
sexual innuendo can continue unabated:

If we know better, we must do better and now that I know this behav-
iour can be construed as sexual harassment, it must stop;
With the level of awareness that has been brought about by extensive
communication of the anti-harassment stance, my colleagues can
challenge this behaviour;
As managers we have a responsibility to protect the rights of all
employees;

STEP 4
IS THERE ANY EVIDENCE TO PROVE 
THAT MY BELIEF IS TRUE AND VALID? 

No there is none; to the contrary, there is ample 
evidence that: 
Only few people laugh at jokes with sexual over-
tones. 
One colleague has already said that she feels 
uncomfortable
Two other colleagues disengage whenever I 
make jokes 

STEP 5
WHAT IS THE WORST THAT COULD 
ACTUALLY HAPPEN TO ME IF I FOCUSS 
ON SUBSTANTIVE ISSUES ?

Nothing that I can think of.
 

STEP 6 
WHAT GOOD CAN COME OUT OF 
STANDING UP FOR THE TRUTH?

Meetings will be shorter
Everyone will contribute 
There will be no risk of grievances
My ethical and moral sense will be enhanced.

Adapted from Techniques for Disputing Irrational Beliefs (DIBS) by
Albert Ellis, Ph D.
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Everyone deserves to be treated with dignity and respect; 
I would hate to be the first person to have sexual harassment allega-
tions levelled against me.

Through guided practice, the workforce can be introduced to tech-
niques that will begin to change their beliefs, attitudes, and behav-
iours in the direction of adopting zero tolerance to workplace sexual
harassment.

10.5 Who is likely to be sexually harassed in the workplace?

(a) Is age a factor?

Research findings on the age cohort that is likely to be targeted for
sexual harassment at work are a mixed bag. For instance, Lee, Gib-
son, and Near (2004) found that the younger the employee, the more
vulnerable and, consequently, more likely they were to experience
sexual harassment, with sexual harassment reported mostly by per-
sons between 25 and 35. Similarly, an earlier study by Fain and
Anderton (1987) found that women in the 16-34 range were most
likely to be harassed, the likelihood decreasing with age. In contrast,
Hendrix (2000) found that older women reported significantly more
sexually harassing incidences than younger women. 1

(b) Is gender a factor?

Literature suggests that men are indeed also vulnerable to sexual
harassment; however, while earlier studies suggested that the SH of
boys and men is most often perpetrated by males who target other
males deviating from traditional heterosexual gender roles or men
who harass lower status men to establish dominance in male groups,
the most recent Asian study findings indicate common, yet unique,
ways heterosexual men experience sexual harassment at work-
places, which is perpetrated by women and men, holding different
organizational positions. Unwanted sexual attention, gender harass-
ment, sexploitation and sexual hubris are, thus, identified as the main
manifestations of sexual harassment for men.2

1.  Crittenden, C. 2009 Examining attitudes and perceptions of sexual harassment on a uni-
versity campus: what role do myths and stereotypes play? A thesis presented for the 
Master of Science degree at the University of Tennessee, Chattanooga  
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(c)  Is education a factor?
Research findings on the effect of level of education on being a target
of sexual harassment are a mixed bag. For instance, Lee, Gibson,
and Near (2004) found that sexual harassment decreased with edu-
cation level because those with greater education are older. Con-
versely, the younger the respondents were, the more vulnerable they
were and the more likely they had experienced sexual harassment
based on the assumption that youth would be reflected in a lower
level of employment categories. In contrast, other researchers have
found that the more education one has the greater the number of inci-
dences of sexual harassment that are reported, while Fain and Ander-
ton (1987) found that harassment was most likely to occur in the
technical training/some college range, and less likely for those in the
college education/graduate degree.1 These mixed findings may sug-
gest that educational level is not necessarily a clear-cut predictor of
who is likely to be sexually harassed, or may reflect different levels of
reporting.

(d) Is marital status a factor? 
Regarding the question of whether marital status has any bearing on
being targeted for sexual harassment, research suggests that individ-
uals who are unmarried and younger are most likely to be sexually
harassed because they are less powerful in Latin America. Alterna-
tively, the younger may simply be perceived as more physically
attractive and better candidates for a long-term relationship. With
regard to sexual aggression, those who were married and young
adults, regardless of their gender and education, were more likely to
experience sexual aggression or harmful sexual behaviours. Perhaps
these findings indicate that unlike US findings, in Latin America, those
in their most attractive years. are most sought-after because they are
vulnerable with no spouse to defend them.2 There is a dearth of
research locally in this regard. 

2.  Adikaram, A. and Weerakotuwa, S. (2022), "Scorned by men and pursued by women: 
sexual harassment of heterosexual working men", Gender in Management, Vol. ahead-
of-print No. ahead-of-print. https://doi.org/10.1108/GM-08-2021-0242

Article publication date: 11 February 2022
1.  Lee, S., Gibson, H. & Near, J. P. (2004). Blowing the whistle on sexual harassment: Test 

of a model of predictors and outcomes. Human Relations Volume 57, 297–322.

https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Arosha%20Adikaram
https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Subashini%20Weerakotuwa
https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Subashini%20Weerakotuwa
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/1754-2413
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/1754-2413
https://doi.org/10.1108/GM-08-2021-0242
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As can be seen, the targets of sexual harassment are diverse, and
there are no clear-cut criteria for identifying them, leading to a real but
scary conclusion that anyone can be targeted for gender or sexual
harassment, and in the unfortunate event that happens, it is not the
target’s fault, but the responsibility of the organisation to protect all its
employees against this form of discrimination which, left unchecked,
can easily morph into the gender-based violence, another South Afri-
can pandemic!

10.8 Cross-cultural   considerations when dealing with sexual 
harassment

Apart from organisational culture, already discussed, South African
workplaces represent a melting pot of many different cultures. A cul-
ture provides a basic orientation to create and understand the world
around us, and to function effectively in it. Cultural differences lead to
different values and societal norms. The evolution of a culture is an
on-going historical process which continues as the cultural group

2. Uecker, J.E. 2014  I Didn't Recognize It as a Bad Experience Until I was Much Older”: Age, 
Experience and Workers' Perceptions of Sexual Harassment June 2014 Sociological 

Spectrum 34(4) DOI: 10.1080/02732173.2014.917247

 In your experience, either as a target of sexual harassment, or as a bystander, 
what characteristic did the target exhibit?   

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jeremy-Uecker
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jeremy-Uecker
https://www.researchgate.net/journal/Sociological-Spectrum-1521-0707
https://www.researchgate.net/journal/Sociological-Spectrum-1521-0707
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02732173.2014.917247
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adapts its cultural norms and values to fulfil these needs. Different
cultural groups have different needs of belongingness or identity.
Also, cultural norms and values provide meaning to interpersonal
relations that we can see reflected in societies' politics, work, educa-
tion, medical care, and religion (Ratner, 2000). Based on the different
histories of countries across the world, we often see cultural differ-
ences between countries. Three variables that have been identified in
the cross-cultural literature include individualism, extroversion, and
feminism.  South African workplaces are a melting pot of people not
only from different cultural orientations, but also people from various
social classes. While Indian, Coloured and Black African cultures are
all considered to be part of the designated group in as far as the
Employment Equity agenda is concerned, there are between-group
and within-group variations with regard to their socio-economic sta-
tus, education levels as well as whether they are part of urban or rural
South Africa.  Nevertheless, members of the designated group can be
considered to be part of the broader collectivists culture upholding the
belief that the favour is more likely to be returned when it is given to
an in-group member than to an out-group member1 when compared
to their white counterparts.  For those women who may be suffering
triple oppression of race, gender and social class and therefore
occupy lower status in their communities and have adopted a mindset
of deferring to people who are authority figures, they may see sexual
harassment behaviours as part of males' legitimate exercise of power.
These women often experience workplaces as alien to their rural
upbringing, which makes them less inclined to question the behav-
iours and decisions of authority figures, even if these are harassing
behaviours. For women who have accepted subjugation, the work-
place norms and culture often trigger high uncertainty avoidance lev-
els which make it less likely to make sexual harassment accusations
than women whose culture is in synch with workplace culture and
therefore experience low uncertainty levels.2  This may be even more
the case for women who come from communities where everyday
street level sexual harassment is rife.  

1.  Shaffer, M. A., Joplin, J. R. W., Bell, M. P., Lau, T. & Oguz, C. (2000). Gender discrimina-
tion and job-related outcomes: A cross-cultural comparison of working women in the 
United States and China. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 57, 395-427.
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Another aspect of cross-cultural differences that may have a bearing
on perceptions of sexual harassment has been found to be differ-
ences in communication styles in individualism and collectivism cul-
tures, given the fact that sexual harassment is a communication
process in which the perpetrator is communicating his/her intentions
to the target. 

The typical communication patterns of South Africans can be summa-
rised as follows: 

Verbal Communication
Direct Communication: Though mannerisms in communication vary
among ethnic groups, most South Africans have a direct style of com-
munication. They generally speak confidently and straight to the point.
Their intention and meaning is generally very self-evident. For exam-
ple, a people not encumbered by cultural beliefs that emphasize def-
erence to authority figures is likely to openly point out when you are
wrong or disagree with you on the spot. This can come across as
overly assertive or blunt. However, keep in mind that this is not gener-
ally the intention. Moreover, they are likely to appreciate similar hon-
esty and not take offence to it as such. This is often not the case with
rural people.

Raised voices: Afrikaners and black South Africans (particularly
females) naturally tend to speak at a louder volume than those from
the English-speaking West. It is also normal for black South Africans
to continue conversations by shouting when situated at a distance
from one another (e.g. standing across the road or a room).

Silence: Silence can be interpreted as a sign that the conversation is
not engaging or that something is wrong. South Africans can grow
uncomfortable with prolonged periods of silence and may naturally
speak to fill it.

Location and Formality: Communication may vary depending on the
location, with more traditional approaches being used in rural areas
and people adopting more cosmopolitan approaches in urban areas.

2.  Luthar, V. K. & Luthar, H. K. (2002). Using Hofstede's cultural dimensions to explain sex-
ually harassing behaviours in an international context. International Journal of Human 

Resource Management, 13(2), 268-284.
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For example, Afrikaans people might find it very rude to refer to elders
without using the prefix "Oom" (uncle) or "Tannie" (auntie) while in a
small town. However, in an urban environment they might simply use
the formal "Meneer", "Mevrou" or "Juffrou" (Mr, Mrs or Miss) when
talking about older people. Black cultures do the same, and English
speakers often refer to poeple by their first names, regardless of age.

Non-verbal

Physical Contact: South Africans are generally comfortable with phys-
ical affection and like to express warmth through actions such as hug-
ging and patting each other on the back. A lack of physical contact
can be interpreted as aloofness, unfriendliness or a lack of trust. Vari-
ations, however, exist between rural and urban people, and between
classes with regard to the manipulation of personal space.

Hands: Some ethnic groups may find it impolite to make gestures with
the left hand. Black South Africans generally favour the right hand.
White South Africans are generally comfortable with using both left
and right hands. Putting your hands in your pockets can be misinter-
preted as disrespectful.

Expression and Body Language: Black South Africans are very ani-
mated and communicate heavily through their facial expressions
when speaking. White South Africans generally make less use of
hand gestures in conversation.

Eye contact: South Africans tend to maintain steady eye contact
throughout the duration of a conversation. However, older South Afri-
cans and people from rural areas may avert their eyes to show
respect to authority.

Personal space: Black South Africans often sit and stand very close to
each other. Therefore, some may stand at proximities that a West-
erner may consider to be uncomfortably close. People who come
from homogenoeus communities may be unaware of the discomfort
some people may feel with this.

Gestures: Making a V with the index finger and middle finger in the
shape of the peace sign is very rude if your palm is facing towards
yourself. Youth in South Africa sometime use the sign known to the
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West as the ‘shaka’ or hang loose sign (thumb and little finger
extended and other fingers against the palm, rocked side to side) to
express ‘hello’ or ‘good-bye’.

Pointing: It is considered rude to use your index finger to point at
someone.

Source: Culturalatlas.sbs.com.au/south-african-culture/south-african-

culture-communication

What this discussion reaffirms is that perception of sexual harassment
experiences is a subjective process individually defined and judged
by the target. However, societies' cultural norms and values could
play a crucial role in interpreting certain behaviours as sexual harass-
ment, a position that is affirmed by the Code, which further affirms
that in cross-cultural settings cross-cultural sensitivity is pivotal in cre-
ating an organisational culture that not only promotes respect for
other cultures, but also allows employees from diverse cultures to
thrive.

Given the fact that South African workplaces are a melting pot of cul-
tures, it becomes important that in the spirit of harmonious respectful
relationships with colleagues from diverse cultural backgrounds, that
behaviours that may be construed as sexual harassment be avoided
and this can be done by:

1. Avoiding sending mixed messages and being touchy-touchy,
and staring. 

2. Treating colleagues with respect and avoiding behaviours and
utterances with sexual overtones; if it happens withdraw the
statements and apologise.

3. Making sure that you do not repeat behaviours for which you
have apologised in the past.

4. Recognising that your culture is as important as all other cul-
tures and cannot be used as an excuse to violate others.  

5. Considering that colleagues are not necessarily your friends
and treating them professionally being circumspect about what
you say and do to them.
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6. Paying attention to non-verbal cues that colleagues give as
you interact with them: a frown may suggest discomfort, being
puzzled, etc., and enquire as to whether there is something
you said or did that made the colleague in question uncomfort-
able; explain or apologise if necessary.

7. Seeking to understand and appreciate the diverse cultural
backgrounds of the colleagues you work with. 

8. Being cognisant of the fact that your intentions do not matter;
what matters is how your behaviour makes the target feel.

9. Avoiding office romance, particularly where there are power
dynamics, like a boss with a subordinate, as it takes extraordi-
nary levels of maturity to keep one’s personal and professional
life separate.    

Refer back to the tripartite model of sexual harassment (10.3.1). 
Read each case and determine if there is any sexual har-
assment going on, and if there is, identify its type 

 

Vignette/ Case Gender har-
assment

Sexual 
coercion 

Unwanted 
sexual 
advances

Not sexual 
harassment 

1. Tom is a supervisor at one 
of the local clothing stores 
and Liza is a subordinate of 
Tom, and she was leaning up 
against the wall waiting for a 
lift and was oblivious of  Tom 
who was approaching her. 
Tom put his arm on each side 
of Liza who was startled and 
felt trapped. While she was 
trying to regain her compo-
sure, Tom proceeded to 
make a comment that with 
her kind of body, men should 
be queuing for dates!
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2. Joseph is a gender non- 
conforming middle-aged 
man who works for a Chris-
tian NPO and has had to go 
to great lengths to hide his 
sexuality for fear of losing his 
job. He was on vacation in 
another city with a same-sex 
partner when he ran into his 
boss. After initial awkward 
moments upon their return 
to the office, the boss 
approached him suggesting 
that he be counselled by a 
priest who has helped other 
people with his kind of prob-
lem. 

3. Tim is a Deputy Director 
in a government depart-
ment. Joy an administra-
tive clerk, was making 
copies at the copy 
machine when supervisor 
Tim came up behind her, 
leaned his body into hers 
so they were touching, 
and said, “We should go 
out some time.”

4. After taking up a new 
position in an accounting 
firm, Jane was invited to 
join her boss for drinks 
after hours, and she 
obliged – thinking it was 
going to be a professional 
get to know the organisa-
tion session. She was con-
fused because there was 
very little professional 
conversation and when 
she indicated her discom-
fort, the boss’s tone 
changed completely and 
back in the office, the boss 
became more abrupt and 
demanding,

5. Mr. X runs a law firm, 
and he calls all women 
“Darling”.
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6. In a staff canteen Jabu 
was standing in line wait-
ing to be served, and her 
colleague from the 
Finance Department 
joined the line behind her. 
She felt that her personal 
space was being invaded 
as the colleague was too 
close. She shifted a bit to 
demonstrate her discom-
fort and when that did not 
work either she turned 
around, and the male col-
league looked her up and 
down, checking her out 
and whistled. 

7. Joan has been waiting 
for technicians to help fix 
her computer when she 
decided to call the help-
desk to be given instruc-
tions to fix her computer.  
She was on-line with the 
help desk when she over-
heard her boss Mr Zee 
say, “I don’t know why she 
is even trying.  Everyone 
knows women can’t deal 
with computers, and most 
of them can barely use 
computers fully, let alone 
fix them”. 

8.  Toby was on a business 
trip with his boss who was 
seated on the middle seat. 
The boss Mike was leaning 
on his shoulder which he 
took as unintentional until 
he blurted out, “Gosh, you 
smell so good”! Toby is a 
gay man.
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9. Whenever Paul is deep 
in thought, he stares 
blankly at whatever is in 
front of him. In the unit’s 
strategy session he had 
one of those blank stares 
and a new female col-
league felt uncomfortable 
as it appeared he was 
staring at her. 

10. Lydia has been trying 
to advance her career 
through using training 
opportunities available 
and every time she 
applied, the boss Jim 
Smith found a reason to 
not approve. She had  
applied  again and this 
time around she decided 
to  enquire from the boss, 
sharing her observation 
about the pattern of appli-
cations turned down. Bill, 
the boss, told her that if 
she cooperated, she 
would get anything her 
heart desired.   

11. A recently appointed 
female Director is getting 
increasingly agitated and 
uncomfortable due to her 
male boss’s tendency to 
come around her desk, 
which she considers intru-
sive.   

12. Notwithstanding stel-
lar performance, Fiki has 
been overlooked for pro-
motion because the com-
pany has never had a 
female head of a technical 
department  
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10.9 Handling sexual harassment 

The Code of Good Practice has provided criteria that should be met
for behaviour to qualify as sexual harassment, i.e. whether the har-
assment is on the basis of sex, gender, or sexual orientation; whether
the sexual conduct was unwanted or unacceptable. The Code further
provides that the nature and the extent of the conduct deserves con-
sideration together with the impact of the conduct on the target. For
targets of sexual harassment, it is important to first ascertain if the
behaviour in question meets these criteria, considering that behav-
iours with sexual overtones are not always clear cut. The Code is cat-
egorical about the need for the target to explicitly or implicitly express
that the behaviour is unwelcome, and unwanted, which can be done
directly, verbally or in writing or by engaging a third party. Since sex-
ual harassment could involve behaviours that are perpetrated by
sophisticated harassers who know that what they are doing is illegal
and immoral, sexual harassment is not always blatant. The following

13. Company drivers who are 
all males are supposed to be 
scheduled on a rotational 
basis for out-of-town travel. 
The boss who is gay insists 
on being driven by one 
driver. Despite several expla-
nations about why this is not 
feasible, he is insisting on the 
specific driver and the driver 
concerned has expressed his 
discomfort about the boss’s 
tendency to invite him for 
drinks on these trips. 

14. While the executive team 
was waiting for a meeting to 
start, one male member 
made an out of the blue 
comment that he likes big 
boobs. Some male col-
leagues chuckled and two 
female colleagues were visi-
bly uncomfortable but did 
not say anything. 

15. A male boss has a ten-
dency to send inappropriate 
emojis.
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section covers how to deal with perceived sexual harassment using a
direct approach. 

10.9.1 A direct approach to deal with perceived sexual harass-
ment

This is when the target resolves to raise the issue with the alleged
perpetrator directly. As a target, the following steps can help you deal
with sexual harassment perpetrated against you: 

Adopt a zero-tolerance approach to sexual harassment 

Commit to tackling sexual harassment as it happens; and that can be
easier said than done, particularly if one lacks assertiveness skills, or
has allowed the behaviour to be repeated over and over again without
raising any objections, which may have normalised this social ill in the
eyes of the perpetrator. The adoption of this stance may require the
acquisition of soft skills to put it into action, notably assertiveness,
effective communication, learning to stand up for your rights without
feeling guilty, replacing faulty beliefs about authority figures, etc. With
this stance in tow, you will still need to subject behaviours that you
may construe as sexually harassing through filters. 

Check your own interpretation of what is happening

This is necessary to avoid making frivolous sexual harassment allega-
tions, considering that sexual harassment can be a single incident or
repeated acts. Take the case of a company that has submitted a bid
for a major project and colleagues are awaiting the outcome of the
adjudication process. An announcement is made that their company
was awarded the bid. In the heat of the moment a male colleague or
gay colleague may jump in glee and give a same-sex or opposite sex
colleague a tight celebratory hug. Surely in this context, this behav-
iour is not necessarily sexual harassment, although the recipient may
not be quite comfortable with it. The following further filters may help
one determine if what is happening is indeed sexual harassment:

1. Is this the first time this behaviour is happening/is there a pat-
tern emerging?

2. Is there another logical explanation for what is happening?
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3. Is this happening to me only, or have I observed the same hap-
pening to others, e.g. is this wink uniquely directed at me or
does this individual have a habit of winking as a way of
acknowledging others?

4. How do I feel about the behaviour?

5. What is the context, and could the context justify the behav-
iour?  

Resolve to tackle the problem head-on

Once you determine that the behaviour falls within the ambit of the tri-
partite aspects of sexual harassment, resolve to communicate clearly
and unequivocally that the behaviour is unwelcome, unwanted and
you find it offensive. That should be the case if for instance you do not
like to be hugged, even though the behaviour may not be necessarily
sexual harassment. Without this communication which can be direct
or through a third party, the alleged perpetrator would not know that
his/her behaviour is unwanted and unwelcome. If it is face to face,
you should be prepared for this meeting and as part of preparation:

1. Request a formal meeting so as to avoid being dismissed on
the basis of the perpetrator being busy

2. Rehearse what you want to say so as to be matter-of-fact

3. Aim to be very specific about the behaviours you are objecting
to, e.g. “It makes me feel uncomfortable when you come
around my desk. I feel my personal space invaded”.

4. Keep your emotions in check and communicate clearly, being
firm but respectful.

5. Plan not to allow yourself to be intimidated, being very factual
and matter-of-fact 

6. Plan for dealing with the possibility that the alleged perpetrator
may be dismissive, or try to change the subject, firmly indicate
that it is in his/her best interest to understand where you are
coming from, because if the behaviour persists, you will be left
with the option of pursuing a formal route. Proper planning for
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the meeting is necessary to enable you to be mentally pre-
pared and the following hints may come handy:

7. Do not allow the alleged perpetrator to take control of the meet-
ing

If s/he tries to take control of the meeting, politely suggest that you
requested the meeting, and as such you deserve to be afforded space
to articulate why you needed to meet with him/her without interrup-
tion.

Afford the alleged perpetrator the opportunity to be heard
After finishing describing the behaviours that you find offensive,
demeaning, objectionable, afford the alleged perpetrator the right of
reply. Respect his/her rights even though s/he may have shown no
regard for your rights. Listen to the explanation, keeping an open
mind: who knows, there could be a valid explanation for what hap-
pened and why it happened the way it happened. 

What if you misinterpreted the behaviour of the alleged perpetra-
tor?

This is very likely if the transgression is happening for the very first
time, particularly in a cross-cultural environment or where someone is
new in an organization (be it the alleged perpetrator or target). If the
alleged perpetrator’s explanation is compelling and it makes sense,
politely indicate that you interpreted the situation differently and no
malice was intended, and withdraw your allegation. That should end
the matter.    

What if your perception of sexual harassment is not disputed?
Once you have given the alleged perpetrator a right to be heard, and
there is no sensible explanation given as to why s/he did what s/he
did, reconfirm that the behaviour is unwelcome and unwanted and
you want it to stop. Also indicate that should the behaviour continue;
you will be left with no option but to pursue the formal route.   

During the meeting, exhibit utmost respect for the alleged perpetrator,
consistently demonstrating respect for the dignity and the rights of
others, even if they themselves do not do so. Thank the alleged per-
petrator for his/her time. 
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10.9.2 Seeking help of a representative to deal with alleged sex-
ual harassment

Should the prospect of approaching the alleged perpetrator prove to
be overwhelming, the Code provides for raising the issue through a
third party who may be a trusted colleague or a union representative.
Should this be a desirable route, the steps covered above are recom-
mended to maximise the positive effects of the encounter between
the third party and the alleged perpetrator. It is desirable that you be
present, even though the representative will be engaged in the dis-
cussion, just to be sure that your perspective is correctly articulated,
and you are available to confirm that you may have misinterpreted the
situation, should that be the case. 

Dealing with alleged sexual harassment    
You are gobsmacked having returned from a meeting at Head Office where col-
leagues were engaged in informal conversation about women, and they were 
laughing at unsavoury jokes. The only other female colleague, who has been with 
the company longer than you, seemed to enjoy the jokes that  you found offen-
sive. When you asked her after the meeting, she laughed it off, saying,“Boys will 
always be boys.” 

Plan to raise the issue with the chair of the meeting:

Request a meeting:

Prepare for the meeting starting with determining the type of sexual harassment 
this is: 

As part of preparation, role play this with a trusted colleague, should you feel the 
need 
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Benefits of informal oral approach

There are a number of benefits of an informal face-to-face approach
be it between the target and the alleged perpetrator or with the pres-
ence of a representative, which include:

1. Resolving the issue speedily if the behaviour stops after the
first meeting.

2. Affording the alleged perpetrator the opportunity to correct mis-
conceptions should the target have misconstrued certain
behaviours as sexual harassment

3. There is no way around it, as the Code of Good Practice
directs that the alleged perpetrator be made aware that their
behaviours are unwanted, and in instances where the alleged
harasser needs to modify his/her beliefs attitudes and behav-
iour to be aligned with anti-harassment/anti-discrimination cul-
ture, s/he is afforded the opportunity to do so without fanfare.

Raising alleged sexual harassment complaint in writing 

The Code provides for written correspondence as another avenue to
bring to the attention of the alleged perpetrator the behaviour in ques-
tion.  The mainstream modalities of transmitting will differ per organi-
sation and the applicable modality will need to be followed, mail
emails, and other electronic mechanisms. While writing may at face
value appear to be an easy option for the targets who may experience
secondary trauma when directly approaching the alleged perpetrator,
it has its own drawbacks such as:

1. What the target is trying to say may be understood or not
understood depending on how it is written

2. Anything in writing becomes a permanent record, including
instances where alleged sexual harassment was a misconcep-
tion that could have been easily explained

3. The back and forth inherent in written correspondence may
take longer to deal with and resolve 
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4. When writing, it is easy to drift away from the issue at hand by
tagging other issues which will obfuscate rather than clarity
issues. 

Should it be desirable to bring to the alleged perpetrator’s attention
behaviours that you find sexually harassing, the following issues
should be covered in the written correspondence:

Title of the Correspondence: Complaint about perceived gender/
sexual harassment/sexual coercion: cite the incident

Specific details of the incident: Meeting held XXX what happened/
Email dated XXX on YYY subject/sms with emojis dated XXX on AAA
subject, event happened at YYY

What category of sexual harassment is the event construed as: gen-
der harassment/sexual coercion, unwanted sexual advances

Invite the alleged perpetrator to explain his/ her action:

Indicate your openness to consider the explanation before deciding
on the next step

Ask the alleged perpetrator to acknowledge receipt of the letter of
complaint  

Keep the tone of the letter professional and respectful, covering perti-
nent issues in detail. 

10.10 A case for a proactive approach to prevention of sexual and all
other forms of harassment and bullying10.10 

The Code of Good Practice directs each organisation to put in place a
comprehensive policy and procedure to deal with all forms of sexual
harassment, a case for a proactive approach to prevention of all forms
of workplace  harassment.

Given the costly consequences of sexual harassment, including in
organisations around the world, for both employees who are targets
and employers, a case can easily be made for the primary prevention
of all forms of harassment including sexual harassment, a dysfunc-
tional, counterproductive behaviour. Organisations that are serious
about building healthy organisations, would be proactive and look at
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the problem broadly, put in place measures to address root causes of
sexual harassment. A proactive preventative approach is research-
based and grounded in the well-established traditions of public health
and preventive medicine that are applied to prevention of chronic
health problems, such as cardiovascular disease. It begins with a
management commitment to zero tolerance of sexual harassment
and of anyone associated with the organisation, training of the work
force at different levels, ongoing monitoring and provision of appropri-
ate interventions to deal with identified flashpoints. A policy would not
be enough if the organisational culture is not made conducive by fos-
tering a culture of respect, for all, regardless of gender, sexual orien-
tation, race, nationality and religion, etc. which can be monitored
through periodic culture and climate surveys.  The policy becomes a
blueprint of what should be done across the spectrum to deal with
allegations of harassment, handling these fairly and with confidential-
ity in a manner that would not tarnish the professional reputation of
the accused just in case the individual is vindicated after due process
is followed. One critical aspect in handling harassment and sexual
allegations fairly and legitimately is training of the investigators and
those who officiate grievance and disciplinary enquiries. 

10.10.1 Training of investigators and officials who handle har-
assment allegations

An adequate Harassment Policy covering all facets of harassment
flagged in the Code and beyond, should direct that all reported sexual
harassment allegations be investigated, to confirm that zero tolerance
stance to harassment, even though some inquiries will be more
extensive than others. Organisations should avoid conducting superfi-
cial or sloppy investigations, as these will send the message to
employees that harassment is not taken seriously. 

Harassment investigations are among the most sensitive and explo-
sive of all HR activities, yet research suggests that many HR manag-
ers typically do not receive training in how to conduct harassment and
sexual harassment investigations. With no training it is not surprising
that despite their best efforts, the parties involved are often left feeling
that they were not treated fairly. The question of treating all parties
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fairly in an emotionally charged atmosphere in the face of a sexual
harassment allegation cannot be overemphasised.1  

It may appear obvious that the occupational level of the investigators
matters, because power dynamics would make it difficult for investiga-
tors who are on lower ranks than the senior alleged perpetrators. Sus-
picions of sloppy harassment investigations abound where power
dynamics prevail because low-level employees may be seen as con-
ducting whitewash investigations calculated to vindicate the harasser
in the top office due to real or perceived pressure bullying. Thorough
impartial investigations are in the best interests of the organisation, as
that would likely settle the matter fairly, which often prevents
aggrieved employees from seeking external recourse. Needless to
point out, because seniority matters, every organisation should have
a panel of external investigators who will be engaged to probe allega-
tions of harassment by senior and executive members, to avoid any
real or perceived conflicts of interest, and shield the investigators
themselves against pressure bullying or quid pro quo harassment.
Among other things, investigators need to be trained; areas of training
identified in international best practices include:

1. Developing an investigation plan
The importance of consistency in handling harassment allega-
tions, including sexual harassment, cannot be overempha-
sised, particularly in multi-site organisations, failure to create
an investigative plan before diving into interviews often leads to
shoddy investigations. Each organisation should adopt broad
guidelines that include setting clear criteria regarding:

•  Identifying correct level to carry out the investigation 

•  The scope of the investigation

•  Guidelines on collecting evidence balancing access to credi-
ble evidence with confidentiality

•  Clarity around what actually constitutes evidence

•  How to identify role players to interviewed.

1.   Dorfman P.W., Cobb, A.T., Cox, R Investigation of sexual harassment allegations : Legal 
means fair – or does it? 20Human Resource Management Volume 39, Issue 1
First published: 06 March 2000.

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/1099050x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/toc/1099050x/2000/39/1
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/toc/1099050x/2000/39/1
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2. What exactly is to be investigated?
Apart from a general investigation plan, each investigation
should be carried out based on written terms of reference to
delineate the scope of the investigation, highlighting the main
question that the investigation should answer. This is pivotal to
keeping the investigation focused and on track to prevent
investigation veering into peripheral issues that may leave the
alleged harasser feeling that s/he is the object of a witchhunt.
The scope also helps ensure that all angles of the complaint
are covered, without overreaching or overlooking other perti-
nent aspects of the complaint. This is important to allow the
investigator to carry out one investigation that is adequate, in
relation to the specific complaint. Once the manager responsi-
ble for investigations has delineated the scope, the next step is
to determine who should be tasked with conducting the investi-
gation, taking into consideration the organisational dynamics,
issues of seniority of all parties involved, and real or possible
perceptions of conflicts of interest. It is this process that can
lead to a decision to engage external investigators and as a
matter of general principle, internal investigators should be
people of impeccable personal and professional integrity.  

3. What evidence needs to be collected?
This obviously depends on the facts of each case: sometimes
evidence is entirely written correspondence which makes the
investigation relatively easier to carry out, and in other
instances interviews need to be held.

Gather evidence that might support or negate the complaint.
This might include voice mails, text messages, e-mails, photos,
timecards, business expense records and social media posts.
For example, electronic messages might show that a male
supervisor made inappropriate sexual comments to a female
subordinate. On the flip side, if workers need a key card to
enter the worksite, building access records might show that the
person accused likely was not in the building at the time of the
alleged incident.
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Check the history of both the complaints and the alleged per-
petrator

Investigators should remember that things are not always as
they seem. Considering the history of the alleged target in as
far as other harassment or sexual harassment allegations, past
performance appraisals, thwarted career ambitions, failed pre-
vious consensual sexual relations, etc., the investigator cannot
rule any possibility out and jump to conclusions. The history of
the alleged harasser should also be probed to determine if
there are previous sexual harassment allegations, being wary
of people with sexual harassment allegations levelled against
them who left their previous employers suddenly without expla-
nation.

4. Who will be interviewed?

There is a possibility of coming up with a complete list of who is
to be interviewed upfront; however, there may be instances
where in the course of one interview, the investigator is alerted
to other people who could shed light on what exactly hap-
pened. This may necessitate broadening the original list.

Where external investigators are engaged, these guidelines
should be shared to protect the integrity of the process and
standardise the organisation’s approach to investigations. 

Writing a coherent report to be shared with both parties

Writing a report of the investigation is not to be taken lightly, as
the report should not only be an accurate reflection of what
transpired in the investigation but should also be coherent and
address all aspects covered in the terms of reference, which
should give HR an indication of what direction to take, i.e. a
disciplinary enquiry, or sharing a report with the parties con-
cerned indicating that there is no basis for proceeding.
Whether disciplinary proceedings will be invoked, or the
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accused is cleared, communication is important, in the spirit of
transparency.1

10.11 Monitoring and reporting trends

The raising of awareness of workplace harassment through road-
shows and communicating to the workforce about the Policy as
required by the Code of Good Practice, is likely to lead to increased
reporting. Harassment/bullying trends need to be modified and
reported on in various platforms, and this will make those with a pro-
pensity to harass realise that the spotlight is on them. This will also be
important for monitoring trends and determining whether the delivered
interventions are yielding the intended results.

10.12 Bystander role

Bystanders to sexual harassment episodes tend to respond the same
way as bystanders to other episodes of bullying and since organisa-
tions are mandated by the Code to deal with harassment holistically,
bystander training will necessarily need to incorporate the examples
and case studies depicting sexual harassment.  

1. Adapted from:  Meinert, D. (2018) How to Investigate Sexual Harassment Allegations. 

Make sure you have the knowledge and training you need before any complaints sur-
face. https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/hr-magazine/0218/pages/how-to-investi-

gate-sexual-harassment-allegations.aspx

Self-assessment

While the majority of sexual harassment cases happen in private either face to face or 
through electronic platforms, sexual harassers who are out of control do carry out their 
dastardly acts in the presence of bystanders. Gender harassment, more often than sexual 
coercion or sexual harassment, happens in the presence of bystanders. Have you been a 
bystander to sexual harassment/gender harassment? If you have been: 

What actually happened?
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Sexual harassment has deleterious effects on the organisation as well
as targets, and it therefore deserves to be tackled from all angles
starting with prevention, all the way to providing psycho-social support
for targets of sexual harassment. Training bystanders to intervene
constructively and employees in general enables colleagues to call
each other out, which can prevent escalation of sexual harassment.
All these interventions should be implemented within the context of an
overall affirming organisational culture in a quest to create an organi-
sation that is fully committed to the eradication of workplace sexual
harassment and all other forms of harassment. 

What was your reaction as a 
bystander?

Why did you react the way you did?

Knowing now what you know, how do 
you feel about how you reacted? 

Knowing what you now know, about 
the pivotal role that bystanders can 
play to cement a zero tolerance 
approach to sexual harassment,   how 
do you plan to react to instances of 
sexual harassment  that you might  
witness in future? 
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Chapter 11 Key lessons on dealing with 
workplace bullying in South Africa

Even as a second edition, this is an introductory book whose aim is to
impart skills to the targets, the bullies as well as managers who are
supposed to create harassment-free work environments. Managers
should see the creation of bully-free work environments as a business
imperative, in addition to complying with the law. A couple of conclu-
sions can be drawn based on the inputs of the participants in various
workshops conducted since the publication of the first edition of this
book as well as the experiences of key informants who were inter-
viewed. The recent promulgation of the Code of Good Practice will
hopefully serve to raise awareness and spark conversations on this
topic.  While the Code is a very welcome initiative in a fight against
workplace harassment, it does not define workplace harassment and
it does not provide guidance on how to deal with cyber harassment.
These lessons include:

11.1 Level of awareness about bullying in the workplace is rela-
tively low 

Awareness of the existence of the phenomenon of workplace bullying
is low. 

The lack of awareness of harassment in the workplace is so common
that bully bosses often perpetrate bullying acts without even recognis-
ing that what they are doing to employees is bullying. There is also a
lack of recognition of the detrimental effect of workplace bullying on
the wellbeing of the employees, i.e. both the targeted employees as
well as the bystanders. Workplace bullying is therefore not recognised
as an infringement of both worker rights and human rights. Bully
bosses also do not recognise the effects of their bullying on the profit-
ability of their businesses.

The lack of awareness is also widespread among targets, who often
put up with the bullying behaviour without even recognising that they
are being bullied. Some targets have come to accept the total disre-
gard for their dignity as a normal way of being managed; some
attribute it to having a personality clash or being disliked by the boss.
Such targets do not recognise that while the boss may not like them,
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s/he has no right to target employees and treat them in ways that vio-
late their dignity and threaten their sense of wellbeing.

11.2 Bullying is never just a matter between the bully and the 
target 

Although the actual manifestation of bullying in the workplace is
between the target and the bully (bullies in the case of bully gangs),
when bullying happens the problem is wider than the target and the
bullies. There is a bigger picture of the immediate context, the organi-
sational context, which is a microcosm of society in a country where
social ills such as racism, sexism, xenophobia, tribalism and
homophobia are quite rife, and it follows that a society that suffers
from as many social ills as South Africa will also have bully-prone
workplaces, a fact that was confirmed in the 2010 WHO study.

11.3 The majority of bullies are people in higher positions of 
power than their targets

Workplace bullying often happens within the context of a power
dynamic, and that is what often makes it go unrecognised for a long
time. Even in instances where at face value it may seem that the bully
and the target are on the same level, there is often a power dynamic
at play, such as having authority to give or withhold approval of some
transactions. In instances where bullying is done by people who are
junior to the target, the bullies may have a trump card that they use to
bully their senior target, such as unions, who are led by people with
immense control over their members, although they may not have
power in terms of their position in the organisational hierarchy. 

11.4 There are many different reasons people become bullies
Reasons for people becoming bullies are many and varied. The rea-
sons range from personality factors, such as adopting bully behav-
iours to mask their low self-esteem, all the way to vicarious learning:
someone observes a bully getting away with bully behaviours and
adopts bully behaviours under the misguided belief that this is how
managers should behave. Pressure bullies and bullied bullies have
been found to be easier than others to rehabilitate, as they are often
remorseful after the bullying flareups they have caused. If you are a
bully and wish to change, you first need to understand why you
became a bully.



281

11.5 There are many different ways bullies humiliate and silence 
their targets 

Perpetrators of bullying differ with regard to their level of sophistica-
tion, as they also have to guard against overtly harassing their tar-
gets, since that is against the law. Hence, they adopt many different
approaches to bullying, which also depends on the personality of the
bully and the severity of damage they wish to inflict on their target. In
carrying out their dirty deeds they are mindful that overt aggression
would not only be frowned upon but would also be illegal. Hence, bul-
lies use a variety of underhanded methods to silence their targets,
including the abuse of legal processes, and often institute frivolous
investigations to malign the integrity of the targets, denying targets
the use of privileges they are entitled to, giving disproportionate criti-
cism, etc.

11.6 Cyberbullying in the workplace is often more subtle

While cyberbullies would often spread malicious rumours to ridicule or
demean their targets, when it comes to workplace cyberbullying, it is
often more subtle and may be difficult to pick up. For instance, many
employees often wonder why people who have nothing to do with an
issue are copied e-mails. Many targets of cyberbullying suffer in
silence as bullies go rampant in their efforts to create an impression of
ineptness or incompetence on the part of the target. In other
instances, targets have to put up with e-mail correspondence that is
rude, abrasive – and the opposite spectrum involved: e-mail corre-
spondence that is not responded to – online silent treatment! As pro-
fessionals worked online as one of the Covid intervention strategies,
workplace cyber bullying took to levels unkown before, and new
nuances emerged.

11.7 Bullying is detrimental to the wellbeing of the organisation

Where bullying happens, everyone is on edge. The target is perhaps
the most traumatised, but it does not end with the target. There are
often bystanders who may also be traumatised by what they see hap-
pening, without having the guts to stand up in defence of the target.
This often leaves them with feelings of self-blame and self-loathing for
not having done anything to stop bullying, particularly if they are gen-
erally altruistic individuals. 



282

Bullying has a negative effect on the employer’s bottom-line. This can
manifest in excessive use of sick leave by the targets, the general
unconducive environment which reduces productivity, bad employer
reputation as well as escalation of the cost of recruitment, given the
fact that a bully organisation is essentially a revolving door for highly
skilled employees. The organisation does not get its returns on
recruitment investment.

11.8 Targets of bullying need not take bullying lying down 

While targets are certainly not responsible for what happens to them
(being bullied), the targets are responsible for how they react to it.
There will never be a time that the bully voluntarily repents and
ceases their bullying behaviours. It is the responsibility of the targets
to recognise what is happening, acknowledge how they feel about it
and take active steps to stop it. Targets of harassment/bullying can
now enjoy protection afforded by the promulgation of the Code of
Good Practice. Bullies are takers and takers know no boundaries, and
if not stopped they will continue their despicable acts. Bystanders
should also be willing to get involved by offering principled support. 

11.9 Bullying by a bunch of bullies is equally rampant

These are sadly grown-up men and women who hold meetings plot-
ting the downfall of colleagues for no other reason than that they hold
different opinions or are seen as an impediment to the realisation of
their nefarious objectives. They plot what they are going to do, assign
each other roles such that when the acts of bullying are carried out,
the orchestra performs in unison, in extreme cases plotting how their
targets should be physically harmed. 

11.10 Bullies can change with individual concerted effort and 
commitment to change

Like all behaviour, bullying can be changed; it requires the bully to
recognise that what s/he does constitutes bullying. Change begins
with acknowledging that the behaviour is unacceptable and is at odds
with Constitutional values and basic human decency, and then com-
mitting to get to the bottom of why s/he is bullying. Identifying the root
cause puts the bully on a path to recovery. This is not something the
bully can do alone. With therapy or coaching, depending on the root
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cause, and a commitment to learning substitute behaviours, bullies
can be saved. 

Conclusion
If bullying at work is understood as a systems dysfunction, and there
is a recognition of its existence, and the CEO is committed to creating
a bully-free work environment by addressing the underlying root
causes, it is possible to create workplaces with zero tolerance for
bully behaviours, an obligation mandated by the recently promulgated
Code of Good Practice. It begins with honest personal and organisa-
tional introspection, however.
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Annexure 1 Workplace bullying case studies
These are case studies of the targets of bullying that were shared with
the author confidentially. The respondents came from the pharmaceu-
tical, public service, higher education and IT sectors. They were iden-
tified using a snowball sampling technique. Hopefully the case studies
will make you think and reflect on the situations you may have faced. 

A.1 When bullying begins right at the recruitment and selection stage

A position was advertised for which an external candidate applied who had no previous

dealings with the company. S/he went through the process and was shortlisted. The

applicant planned to attend the interview and arrangements were made. As part of the

selection process, all applicants were required to make a presentation which was

required to be uploaded beforehand to facilitate the smooth running of the interviews.

The applicant complied by sending the presentation to the designated official, by the due
dates, but receipt was not acknowledged. On the day of the interview, the official to

whom the presentation had been sent claimed in an accusatory tone that s/he did not

get “any presentation from the applicant”. The applicant responded by lifting the e-mail

from the sent folder which proved that the presentation was sent, and it did not bounce

back. It was only after providing the proof that the interview went ahead, as it was a

condition for being interviewed. The applicant did not read much into this event, attrib-
uting it to things falling perhaps through the cracks due to pressure of preparing for mul-

tiple interviews.

After the presentation, panel members were given an opportunity to ask questions

based on the presentation, and the same official who had denied receiving the presenta-

tion asked questions in a very hostile tone, that appeared to be calculated to unnerve the

applicant. The applicant was asked by the same official on three separate occasions a

question relating to why s/he applied for the position, leaving the applicant feeling like
an unwelcome applicant.
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A.2 When bullying escalates to unfair discrimination

Following a gruelling recruitment and selection process, a candidate was appointed;

when she received an offer of employment it was accepted without raising any issues as

the candidate assumed that the offer was in line with the company’s remuneration pol-

icy. About a year into the job, the employee by sheer coincidence stumbled upon infor-

mation that clearly indicated that the remuneration s/he had been offered was for a
lower job grade, and this was against company policy. The employee approached the

responsible line manager, who was very dismissive of the complaint, arguing that the

employee had accepted the offer and that was the end of it. The employee indicated to

the line manager that the matter would be escalated. 
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A.3 Bullying through abuse of legal processes 

A.3.1 Abuse of whistleblower’s hotline

A company used the services of executive search consultants to fill the third-most senior

position in the organisation. The process was rigorous and included all forms of back-

ground check, verification of qualifications, criminal history; every bit of conceivable ver-
ification mechanism allowed by law. Following this rigorous process, a candidate was

identified and appointed. 

All information uncovered during background checks was included as part of the

employee file. A year after joining the company, an obviously frivolous allegation about

the employee’s qualifications, whose background was extensively checked by independ-

ent verification companies, was made about the “false qualifications”. This information

was never shared with the target, and the target of bullying never understood when
comments were made about false qualifications. The investigators were appointed, who

carried out the investigation, and the allegations were found to be baseless. It was after

the conclusion of the investigation that the line manager called the target and shared

that s/he had been cleared by the investigation. Three issues stood out in this case:

(i). The qualifications alleged to be falsified were not specified and the target had

several qualifications

(ii). The verification of the qualifications was already done independently by one of

the top vetting agents in the country

•   The target was never informed about the investigation, notwithstand-

ing the fact that it was not feasible for the target to tamper with the

investigation and within the organisation the investigation was com-

mon knowledge

•   When the target demanded the report that s/he was not provided

with, it was eventually made available and the allegation was obvi-

ously frivolous at face value because the falsified qualifications were

not mentioned, the industry that is alleged to have uncovered the false

qualifications was irrelevant to the target’s field of expertise, and the

target never worked for the company alleged to have uncovered false

qualification

•   After the investigation had cleared the target, the bullies behind the

allegations made no attempt to publicise the outcomes of the investi-

gation, thereby leaving the image of the target dented in the face of

public opinion.
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A.3.2 Abuse of legal process entertaining allegations that are known
to be false

In the middle of a security crisis, a bully gang constituted itself into a “task team” to

come up with a strategy to secure the organisational property and developed a secu-

rity strategy, without involving the line manager. Neither of the members of the “task

team” had any expertise in the substantive area of security nor any direct responsibil-
ity for security. They made a presentation and the CEO decided to engage a company

recommended by the “task team”. The CEO issued an instruction to the responsible

line manager to engage the recommended security company without any due process.

The responsible line manager followed the instruction which was obviously a deviation

from standard procurement processes. The engagement of the designated company

was protracted due to the size of the premises they had to secure, and the fact that
the security threats were protracted. When the security bill escalated, allegations of

kickbacks were made against the line manager of the portfolio. The CEO knew that the

line manager was executing his instructions, yet when the allegations surfaced, the

same CEO ordered that the line manager be investigated. The results of the investiga-

tion cleared the target of bullying, yet the CEO never publicised the report, and Board

members continued making reference to the allegations long after the finding of no
wrongdoing was made. 
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A.4 Bullying through giving credit for the work done by the target to
cronies

In a board meeting, the CEO of a dysfunctional organisation asked one of the Executive

Team members to report on a portfolio that had nothing to do with him, while the

responsible manager was sitting at the meeting, not having been informed to prepare a
presentation. The presentation was full of errors, which the responsible line manager

made an effort to correct, but was ignored. The Board accepted the presentation, not-

withstanding the fact that they knew that the presenter had nothing to do with the

portfolio. After the presentation, the Board asked for the way forward, at which point

the CEO asked the responsible line manager to indicate to the Board how the decision

was to be implemented before showering the clueless presenter with accolades. The rel-
evant line manager took the trouble to correct the report, but the bully boss continued

to heap accolades on his clueless crony.
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A.5 Bullying through taking responsibilities from line function

In the midst of a security crisis, the CEO went outside of line function, and appointed

security experts, whose role was unknown to anybody except the CEO and one individual

whose role within the organisation had nothing to do with security; neither did he have
any proven expertise in the field. The security experts reported to the CEO’s designated

internal employee; presentations by the security experts were shrouded in so much

secrecy that even the manager of security services was not included. At the end of their

stint, no report was available, and no one ever knew what the experts did and what they

were paid for. When the security budget was exhausted, the very same CEO did not

understand how that had come about, requiring the line manager concerned to explain.
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A.6 Bullying through invasion of personal space

A female subordinate had a male boss who had a habit of going around the female

employee’s desk, thereby invading the employee’s personal space. This behaviour

started as soon as the female employee started working. The male boss was also

overly interested in looking at the screen of the female subordinate’s computer, with-

out any valid reason. This went on for a while, until one day the boss came into the
office of the female employee in full flight and as he was making his way around the

desk, the female subordinate jumped off the desk so they could meet closer to the

entrance. The boss started ordering the employee to go to a function of which the new

employee had no recollection. He ordered the employee to turn on her computer, and

he perused e-mails to prove that she had been invited. He lifted the said e-mail, which

was a group e-mail, which because of the fact that the female employee was new, she
had read without registering its content. The boss ordered the employee to go to the

function, and the employee asked if it was necessary to come around her desk. A

screaming match ensued, and while it stopped the behaviour, it was not the best way

to handle the situation. 

� �

	
������������������������������������

���������������������������������������

�����������������������������������������������

���
�����������



291

A.7 Bullying through ignoring protocol and line function 

The CEO, right from the moment of joining the company, started an unsavoury practice

of dealing directly with very junior employees without the involvement of many layers

of line managers. This was calculated to push underhanded deals; the low-level

employees implemented his instructions without question. When the issues surfaced at

executive meetings and the responsible line managers did not know about them,
opportunities to debate such issues were not afforded, and when responsible line man-

agers raised policy and legislative impediments as arguments as to why what the CEO

wanted could not be done, he retorted by threatening to replace the managers with

people who would implement his directives. 
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A.8 Bullying through withholding authorisation 

A CEO decided for whatever reason not to authorise anything coming from one of his

direct reports, who was already being given silent treatment, face-to-face as well as

electronically. It did not matter how mundane or complex the transaction was: he

refused to sign off without giving any reason for not signing off. Administrative staff who

served as messengers with files for signature would sit and wait for long periods of time
for authorisation, as no indication was given of transactions not being authorised. At

first the PA who was on the receiving end of files thought it was an innocent oversight

and suffered vicarious bullying as she did not know what to say when the target made

enquiries about why the boss did not sign off. After a while it became clear the act was

calculated to frustrate the subordinate by making it look as if the target of bullying was

inept and incompetent. 
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A.9 When targets open themselves to further bullying by taking on
more responsibilities

A.10 Bullying through delegating without clear directives

An employee who was an excellent IT specialist became the most sought after individual

to solve end-user computing problems because he was pleasant, timely and solved prob-

lems first time around, with the result that everyone needing IT support would ask for

him. The boss came to resent this and started giving this individual tasks with unreason-
able deadlines. Notwithstanding the fact that the lT specialist was overloaded, he volun-

teered when a new project needed his expertise. Unbeknown to him, two team members

would be out of the system soon after the inception of the project, leaving the bulk of the

work resting on his shoulders. The bully boss saw this state of affairs as an opportunity

to show the volunteer that “he was not all that”. The project floundered because of a

lack of capacity and refusal by the bully boss to reprioritise and assign a new deadline
after two project team members were lost. To diminish the target’s professional image

and to cast doubts on his capabilities, the bully boss made frequent unnecessary refer-

ences to the project that failed. 
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A senior manager received a call from his boss’s PA around 9:00 conveying an instruc-

tion that the senior manager needed to go to represent the boss in a meeting to be held

at another branch. The senior manager already had commitments lined up which he

needed to cancel. On previous occasions this had happened and the target of bullying

had expressed reservations about being thrown into meetings unprepared. He con-

tacted the boss to enquire about the meeting, but the boss did not answer the phone,
opting to send an e-mail instead, in which the boss indicated that he would be available

on the phone to clarify whatever might need to be clarified during the meeting. The

representative was therefore ordered to call the boss as and when necessary. The e-

mail was abrupt, and made no reference to the commitments that the boss ought to

have delivered. It was only when matters arising from the minutes were covered and

the representative had nothing to contribute, that the full scale of how the boss abused
his power to send the target into a robust meeting with no defined stance on the issues.

To say the instructions were unclear is an understatement. At the meeting, the repre-

sentative felt that his professional standing was diminished by his inability to answer

questions, and one of the participants irately asked why he had bothered to attend.

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

�

� �

!��������������������������������������������������������������

����������������������������������������������������������

�����������������������

-�������������������������������������������������������

����������������������������������������������������������������



295

A.11 Insinuating that an employee should leave

A manager was investigated following frivolous complaints. The first investigation was

concluded and no wrongdoing on the part of the accused manager could be found. The

results of the first investigation were kept under wraps, notwithstanding the fact that it

was common knowledge that the investigation was held.

After the conclusion of the first investigation, the same target was approached by an HR

executive who wanted to determine out of the blue whether “a dignified exit” of the tar-
get of bullying could be negotiated with the CEO, to avoid another investigation. The

reasons for the second investigation were never shared, and the target of bullying was

never informed of any complaints that had been received, either by HR or the boss
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A.12 Bullying through “icing” of targets

Two senior managers were given instructions to attend an emergency meeting that was

convened by the Chairman of the Board at very short notice. They were not informed

about the agenda. The meeting was held at an offsite venue and they were told to be

there by 18:00. They arrived separately about 10 minutes ahead of 18:00 and waited in

the passage. The Chairman of the Board arrived while they were waiting and did not
acknowledge them at all. He proceeded to chat with other Board members, and when

the meeting started the senior managers were asked to wait. They waited for about 45

minutes before they were called in. After they joined the meeting the Chairman of the

Board led the charge criticising their performance, and other Board members joined in

with a barrage of criticism. At no stage were they informed what the basis of the criti-

cism was. As it turned out, the Board had convened to deal with negative press coverage
of the organisation. When one of the senior managers asked for the opportunity to

speak by raising her hand, the Chairman ignored her. One Board member thought the

Chairman did not see that she wanted to speak and drew the attention of the Chairman

to that effect, who retorted by saying, “They cannot tell me anything; they are not doing

their jobs and if they do not want to do their job, I will replace them.” After a further rant

that lasted about 10 minutes, the two senior managers were asked to leave.
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A.13 Gender harassment

Libby is a very attractive gender non-conforming 25 year-old. She is a very diligent

employee whose dress code is decidedly masculine. Her boss, a middle-aged conservative

man, seems to like her and once in a casual conversation at one of the office parties he said
her beauty was wasted, and she probably was tomboyish because she just did not appreci-

ate how beautiful she is. Libby just brushed that inappropriate comment, rationalising it as

the boss having had a drink too many. A couple of months later, the organisation was due

to be represented in a national association forum, and as Head of Advancement, Liz was

the logical choice. She was puzzled when the boss indicated that he was going to represent

the organisation and was asking Liz to draft him the presentation. Liz then asked why he
would want to do that given the difficulties that he would encounter when question time

came. She was dumbfounded when the boss responded that he did not want to risk the rep-

utation of the organisation by sending a woman who dresses like a man. 
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A.14 Quid pro quo sexual harassment

Cece applied for an Executive Communication & Marketing position in one of the major

conglomerates. The position was naturally based at Head Office, and due to the complexity

of the job, there were a series of interviews planned. The first preliminary interview
involved the CEO, MD and the departing Executive Communication and Marketing Director.

She felt that the interview had gone well, and the  afternoon of the interview, she was

taken aback when she received a call from the current incumbent, inviting her for drinks, to

compare notes. She raised the question of whether it would be proper and ethical to meet

with one of the members of the recruitment panel but was assured that his “direct involve-

ment” had ended. She agreed and at the meeting, he acted in an overly familiar way and
mentioned that he found Cece attractive, and was very close friends with the CEO. If Cece

was nice to him, he could persuade his friend the CEO to hire her. Cece felt insulted, and just

left.  
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A.15 Sexual harassment 

Zane is a Head of the department of life orientation and sports in a high school where he

matriculated. As a result, there are many boundaries that are blurred, particularly by his
former teachers. Zane is a fitness fanatic. He was invited to be part of a committee that

was planning the school’s Annual Fun Day. He obliged, and he was late for one of the meet-

ings and a female colleague came to the sports field to remind him of the meeting. He fin-

ished off and dismissed his class, took off the sports vest he was wearing and put on a golf

shirt. As he was changing his top she was staring at him and made a comment asking him

to show her his “six pack”. He was wearing a sports vest and he did not think much of it.
He was embarassed and humiliated when in one of the staff meetings the same colleague

dared him to take his shirt off.
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Glossary of terms

Authoritarian leadership style: When the leader/s deems him/her-
self to be solely responsible for decision-making, with no input from
the group, leading to the loss of valuable contributions. 

Bullying: Repeated and persistent negative actions aimed at one or
more individuals, which result in the creation of a hostile working envi-
ronment. “Bullying involves a desire to hurt + hurtful action + power
imbalance + (typically) a repetitive aggressor and a sense of being
oppressed by the target” (Akela 2016).

A bully: A person who exhibits “aggressive behaviour that is intended
to cause harm or distress, occurs repeatedly over time, and occurs in
a relationship in which there is an imbalance of power or strength”
(American Psychological Association, 2010).

Bystander: A person or persons who happens to be present or in the
vicinity when bullying acts are carried out

Bystander effect or bystander apathy: A social psychological phe-
nomenon in which individuals are less likely to offer help to a target
when other people are present. The greater the number of bystand-
ers, the less likely it is that one of them will help, as each person
expects the next person to help.

Civility: Polite, reasonable, and respectful affirming behaviour. 

Coaching: Showing a less experienced individual how to perform a
particular activity based on the specific individual's needs, identified
through self-assessment and observations made by the coach, and
impartial, non-judgmental performance-based feedback. 

Collegiality: The cooperative relationship of colleagues rooted in
civility.

Cyberbullying: The use of electronic media, such as computers and
cell phones, to cause repeated harm to the target.

Cyber incivility: Deviant workplace behaviour of low intensity that
can include such behaviour as being rude, discourteous, impolite, or
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violating workplace norms of behaviour through the use of electronic
media.

Democratic leadership: Inclusive; it values the inputs of others in the
decision-making process. While the leader is responsible for taking
the final decision, inputs of others are solicited and considered before
a final decision is taken.

Emotional intelligence (EI): The ability to identify and manage one’s
own emotions, as well as the emotions of others. It includes at least
three skills, viz. emotional awareness, or the ability to identify and
accurately label one’s own emotions; the ability to harness those
emotions and apply them to real-life tasks like thinking and problem-
solving; and the ability to manage one’s own emotions, as well as the
whole range of other people’s emotions.

Employees: Individuals with a formal employment contract, whether
permanent or contract. This also extends to job applicants. 

Gender harassment - a broad range of verbal and non-verbal behav-
iour conveying insulting, hostile and degrading attitudes about mem-
bers of one gender.

Gender non-conforming: a person whose behaviour does not con-
form to stereotypes about what is appropriate to their gender.

Hazard: A condition, object or agent that has the potential to cause
harm to an employee.

Health: A state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing,
and not merely the absence of disease, according to WHO.

Health promotion: Creation of an environment that enables people
to increase control over their health and its determinants, thereby
continuously improving their health and wellbeing.

Health protection: Measures taken in a workplace to protect workers
from psychosocial hazards.

Healthy workplace (WHO definition): One in which workers and the
employer collaborate to use a continual improvement process to pro-
tect and promote the health, safety and wellbeing of workers and the
sustainability of the workplace by considering the following, based on
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health, safety and wellbeing concerns in the psychosocial work envi-
ronment, including organisation of work and workplace culture.

Incivility: Deviant workplace behaviour of low intensity that can
include being rude, discourteous, impolite, or violating workplace
norms of behaviour

Laissez-faire: In French its meaning is “leave alone”. A laissez-faire

leader hardly exerts any control or power in terms of decision-making
as s/he is not actively participating in the process.

Mentoring: A senior or more experienced individual (the mentor) is
assigned to act as an advisor, counsellor, or guide to a junior or
trainee by providing support and feedback to the mentee.

Modelling: Bandura’s Social Learning Theory posits that people
learn from one another, via observation, imitation, and modelling,
which involves paying attention to the behaviour to be emulated,
remembering the behaviour, based on a motivation to act like the
model leading to mastery of a particular skill.

Organisational culture: The underlying beliefs, assumptions, values
and means of interacting that contribute to the unique social and psy-
chological environment of an organisation.

Organisational values: The core ethics or principles which the com-
pany upholds, no matter what. Each value statement suggests what
employees should strive for, while also implying that the opposite
would not be tolerated; clearly articulated values prescribe appropri-
ate workplace behaviour and become a foundation for building a pos-
itive organisational culture.

Presenteeism: When employees come to work and observe the
working hours with minimal and sometimes no productivity at all.

Quid pro quo harassment is promising or providing employment
benefits in return of sexual favours. Quid pro quo harassment is prom-
ising or providing employment benefits in return of sexual favours.

Relational aggression: The use of social manipulation in order to
damage the target’s reputation and social relationships.
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Safety: The state of being protected against physical, social, spiritual,
financial, psychological, or other types or consequences of failure,
error, accidents, or harm. This can take the form of being protected
from the event or from exposure to something that causes health or
economical losses. It can include protection of people or of posses-
sions.

Sexual harassment: unwelcome sexual advances which includes
unwanted sexual attention,gender harassment and sexual coercion.  

Target: A person at the receiving end of bullying actions. This book
takes the view that to brand this person a victim is disempowering,
and all employees who have been bullied are considered targets.

Worker: A person who provides physical and/or mental labour and/or
expertise to an employer or another person. While employees are
also workers, the concept “workers” also includes people who perform
unpaid work, such as volunteers. 

Workplace: Any place where physical and/or mental labour occurs,
whether paid or unpaid. This includes formal worksites, private
homes, vehicles, or outdoor locations on public or private property.

Workplace bullying: Peristent pattern of mistreatment from others in
the workplace that causes emotional, physical, and psychological
harm.

Workplace harassment: Unwelcome verbal or physical behaviour
that is based on race, ethnicity, national origin, gender, gender iden-
tity, age, and physical attributes. In the South African context, work-
place harassment and workplace bullying seem to be used
interchangeably. 
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Review: Workplace bullying: A South African 
Perspective

Purpose: What was the aim of the book?

The aim of the book is to guide especially Human Resource practi-
tioners on how to prevent and deal with workplace bullying in the SA
employment sphere in a practical way. This is clearly a targeted inter-
vention proposed and the author clearly succeeds in such attempt. It
is indeed true that SA has lagged behind the rest of the world in the
prevention and management of workplace bullying and the psycho-
logical reasons for bullying, how it presents in employment and the ill
effects thereof had been addressed very well. This is achieved, with
the provision that the Code of Good Practice on the Prevention and
Elimination of Harassment (inclusive of bullying) took effect on 18
March 2022 and had not been mentioned and is not incorporated into
this book.1 ILO convention 190/2019 was signed  by our President
last year. This important legislative intervention, (the SA Code in com-
pliance with ILO Convention 190/2019) inclusive of policy guidelines,
are not reflected in the book (see footnote below).

What is the author trying to accomplish?

The author dissects bullying from normal managerial action taken and
addresses the types of bullying in a practical way with hands-on
examples. It thereby evaluated the underlying theory and praxis of not
only identifying workplace bullying, but afford the reader with a practi-
cal approach to such as well.  I  especially appreciated the checklists
and self-reflection “tests” as this takes the theory down to ground floor
level and makes for not only an interesting read, but  asks for a self-
evaluation and creates self-awareness alike. 

The author sets out break the topic down into palatable sections, with
the opportunity to assess the workplace, management and self-
involvement. Drivers of workplace bullying and the role of the organi-
sation inform important policy considerations and actions to be taken

1. The first edition of the book preceded the publication of the Code. The current (second) 
edition was specifically produced to make provision for a full inclusion of the nature and 
value of the Code.
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over and above legislative provisions are important and has been well
addressed in the book. A practical take on human behaviour as it
translates into bullying, as evaluated in this book, is a new contribu-
tion and is this the first book written in such a way that everyone can
understand. The author is commended on this. 

What argument is being advanced?

The relevance of understanding the concept of workplace bullying,
factors contributing to bullying (leadership , personal issues, organi-
sational culture and design), the lasting ill-effects thereof on employ-
ees, society and the employer advance the key theme of this book,
which is to realise that workplace bullying is a special category of
human behaviour that needs to be managed and prevented alike. The
nature of what drives a bully is key to understanding this phenomenon
and is well addressed. The argument that self-awareness and reflec-
tion is needed for a workplace to be healthy, was stressed throughout
the work. The key argument is that workplace bullying deserves to be
understood, not only from a legal perspective, but also from an HR,
sociological and psychological aspect and that emphasis should be
placed on the practicalities of day-to-day management and prevention
of this phenomenon. The section on cyberbullying is needed, espe-
cially with 4 IR in mind and contributes to a scarce body of evidence.
Much of the background, theoretical and practical, aims to set the
scene for the development of policies and I can not fault the author on
this – it is a valuable contribution. 

Audience: Who was this book written for?

Human Resource practitioners in particular, as well as for any person
(management and employees) in employment. I am sure that psy-
chologist, industrial psychologist and sociologist will find value herein
as well. Legal practitioners, scholars, CCMA Commissioners and
judges need to read this book to understand the specific nature of
workplace bullying and the lasting ill-effects thereof. Workplace bully-
ing is different from any other type of transgression and the Interna-
tional Labour Organisation (ILO)  did extensive studies on workplace
bullying before Convention 109/2019 and the relevant Recommenda-
tion were passed, signed by our President, which lead to the Code on
Good Practice on the Prevention and Elimination of Harassment in
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the workplace, in SA. A guiding and binding legal instrument dealing
amidst others, with workplace bullying. This code affords a definition
of workplace bullying and discusses the legal framework, but lacks
the theoretical and practical guidelines addressed in this book. I
believe this book contributes to the understanding of the CODE and
does not replace such and could be used in addition to the code to
draft policies desperately needed and made obligatory in SA work-
places. 

What is the overall approach: How does the book attempt to achieve
its aim?

The theoretical discussions are backed up by practical examples,
self-reflection and key learning are tested through the “REFLECT on
the Important Issues” and case studies throughout the book. The
opportunity for growth through self-awareness and application of own
experience, as target or witness to bullying, makes this book unique.
The section on bystanders of bullying, who suffer the same after-
effects as the targets of bullying, is refreshing and the examples ten-
dered in this section adds to the achievement of empowering the bul-
lied and cautioning the bullies in a modern SA workplace. This is not a
only theoretical work, but the author successfully makes it palatable
and understandable for even a novice reader and can I see the value
where trade unions, employees and employers are involved, who may
not understand the intricacies of workplace bulling.  

What strategies and evidence did you see in the book?

The section on how to bully proof your organisation is key to the learn-
ing convened in this book. Referring to our unique culture, the role of
management and executive management, leadership development,
coaching (as opposed to mentoring), addressing the role that
bystanders can play,  as well the taking of personal responsibility is a
good strategy and can be implemented in addition to what the law
requires.  It is of key importance that the notion of bullying be clearly
communicated as with the new legislation in place, (which I think
needs to be added to this body of work or a disclaimer that at the time
of writing the book, the Code was not in operation as of yet),  it may
open the floodgates to dispute resolution agencies, but the author
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correctly makes this a practical “test” in the section on “Confirming
that you have been bullied.” 

Guidelines in terms of building evidence against the bully is a handy
and practical tool. The “options available” section in my mind should
include at least reference to the CODE that explains the legal land-
scape in that bullying is a form of harassment and is a form of unfair
discrimination as of 18 March 2022. 

Evaluation: Is the book successful in accomplishing its aim?

Yes, but the lack of the latest legal interventions need to be explained/
addressed (see footnote p. 307)).

To what extent do you find the book convincing? 

This is a very convincing book, with a strong practical onslaught,
something that is desperately needed. 

To whom (if anyone) would you recommend this book?

My academic colleagues, students, judges, HR practitioners, CCMA
commissioners, employers and employees. 

The strengths and weaknesses of the book?

The strengths are numerous. I favour the fact that is an easy read; the
reader is being kept intrigued, informed and has the opportunity to
reflect and test not only the possible transgressor, but also oneself.
The explanation of the drivers of bullying and ill-effects and types of
bullying as it presents in the workplace will not only explain this phe-
nomenon, but also caution oneself. The key lessons to be learnt have
been successfully set out and Annexure 1 demonstrates how bulling
could start and escalate, this is a valuable contribution to anyone in
the process of drafting policies and embarking on training as is now
required. 

The weakness lies in the discussion of the legal avenues to be
explored and the fact that we now do have an elaborate definition that
allows for even a single serious instance of bullying, to be called bully-
ing and that intent is not a requirement for bullying to be found. The
intention of anti-bully legislation is to protect the dignity of employees,
as a human right and is fundamental to any anti bully intervention. 
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Any other criteria deemed important
NONE

I congratulate the author on a well-written and much needed practical
guidance to the phenomenon of workplace bullying in South Africa 

Regards

Prof (Assoc.) D M Smit

University of the Free State
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