Toxic Workplace Hinders Performance 
On the job bullying – a mostly same-sex matter affecting a third of workers – is estimated to cost companies billions 

By Judi Bailey, The Lane Report, December 2010
“The workplace can be hazardous to your health,” says Dr. LaVena Wilkin, who did research and her dissertation on the subject of conflict resolution in workplace bullying. She now works for the Louisville campus of Sullivan University. 

Bullying victims usually suffer in silence. Some quit their jobs. Sometimes being bullied leads to stress-related disorders like heart attacks and depression.

Human Resource departments and supervisors are reluctant to report that their businesses have a problem with the bullying or harassing employee. Unfortunately, out of defense, many victims fail to report incidents, and when they do it is often regarded by their managers as a “personality conflict.”

Tony Belak, ombudsman for the University of Louisville, tells a story about two Army Corps chief engineers who were bullies. Their manager, a colonel, was so upset with them that his frustration came out at home and his wife nearly left him. The colonel said that at times the stress of this situation was worse than his tour of active duty.

Statistics show that one in six workers faces abuse in the workplace as a daily occurrence. It is more common than racial or sexual harassment. It costs business billions of dollars due to absenteeism, turnover, training new workers, less productivity from victims and low morale. 

Bullying is non-physical but can lead to violence. Some bullying is subtle. This includes: verbal abuse, interfering with another’s work, spreading gossip and lies, insulting others, keeping employees from resources such as training programs and reminding employees over and over about their mistakes.

“It’s not a one-time incident,” said Wilkin. “It has to be frequent, over time and consistent. This is not about someone yelling once.”

The majority of bullies are bosses. When Tony Belak was chief attorney for the Veterans Administration in Kentucky, he had a boss that bullied him and caused him public humiliation.
“Here’s the person I was supposed to report to,” Belak says, “and I avoided him and wouldn’t take phone calls from him.” Because he was this man’s target, Belak asked to leave his position.

Bullies fall into two broad categories according to Dr. Monica Harris, professor of psychology at the University of Kentucky. 

“Some bully others to gain resources and power,” Harris said. “Others engage in bullying because it makes them feel good. They get a rush from it.”

One pattern Nancy Spivey, from the Northern Kentucky Chamber of Commerce, has seen throughout her career is what she calls the emotional bully. 

“This is the person,” Spivey said, “who spouts off when he or she disagrees with what others are saying, trying to gain sympathy and agreement from co-workers, shouting, crying and storming out of meetings.” 

Spivey says there were times in her own past when she held back comments in meetings because she knew the emotional bully was going to disrupt her. 
Al Edington, a safety supervisor at a transportation company in Central Kentucky, points out a frequent situation for bullying behavior: the new employee who does superior work.

“The other employees try to sabotage the new guy’s work,” Edington said. “And because he’s new to the organization, the victim doesn’t want to make waves, so he doesn’t confront the rest of the group.” 

Another situation Edington reports is the man who makes sneaky, but real, threats. 

“This man applied for a lead driver position and stated on his resume that he had a black belt in karate and how many pounds he could bench press. 
His supervisor told me he was trying to intimate me,” he said. “When another more-qualified person got the job, this man stormed in my office screaming, hollering and using cuss words. After an hour he calmed down. 
Because of a number of incidents later, this man was finally let go.” 

Although companies are becoming more aware of conflict in the workplace, not all bullies can be saved.

“It takes more than a good man to effectively supervise a bully,” Edington said. “It takes a leader. If the bully is still bullying, you need to ask ‘why?’ Either he feels threatened or something is unfair. You shouldn’t tolerate bullying, but you shouldn’t kick him to the curb either.” 

Edington says you have to find out what is underneath the bullying and help him find a solution. If it continues, you have to deal with it as a discipline problem. 

Wilkin says the problem can be devastating to individuals and organizations. But companies can take some steps. 

“Manager training needs to be awareness-based and skill-based. If the bully is unwilling to change, termination is always an option,” he said. But there are many things trained supervisors can do in the meantime. “It might be to educate the bully or to put him in another role.”

Karen Hill, vice president/ nurse executive at Central Baptist Hospital in Lexington, said, “We do a lot of training in how to deliver criticism and handle constructive feedback.” Central Baptist staff is knowledgeable about individual and generational differences in receiving feedback. Some like to communicate face-to-face, for instance. Others prefer email.

When it comes down to giving feedback to the bully, Spivey suggests clear communication of problem issues prior to any confrontation.

“Make specific notations of occurrences when the behavior was exhibited, then deal with the individual confidentially, citing clear examples of when the behavior was noticed. The person may not realize the pattern or recognize it as bullying behavior,” she said. “Hopefully the clear communication will shed light on the issue.”

It’s necessary for companies to re-examine their philosophies or mission statements. 

“If the culture of the organization is highly competitive,” Belak said, “it can set the stage for accepting bullying as an individual’s way to get ahead.”
“Anti-bullying should be very much a part of the workplace rules and expectations, and explicitly forbidden,” said Harris.

As Belak said, “If the problem isn’t resolved, you’ll lose your best people.”

