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John Bolton’s nomination as United Nations 

ambassador put the word “bully” on the front 
page when a colleague described Bolton as the 
“quintessential kiss-up, kick-down sort of guy.” 
That observation accurately summed up 
bullies—and probably explained Bolton’s past 
career success. 

The Canada Safety Council estimates that 
over 80 percent of bullies are bosses, evenly 
divided between males and females who tend to 
pick on their own gender. Most bullies don’t 
scream and throw things, as Bolton allegedly 
did, but even subtle tactics can devour 
organizations from the inside out. 

Bullying victims aren’t losers and loners, 
but more likely the best and brightest—
competent, cooperative, non-confrontational, 
and well-liked. Because bullies tend to be 
insecure, incompetent, or both, they view 
positive behavior as a threat that must be 
destroyed. They may withhold information or 
resources, publicly criticize or belittle, or set 
unattainable performance standards. They make 
the workplace so tense and uncertain, their 
victims question their own sanity, as Ingrid 
Bergman did when Charles Boyer tried to drive 
her mad with similar tactics in the 1944 classic, 
Gaslight. 

Ironically, because they’re masters at 
“kissing up,” bullies often ascend to the highest 
ranks where their sadistic behavior is praised as 
“hard-charging” and “results-oriented.” Their 
disingenuous “Damn the torpedoes, full steam 
ahead!” style wins admiration. 

In a groundbreaking court victory for victims 
in March 2005, an Indiana perfusionist was 
awarded $325,000 because a doctor screamed 
and lunged at him. The suit took almost three 
years to settle, and the trauma made the victim 
abandon his six-figure hospital occupation for a 
job cleaning kennels at a veterinary clinic. The 
doctor, who’s still practicing, vowed to appeal 
the verdict. 

Ordinarily, bullying is legal in the U.S. 
unless it targets someone in a protected class 
and proves discriminatory. Only Hawaii, 
Washington, Oklahoma, and California are 
working on legislation to outlaw bullying that 
impairs the victim’s health. 

The stress and shame of being bullied can 
spawn many medical conditions including 
insomnia, obesity, cancer, diabetes, 

hypertension, stroke, and autoimmune diseases. 
Personal relationships outside work often suffer. 

So how do you fight back? Ideally, after the 
first incident, you should assertively—but 
tactfully—confront the bully and discourage the 
behavior. Unfortunately, this rarely happens. 

Seek support. Talk to trusted co-workers. 
You probably don’t suffer alone, although a 
“serial” bully may prefer to pick off one 
subordinate at a time. 

External resources and support are 
plentiful. Visit www.bullyinginstitute.org or 
www.bullybusters.org. 

Take time off to regroup. If you’re having 
emotional or physical reactions, consult a mental 
health professional. 

Polish your résumé and start networking. 
It’s estimated that 87 percent of victims 
eventually quit, but only 13 percent of bullies are 
ever dealt with, so your odds of outlasting the 
bully are slim. 

Put it in monetary terms. Calculate the 
financial consequences for the company, such 
as losses due to turnover and absenteeism, 
costs of recruitment and training, and 
productivity lost as victims spend time worrying 
and comparing notes. 

When you’re ready to leave, go to the 
highest reachable management level and 
expose the bully as a financial liability, leaving 
emotion out of it. Human Resources may seem 
sympathetic, but they’re unlikely to take action 
because you’re just a departing sour grape to 
them. If burning bridges concerns you, 
remember: You’ll never trust the bully as a 
reference. However, if you alert management to 
a business problem causing a leak in the bottom 
line, you’ll leave a lasting positive impression on 
those who matter. 

Exposing a bully sounds risky, but it’s vital 
to your recovery. If you pack up your ulcer and 
quietly depart with a smile, you’ll kick yourself 
later because you let the bully think she won. 

Perhaps the hardest thing to do, but also 
vital, is not to take it personally. A bully is just a 
thirsty vampire who needs victims to survive. If 
he weren’t at your throat, he’d be biting 
someone else’s. He’ll thrive until someone 
above him gets motivated to put a stake through 
his heart. 
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