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The Bullying Boss

Leadership has mistakenly been assumed to be a quality processed by all individuals who have
posit ions of  authority.   Implied is the ability to “draw others into the act ive pursuit  of  the strategic
goals” (Cunningham and Cordeiro, 2006, p. 155) of  the organizat ion.  This ability energizes faculty
to take the organizat ion to greater heights of  achievement.  But, as Elash (2004) clearly pointed
out, “the corporate scandals at  the turn of  the millennium clearly demonstrate that leaders can be
self -serving and greedy …. Even if  they are well intent ioned, leaders can abuse their power. …
Some are just  bullies who mistreat others simply because they are in a posit ion to do so” (p.2).

The shif t ing environment in which the academy must respond as individual academics and as an
organizat ional unit  requires a complex set of  skills.   Utmost, the leader requires highly ref ined
interpersonal skills.  To help ensure that qualif ied candidates are placed into leadership roles, many
school level organizat ions are putt ing into place administrat ive licensure requirements.  They exist
to ensure, at  the minimum, knowledge and skills essent ial for competent pract ice.  The key is
“competent pract ice”.  Consequent ly, some administrat ive courses are normally required to
establish a base of  knowledge and skills associated with the demands of  leadership.  In doing so,
administrators are held to a standard similar to their faculty.  The hope is such safe guards will
minimize the likelihood that a bully boss will be evident and certainly not tolerated. Unfortunately,
academia is not known for putt ing in place similar safe guards.  Their unions are hesitant, reluctant,
and fear the backlash of  the administrat ion.  As one union lawyer stated, prime concern is to
maintain posit ive working relat ionships with the administrat ion.

If  this preparatory requirement is lef t  uncheck, fert ile ground for the bully boss to enter has been
nurtured.  With the entrance of  the bully boss one has an unprepared administrator with a
dangerous power and authority working plat form.  It  is the plat form that inspires the bully boss.  All
act ions are just if ied in giving substance to the purpose and direct ion of  the organizat ion.  Their
claim is I am just  tough and demanding and look how much more prof itable the organizat ion is. 
The bottom line becomes the just if icat ion.  But, the bottom line has a number of  interpretat ions. 
In the world of  academia, the bottom line is the advancement of  knowledge through highly skilled
professionals.  This is where the insecurit ies and incompetence of  the boss are open for public
display.  It  is an arena the bully boss will do anything to hide from.  So, to distract  the focus one
needs targets.  And so, the green f lag has been waived.

The Green Flag Permits –

Examples of  bullying that is allowed to f lourish with lit t le, if  any, check are:

    -    Erosion of  protected union rights
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The faculty members’ rights are casually violated.  When the member objects, the object ion is
viewed as unreasonable and interfering with the work of  the Faculty.  Lengthy meet ings, involving
union representat ion, f inally sort  the matter out as per collect ive agreement.  But, in the process
the member is presented as a t rouble maker as opposed to the administrat ion act ing
unreasonably.  For example, collect ive agreement clearly states a faculty member’s teaching
workload is not to be over all terms unless mutually agreed.  Administrat ion arbit rarily violates the
agreement and refuses to discuss the situat ion with the faculty member.  Member is forced to
grieve administrat ive act ion as only available alternat ive.  Result  is numerous meet ings with each
agreement reached subsequent ly violated by the Administrat ion.  Each violat ion forces the
member to f ile a grievance.  As the grievances increase in number member is increasing viewed as a
very dif f icult  faculty member to deal with.  The member is portrayed as unwilling to cooperate with
the administrat ion.

    -    Extreme usage of  the collect ive agreement

The administrat ion invokes or threatens to invoke disciplinary measures without establishment of
the facts.  The process imposes emot ional and professional stress on the faculty member.  Again,
the faculty member is presented as a problem that must be dealt  with as opposed to the
administrat ion act ing unreasonably.  For example, the administrat ion receives a let ter f rom a
student expressing dissat isfact ion about the structure of  a course taken and successfully
completed several months prior.  Without f irst  approaching the faculty member about the
concerns in the let ter and thereby establish a more complete understanding of  the situat ion, the
Administrat ion writes a let ter to the faculty member informing the member they are being charged
under the disciplinary sect ion of  the collect ive agreement.  The full process of  the sect ion is act ive
and the professional status of  the member is placed in jeopardy without the member having prior
knowledge of  why.  Invest igat ion as per disciplinary sect ion reveals there is no just if icat ion to the
Administrat ion’s act ion and matter is withdrawn.  But, Administrat ion maintains documentat ion on
member’s f ile.

    -    Erosion of  professional conduct

In private meet ings with the faculty member, the administrat ion becomes abusive and at tempts to
psychologically demean the faculty member.  When confronted with exhibited behavior, the
administrat ion denies any inappropriateness in conduct.  For example, in all public encounters the
Administrat ion portrays an individual who is very f riendly and engaging.  However, in private the
Administrat ion adopts behavior that  reveals someone on an extreme power t rip.  Members are
dealt  with as if  they are anything other than a professional and are reminded who is the
Administrat ion and they are expected to toe the line.  Verbal and physical abuse is not abnormal. 
Non-tenured faculty members are quickly brought into line.  The Administrator remains them their
job security is dependent on a posit ive Administrat ion recommendat ion.  Tenured faculty members



who are more likely to not tolerate such conduct are pursued relent lessly.

    -    Disrupt ion of  individual careers

The bully boss cannot af ford to be seen as anything other than a winner.  Therefore, all targeted
faculty members must be moved out and preferably with ident if iable public lashes so that all others
will toll the bully line.  For example, the Administrat ion makes very public the discipline of  two
professors.  The process adopted unnecessarily involves others.  The desire result  for the bully
boss is an assurance other faculty member would think twice prior to taking on the administrat ion.

    -    Disrupt ion of  collegiality among individuals

The persistent and unchecked administrat ive behavior towards the faculty members signals others
to f ind fault  in the faculty member as a way of  self  preservat ion.  If  they can keep the vict ims as
vict ims then there is less likelihood they will become vict ims.   For example, out of  f rustrat ion and a
sense of  hopelessness, faculty members decide to take public concerns about the act ions of  the
administrat ion.  Administrat ion is upset about the public exposure and makes it  known. 
Furthermore, former administrat ive individuals and act ive administrat ive personnel are used to put
in place a strategy to oust the faculty members who dared to go public.  The strategy worked in
dividing faculty members so the administrat ion now has a clear newly generated list  of  potent ial
vict ims.

The green f lag is clearly essent ial to the bully boss.  As Ms Horm (cited in MacDonald, 2004) state,
“Studies indicate that bullies are actually inept people who are not talented, maybe have a rage
against  themselves that they express outward toward people they see as being better than they
are.  It ’s f rom a point  of  weakness that they express their violence toward others” (p.2).  Thus,
without the f lag there is lit t le room for the bully boss and it  is she or him that must prepare to leave
the organizat ion as opposed to the vict im of  the bullying.    This prevent ive step to bullying has
been taken by at  least  two universit ies in the United Kingdom.
City University London deals with bullying within its harassment and dignity at  work policy. 
Specif ically, the policy def ines bullying as
“a serious form of harassment.  It  may involve act ions, comments, physical contact  or behaviour
that is found to be object ionable.  Personal vindict iveness against  an individual(s) is also a factor. 
Bullying can be def ined as persistent act ions, crit icisms or personal abuse either in public or private,
which humiliates, int imidates, undermine
s or demeans the individual(s) involved.
“Bullying is to be dist inguished from vigorous academic debate or the act ions of  a manager making
reasonable (but perhaps unpopular) requests of  his/her staf f  including the need to manage
performance ef fect ively” (www.city.ac.uk/hr/policies/harass_policy.html).

The University of  Cambridge also deals with bullying within its university harassment policy. 
Specif ically, the policy def ines bullying as follows:
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“Bullying is a form of psychological harassment; it  is int imidat ion which serves to undermine the
self -esteem, conf idence, competence, ef fect iveness and integrity of  the bully’s target.
“Bullying behaviour may include cont inual, undeserved crit icism, belit t ling remarks, imposit ion of
unreasonable deadlines, unreasonable demands for perfect ion, arbit rary and inconsistent
demands, shout ing, swearing and of fensive language, constant interrupt ion in discussion, and the
display of  overbearing or intrusive behaviour.  Bullying behaviour may also be manifested by
electronic means of  communicat ion such as email.
“Bullying is behaviour which may take place between those of  dif ferent status or those of  the
same status.  Bullying when reinforced by power within a relat ionship is part icularly reprehensible.
[emphasis added]
“Behaviour which makes the recipient feel threatened, humiliated or patronised and which
undermines his or her self -conf idence or self -esteem is unacceptable, whatever the context .
“The def ining features of  bullying are that the behaviour is unacceptable to the recipient, is
unwanted by the recipient, and would be regarded as bullying by reasonable
people” (www.admin.cam.ac.uk/of f ices/personnel/policy).

The ef fects of  bullying on the individual and the organizat ion have clearly been recognized by
these two universit ies.  What is important to acknowledge is in each policy management is not
presumed to be innocent of  act ions.  In fact , the University of  Cambridge makes the statement
that “bullying when reinforced by power within a relat ionship is part icularly reprehensible”.   The
North American normal reality of  failure to have policy on the issue of  bullying protects the bully
boss not the vict im.  This win is not a win for the organizat ion.  Academia relies on skilled
professionals.  A bully boss will serve to mot ivate the pract ice of  these skills downward; even for
the non-targeted vict im.  For, the non-targeted could easily become the target.

Concluding Comments

“Bullying is a sign of  emot ional immaturity in a leader” (Elash, 2004).
At a t ime when academia needs to serve the knowledge economy in an innovat ive manner, the
inact ion, unwillingness to act , and fear to act  against  bullying f rom the boss within the
organizat ion is a sad commentary on the academy.   The prevalence of  bullying within academia is
of  concern.  As noted by Czernis (2005), “respondents to The Times Higher survey had worked at
their jobs an average of  seven years and reported bullying as last ing typically f rom two to f ive
years, suggest ing academic staf f  who completed the survey spent a large proport ion of  their
working lives being bullied” (p. A8).   This is a t ragedy.  The human loss in potent ial and the
organizat ional loss in possibilit ies are and should be intolerable.  As Bennis (1989) observes,
“ Leadership can be felt  throughout an organizat ion.  It  gives pace and energy to the work and
empowers the work force.  Empowerment is the collect ive ef fect  of  leadership.  In organizat ions
with ef fect ive leaders, empowerment is most evident in four themes: [people feel signif icant,
learning and competence matter, people are part  of  a community, and work is excit ing]” (pp. 22-23).
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The tolerance of  administrat ive bullying is cost ly to every aspect of  an organizat ion.  The cost for
the academy and society is exponent ial.  The reason is the pivotal role in the development and
advancement of  knowledge projected onto the academy.  This role is hindered when its
implementat ion is under the guidance of  administrat ive bullying.
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