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What is 
“workplace bullying?”



Workplace bullying is a
- severe social stressor  
- defined as systematic 

mistreatment of an 
employee 

- by one or more colleagues 
at the workplace 

- where the targeted individual 
has difficulties in ending or 
warding off the mistreatment



Workplace bullying is the 
- systematic 
- prolonged
- negative treatment 
- of an employee 
- by co-workers or a supervisor
- where the target can’t ward off 

or defend against the 
treatment



Workplace bullying is
- a distinct form of workplace 

aggression that involves
- persistent and repetitive 

exposure 
- to negative social behavior at 

work
- which comprises harassment, 

ostracism, exclusion, or 
actions that negatively affect 
the target’s work 



Is workplace bullying 
different than any other 

workplace mistreatment?



Workplace bullying is different 
in severity:

“[I]t is clear that workplace bullying is 
an extreme work-related social 
stressor, leading to consequences 
that are frequently more severe than 
those ensuing from more common 
psychosocial risk factors, such as 
high workload, role conflict, and role 
ambiguity.”



Workplace bullying is different 
in legal status:

“Unlike harassment, which the UK’s 
Equality Act (2010) defines as 
discriminatory behaviours based on 
protected demographic 
characteristics (e.g., age, gender), 
bullying does not have a legal 
definition, which makes identifying its 
incidence in organisations
particularly difficult.”



How prevalent is 
workplace bullying? 



US national sample of 1,024 
adults; data collected in 
September 2024

- I am experiencing it now or 
have experienced it in the last 
year – 14%

- I have experienced it before in 
my work life, but not in the last 
year – 18%



Is 14% a small number?



Is 14% a small number?

Type of Experience Proportion Number
I am experiencing it now or have 
experienced it in the last year. .137 22.2 million US workers

I have experienced it before in my 
work life, but not in the last year. .186 29.9 million US workers

52.1 million 
US workers



Globally, the estimated 
prevalence is approximately 15%

- Different methods, definitions, 
and locations result in a range 
of figures 



Is workplace bullying the 
same as a “toxic” work 

environment? 



Workplace bullying is different than 
a toxic work climate:

- A work climate can be “toxic” 
even without bullying

- Bullying can occur in a work 
climate that may not be “toxic” for 
more than the bullying target

- Sometimes, they go hand-in-hand



Is the focus on the target 
or the perpetrator?



“[T]he concept of workplace 
bullying has a target perspective, 
where it is the total toll of the 
exposure – potentially from many 
sources – that is at the heart of 
the matter, more so than focusing 
on isolated perpetrators and their 
individual acts of incivility and 
aggression.”





How is workplace 
bullying measured? 



- Short-Negative Acts 
Questionnaire (S-NAQ)

- Examples
- Being ignored or excluded
- Spreading of gossip and rumors 

about you
- Being humiliated or ridiculed in 

connection with your work
- Being the subject of excessive 

teasing or sarcasm



Do the targets of 
workplace bullying 
disproportionately 
belong to certain 

groups?



- 37% of LGBTQ employees 
reported experiencing at least 
one form of harassment at work 
due to their sexual orientation or 
gender identity at some point in 
their lives



- Overlap with discrimination
- Sometimes context specific
- Influence of EDI policies



Does workplace bullying 
happen in remote work?



- Cyberbullying refers to “a 
situation where over time, an 
individual is repeatedly 
subjected to perceived negative 
acts conducted through 
technology (e.g., phone, email, 
websites and social media) 
which are related to their work 
context”



- [M]easurement of 
cyberbullying includes 
behaviors that are unique to 
the cyber environment, such 
as: 

“Received aggressively worded 
messages (e.g., using all capital 
letters, bold font or multiple 
exclamation marks).”



- Factors leading to the 
thriving of online workplace 
bullying:

- Accessibility
- Anonymity
- Ambiguity
- Delayed consequences



What is the impact of 
workplace bullying on 

individuals? 



- Anxiety
- Depression
- Post-traumatic stress
- Emotional exhaustion
- Spill-over to outside 

relationships
- Sleep disruption
- Physical tension & pain





X
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What is the impact of  
workplace bullying on 

organizations? 



- “Blast radius”
- Emotional contagion
- Job dissatisfaction
- Productivity losses
- Performance losses
- Impaired innovation
- Absenteeism
- Presenteeism
- Increased claims
- Lack of engagement
- Talent retention
- Talent attraction



How can the problem be 
fixed?



Prevention
- Workplace climate
- Workplace culture
- Leadership styles
- Workplace policies/procedures
- Legislation



Perceived Organizational Support



Psychological Safety







Legislation



Tennessee





Who are some experts on 
workplace bullying? 



- David Yamada
- Professor of Law and Director of 

the New Workplace Institute
- Suffolk University Law School



- Dr. Gary Namie
- Social psychologist
- Director, Workplace Bullying 

Institute 



- Dr. Leah Hollis
- Associate Dean for Access, Equity 

and Inclusion; Professor of 
Education 

- Penn State College of Education 



- Dr. Michael Rosander
- Social psychologist
- Professor, Linkoping University 
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