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WBI defines workplace bullying as: 
 

Repeated, health-harming mistreatment by one or more people of an employee: 
abusive conduct which takes the form of verbal abuse, threats, intimidation, 
humiliation, sabotage of work, or some combination of one or more forms. 

 
According to the scientific 2014 WBI U.S. Workplace Bullying Survey, 27% of all adult 
Americans have directly experienced bullying (7% currently), 21% witness it. Thus 48% are 
affected by it – 65 million workers! It’s an epidemic. Abusive conduct is also known as 
workplace bullying, mobbing, psychological violence, psychological harassment, lateral 
violence, emotional abuse, social misery and psychological terrorization. Employers prefer the 
euphemisms incivility and disrespect. Only one in five cases of bullying are eligible for 
complaints based on anti-discrimination laws or employer policies. At this time, no U.S. state 
has enacted legislation to make abusive conduct actionable. 
 
Bullying is the dominant stressor in a toxic workplace. Bullying, a personalized form of assault, 
causes: twice the rate of suicidal ideation compared to rate in non-bullied members, debilitating 
anxiety, clinical depression, PTSD or trauma-like symptoms, life-threatening cardiovascular 
and gastrointestinal diseases, compromise to the immune system, musculoskeletal problems, 
chemical brain changes that impair memory and regulation of emotions, and accelerated aging 
from chromosomal damage. Bullying/abusive conduct is an occupational health hazard. 
 
Because of bullying’s adverse impact on worker health and safety, personal dignity, well being, 
and right to perform without oppression by others, it is a Union concern. 
 
In WBI’s work with unions we encourage as many activities as possible be pursued. 
 

• Measure prevalence 
• Negotiate abusive conduct prohibitions into contracts  
• Grieve/Arbitrate incidents when non-members abuse members 
• Represent, coerce and constrain abusive members 
• Create an Expert Members Team to be responsive to abused members 
• Push employer to create policy and enforcement procedures for accountability 
• Advocate for the WBI Healthy Workplace Bill, state legislation  
• Educate all workers and the public to not accept abuse as “inevitable” 
• Join/Lead the Workplace Bullying movement 
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Measure Prevalence 
 
Determine the number of members affected by bullying. Include measures of time that 
members have been exposed to the perpetrators. Unremitting exposure worsens stress-related 
health problems. Identify the perpetrators as only union surveys can do. Drill down into the 
smallest units to discover the harmful ones. Uncover historical patterns. Bullying is a repeated 
endeavor, not a single shot occurrence. Link outrageous abusive conduct to health harm. Make 
the perpetrator the source of the occupational health hazard. Use the empirical, factual data to 
demand removal of the costly individuals by the employer. Statistics make the demand less 
personalized. Couple prevalence data with fiscal impact for employer, losses from: turnover, 
absenteeism, litigation defense, workers comp and disability insurance deductibles. Bullies are 
too expensive to keep! 
 
 
Negotiate Abusive Conduct Prohibitions Into Contracts  
 
Because no laws yet exist that specifically address workplace bullying (abusive conduct) in the 
U.S., employers feel comfortable allowing it to be performed with impunity. The first line of 
defense for union members is the CBA. Of course, employers will (a) deny that abusive 
conduct happens, (b) not acknowledge that their managers are perpetrators, (c) claim that the 
alleged bullied people are thin skinned, at fault, and misrepresenting the actions of the bullies 
(56% of all bullying is done by bosses), and (d) hold aggrieved workers responsible for 
resolving the dilemma they neither invited, nor deserved. 
 
It is imperative unions understand the extent of the stress-related health harm their bullied 
members suffer. Unions are employee health and safety advocates. For the sake of you 
members’ health, your union must adamantly oppose health harming abusive conduct. 
 
When negotiating contract terms related to this misconduct, be clear to advocate for the 
cessation of the severest forms of abuse. Do not waste energy defending reactions to trivial or 
isolated acts of negative behavior. Employers will attempt to diminish the impact of bullying by 
referring to “eye rolling.” The union needs to counter with the constant reframing of the 
discussion about repeated, severe, health-harming and productivity-undermining misconduct. 
 
WBI suggests that unions propose phrases that appear below in bold red. When employers 
resist, counter with conciliatory terms in bold blue type. Commentary is provided throughout. 
 

Ideal Contract Terms 
 
Provide a definition for clarity. Possibly include health-harm & self-harm (being 
driven to suicide). 

Workplace Bullying is repeated mistreatment of one or more persons (the targets) by one 
or more perpetrators. It is abusive conduct that is threatening, humiliating, or 
intimidating, work interference — sabotage — which prevents work from getting done, 
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or verbal abuse. Prohibited bullying affects the health of workers through the onset of 
stress-related diseases and related mental health harm, including self-harm. 

Though we strongly advocate for raising awareness of the term workplace bullying, the 
term can be polarizing. Try to avoid civility/incivility or respect/disrespect. Employers 
like those terms because they are about rudeness and not violence. Bullying is non-
physical workplace violence (acknowledged by NIOSH) that should not be minimized. 
 
Be careful to not include health harm in the definition because it will open the door to an 
employer requirement that your member provide medical documentation. The truth is the 
effects of bullying begin long before the person realizes that her or his health is harmed. 
Waiting until harm is observable can take months. The inclusion of self-harm is taken 
from Australian law that holds a bully responsible if that person’s misconduct can be 
directly linked to a worker’s suicide. 
 
Illustrations, examples (including, but not limited to) 
 
For this list, choose examples from your industry that your members have told you about. 
Bullying incidents can be overt and observable as well as covert and subtle, conducted 
primarily behind closed doors. It involves acts of commission – doing negative things to 
people – and acts of omission, withholding resources that workers need to succeed – 
information, budget, and the ability to work with others. Ostracism is a common 
technique and is quite damaging not only to one’s social status, but to the excluded 
person’s health. 
 
Employers will want you to include what bullying is not. They will want to preserve 
managerial prerogative. You will counter that the exercise of that prerogative must be 
done in non-abusive ways. So, you can agree to preserve managerial rights, but demand 
a new set of managerial responsibilities. 
 
For instance managers can still evaluate and criticize performance and discipline workers. 
But they will now be responsible for resolving complaints about bullying between 
workers without the ability to instruct the targeted worker to solve the problem him or 
herself.  
 
The union will want protection for its members from managerial abusers. Employers will 
want to prohibit bullying among peers (33% of all bullying) and the rarest of all sources, 
the subordinate bullying the boss (11%).  The truth is that bullying does come from all 
sources including the public, customers, and vendors. However, be realistic about the 
ability to curb violence from outsiders. Some you can affect; most you cannot. 
 
After addressing the multiple sources of bullying, the union will want to name groups 
that are prohibited from abusing its members. The prohibitions should extend to senior-
level executives or administrators. Concede that peer coworkers do bully each other. 
Employers will fight hard to exempt them.  
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No Mediation 
 
The union should encourage a provision that requires attempts at informally resolving 
bullying disputes before a grievant can file a formal complaint. Unions have to educate 
employers here. Employers will adopt the HR approach that bullying is conflict. For 
conflict employers have a well-worn set of tools. 
 
Bullying is not conflict between two parties of equal power. In its most severe form, it is 
non-physical workplace violence. Violence is not ended by mediation. Therefore, 
mediation fails in bullying cases. You and the employer must strive to create innovative, 
informal solutions to implement prior to the stage of making formal complaints and avoid 
mediation at all costs. 
 
Investigations by neutral 3rd parties, minimize HR role 
 
When a formal grievance is filed, because HR is compromised by their management 
support role, the union should propose that investigations be conducted by a neutral third 
party. It would be best to not be conducted by a single person. The best investigations 
include analysis of the timeline of pre-bullying worker performance records. Ideally 
coworkers would corroborate the bullied member’s story. Unfortunately, coworkers are 
notorious for being too fearful of personal retaliation to participate in investigations. 
 
Think of putting pressure on all future investigators to not arrive at the employer-friendly 
conclusion that only “personality conflicts” existed. 
 
The employer may seek to minimize the number of formal complaints by requiring that 
informal resolution be sought first, prior to a formal filing. As long as the informal is 
not mandatory mediation, it could work. But if a prospective grievant feels intimidated 
into not filing, it is wrong. 
 
No retaliation for any participants in fact finding 
No punitive transfer of grievant for safety 
 
There should be a sentence or two devoted to the prohibition of retaliation against anyone 
involved in either the bullying incidents, the investigation, or the post-investigation 
aftermath back at the work unit. Extend the protections to all witnesses and investigation 
participants. Often employers resolve bullying by transferring the aggrieved worker. 
Punitive transfers like this are a form of retaliation. Make retaliation punishable by 
grievance. 
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Notification of investigation outcome for all participants 
 
Traditional investigations end with only the accused perpetrator and her or his manager 
knowing the outcome. Witnesses and the grievant are not only curious to know the 
outcome – confirmed violation or not – but the consequences to the perpetrator if found 
guilty. HR cloaks the entire process in a shroud of silence, claiming confidentiality. This 
silence denies participants notification of investigation outcome for all participants. 
 
For a change propose that all participants in investigations learn the decision of the 
investigator. The decision is simply whether or not a violation occurred. This feedback is 
essential to encourage witnesses to participate. Furthermore, the grievant should also be 
told what consequences the violator experienced. Grievants have the greatest investment 
(risk) involved with complaining and the possible retaliation. They deserve to know what 
was the punishment. 
 
Employers may counter that results of the investigation be shared only with grievant 
and defendant. 
 
A tiered system of remedies for confirmed violators 
 
Consequences should increase in severity with repeated confirmed violations leading to 
eventual termination. Do not demand zero tolerance. It not only makes the union appear 
fair, but it makes the most sense when the entire system that established and sustained the 
bullying over the years was based on reinforcement by higher level managers. To 
suddenly address bullying is a radical change in any organization’s status quo. The 
change requires people to give up old ways and to learn new ones. That learning takes 
some time and draconian punishment for mistakes early in the change process is not 
appropriate.  No one should be allowed more than three violations. 
 
Employers will claim that union members will misuse the anti-bullying clause. 
Acknowledge that this might happen, but it will be rare. Make misuse of the clause a 
violation. Agree to include a quantitative measure that defines abuse of the contract. For 
example, misuse could be defined as three unconfirmed violations alleged by the same 
grievant. Or two unconfirmed violations within six months by the same grievant against 
the accused bully. 
 
Punish managers who condone abusive conduct 
 
Managers who condoned bullying should be required to attend training & risk demotion, 
reassignment, or termination. The reason is that bullying does not happen without explicit 
or tacit support from management. Every bully has her or his “executive sponsor.” In 
worst cases that sponsor actually orders the bully to harm others. It is a matter of 
accountability for all parties engaged, directly or indirectly in bullying. 
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Two Early Union Examples 

 
SEIU/NAGE Local 282 - Quincy, MA – 2009 - Article 6A, Mutual Respect 
 
The Commonwealth and the Union agree that mutual respect between and among 
managers, employees, co-workers and supervisors is integral to the efficient conduct of 
the Commonwealth's business. Behaviors that contribute to a hostile, humiliating or 
intimidating work environment, including abusive language or behavior, are unacceptable 
and will not be tolerated. Employees who believe they are subject to such behavior 
should raise their concerns with an appropriate manager or supervisor as soon as possible, 
but no later than ninety (90) days from the occurrence of the incident(s). In the event the 
employee(s) concerns are not addressed at the Agency level, whether informally or 
through the grievance procedure, within a reasonable period of time, the employee or the 
union may file a grievance at step 3 of the grievance procedure as set forth in Article 23. 
If an employee, or the Union, requests a hearing at step 3, such hearing shall be granted. 
Grievances filed under this section shall not be subject to the arbitration provisions set 
forth in Article 23. No employee shall be subject to discrimination for filing a complaint, 
giving a statement, or otherwise participating in the administration of this process. 
 
SEIU Local 1000 - Sacramento, CA – 2013  
 
Article 5.11 Dignity Clause 
 
The State is committed to providing a workplace where all employees, regardless of their 
classification or pay status, are treated by supervisors and managers in a manner that 
maintains generally accepted standards of human dignity and courtesy. Employees 
alleging they have not been treated accordingly may file a grievance. The decision 
reached at Step 3 (CalHR) shall be final. 
 
Article 10.21 Workplace Violence and Bullying Prevention 
 
The State and Union developed a model Workplace Violence and Bullying Prevention 
program. Each department shall maintain a Workplace Violence and Bullying Prevention 
program that meets the existing mutually agreed upon model program. The department 
program shall be in writing and distributed an/or made available to all employees. 
 

From the simplicity and vagueness of these examples, you can see how hard 
employers resist attempts to have them curb their abusive tendencies. 

 
 
Grieve/Arbitrate Incidents When Non-Members Abuse Members 
 
All unions recognize the responsibility to represent their members. When a member is bullied 
by a non-member the issue is clear. However, when the bullying is member-on-member, unions 
feel conflicted. Both parties deserve representation. However one party, the bullied member, 



	

Workplace Bullying Institute | workplacebullying.org | workplacebullyigforunions.com | 360.656.6630 

7	

deserves a bit more sympathy because she or he has suffered. Bullying is a war launched by the 
more powerful and dangerous person. If the union is seen supporting the member accused of 
being abusive more than the abused member, the rank and file will conclude that the union is 
defending the bully.  
 
After the case is “complete,” the union has more work to do. It should take steps to make the 
abused member whole again – counseling, facilitated discussions with coworkers to heal 
wounds caused by unresponsive witnesses, and coping with any post-complaint changes in the 
workplace climate. That is, the union alone can ensure restorative justice – healing. 
 
 
 
Represent, Coerce and Constrain Abusive Members 
 
Defending individuals is the exclusive domain of labor attorneys. Represent, don’t defend 
bullies who attack other members. They undermine the sister/brotherhood. Divisions weaken 
unions already facing extinction by well-funded employers.  
 
The truth is that when perpetrators are non-members, there is little you can do to change their 
behavior besides making it bothersome to continue.  When members are perpetrators, the union 
has much leverage – guilt, an ability to track their every move, the motivation to help the 
person discover reasons for the misconduct (empathy), and resources to provide to turn the 
offender around (to teach her or him other ways to react when stressed). Do it. The person may 
be salvaged. 
 
 
 
Create an Expert Members Team to be Responsive to Abused Members 
 
Bullying of members challenges unions to support their abused members.  They must do 
this because of the harm caused by bullying and to honor their obligation to protect 
members’ health and safety. The vast majority of bullied targets lose their jobs (77.7%) 
and the union can help. When the abuser is also a member, the union has more influence 
than when the bully is a boss. So a union can protect victims and constrain perpetrators. 
 
When the bully comes from outside the union, the only choice is to rally around the 
targeted individual and provide clarification of her or his experience, validation (you’re 
not crazy, you’re being abused), and information.  
 
Selection of Team Members is guided by these personal attributes. Each should be known 
for: Empathy, reputation for fairness & integrity, one who is sought out to informally and 
naturally resolve conflicts, good listening skills, patient, not a controlling or intimidating 
personality, an advocate for employee health & well-being, a person not afraid to 
confront injustice & wrongdoers, open to learning new things, capable of being organized 
& detail-oriented, known for kindness not cruelty. No bullies allowed. 
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Drs. Gary and Ruth Namie, founders of the 
Workplace Bullying Institute and Work Doctor® 
consulting created the Workplace Bullying 
University® in 2008 to train professionals. Unions 
can send one or more representatives to the sessions 

that are offered to the public throughout the year. The intensive 3-day program, 
comparable to a graduate-level seminar, relies on international scientific research studies 
of workplace bullying and is constantly updated. The program adopts a target-centric, 
organizational systems approach to the problem that drives systemic solutions. The 
diverse alumnae include physicians, nurses, psychologists, mental health counselors, 
teachers, attorneys, academicians, and union officers.  The principal University instructor 
is Dr. Gary Namie, a Union member – UAW Local 1981, AFL –CIO.   
[workplacebullyinguniversity.com] 
 
The second way to train a Team is to bring WBI on-site to conduct Expert Team Training 
just for your union. The training can be accomplished in 2 days. It is very cost efficient, a 
modest investment. It also saves on travel expenses. And a large team can be trained 
instead of a few key members. Call 360-656-6630 for a price quote. 
 

• Potential services adopted by Teams 
• Triage for emotionally injured members 

− Clarification-Validation for curious, questioning colleagues & referrals  
• An Information Resource – website, library 
• Educators, trainers  
• Strategy coaches 
• Designated interveners 
• Advocates 

Unions who created Expert Teams include: UNAC/UHCP; IAM-63; CWA-2222; 
MAPE (see below); Issaquah Education Association; Newark Teachers 
Association; MMA.    Use Expert Team services as an organizing tool! 
 
 
 
Push employer to create policy and enforcement procedures for accountability 
 
Whether or not the union is able to insert an anti-abuse clause in the contract, it should 
encourage the employer to establish a specific anti-abuse Policy. The union should be involved 
in writing that policy. No CBA terms would be superseded by any policy written. Some 
employers prefer to add bullying/abusive conduct to existing Harassment or Violence policies. 
WBI prefers supplementing violence rather than confusing workers when it is added to 
harassment, some of which is illegal but bullying is not (yet). 
 
Employers loathe policies because they carry legal liability for employers. They dodge 
responsibility in one of three ways: (a) refuse to adopt a policy because no specific law compels 
them to be compliant and act, (b) adopt a vague, non-specific policy that fails to define truly 
destructive negative conduct (as if it never happens there), or (c) create a policy with no 
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enforcement procedures so that the process has no teeth and does not threaten high-status 
perpetrators. Another nasty trick is to add to procedures the right for an executive or chief 
administrator to overrule conclusions of an investigation calling for removal of the perpetrator 
who just happens to be someone the executive considers indispensable. 
 
Arguments in favor of creating and faithfully enforcing a new policy include appealing to 
employer vanity: to be an early adopter, to be cutting edge, to be proactive, to stay ahead of the 
law, to be an “employer of choice,” or to support the claim of being a “great place to work.” 
 
The best example of this process is provided by MAPE, Minnesota Association of Professional 
Employees. Beginning in 2012, they began to hear about bullying of their members. Thanks to 
one business agent who cared more than anyone else help for 
those members was identified. In 2013, they surveyed 
membership discovering a 25% bullying prevalence rate. A 
Bullying Task Force of interested members was formed. An 
education campaign ensued. MAPE videotaped bullied targets. 
They designated Regional Leads as resources for bullied 
members. They declared an interest in having the State write a 
policy prohibiting bullying. The State balked. MAPE convinced a legislator to write a bill 
mandating a State policy. The threat of passage led to the State collaborating with MAPE in 
crafting a “Respectful Workplace” policy, effective April 2015. The Task Force attended WBI 
Workplace Bullying University. All member training is scheduled.  [www.mape.org] 
 
 
 
Advocate for WBI Healthy Workplace Bill, State Legislation 

 
American employers act only when laws or profit making or budget cutting compel them to act. 
It is ironic that employers ignore bullying despite its costly impact. This makes the U.S. the last 
of the industrialized western countries to address workplace bullying. It seems clear a law is 
required.  

 
Therefore WBI launched its Healthy Workplace Campaign 
[healthyworkplacebill.org] in 2002 to enact our anti-
bullying Healthy Workplace Bill (HWB). To date over half 

of U.S. states have introduced the bill. Here are the features of the HWB: 
 

• Provides legal redress for abusive conduct when current laws do not 
• Public court cases bring sunshine to internal, confidential employer processes 
• Provides incentives (affirmative defenses) for employers to use policies and 

procedures to correct bullying  
• Prohibits retaliation  
• Establishes high threshold for plaintiff – demonstrated health or economic harm 
• Requires private attorney, no state fiscal impact 
• Does not interfere with workers comp 
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We urge your union to support the Healthy Workplace Bill and to actively engage your 
legislative staff to lobby for it. Please contact us for the text of the bill and other resources. 
 
 
Educate all workers and the public to not accept abuse as “inevitable” 
 
Unions are the only employee advocates in America. Workplace bullying is a health-
harming epidemic. Unions want to ensure employee health and safety. Abusive conduct 
threatens health and well being. 
 
Contemporary America has been duped by right wing attacks into condemning unions, 
fixed pensions, strikes, and even government workers as a class. Union officers are 
“thugs.” Bullies are the rare “bad apples.” And bullied targets are blamed for their fate 
because they “provoked” the mistreatment they suffer. 
 
Unions can reverse the messaging. Teach Americans the Dignitarian Doctrine, that 
personal dignity is inherent in humans and employers’ duty of care obligates them to care 
for the psychological, as well as the, physical safety of workers. Dignity is a fundamental 
right. It need not be earned. 
 
Dignity At Work presumes the inclusion of interpersonal Respect for all workers, 
regardless of status – management or non-supervisory staff. Assaults on dignity, 
disrespect and abuse, the norm of American working life, are preventable, costly and 
deliberate. Someone chooses to inflict malicious harm on others. It is not inevitable!  
 
Unions alone can be messengers for the end of abusive conduct in the workplace.  
 
 
Join the Workplace Bullying movement 
 
Take a public stand. Participate in the WBI Freedom from Workplace Bullies Week, the 
third week of each October. During Freedom Week 2012, the President of SEIU 
International, Mary Kay Henry, joined the President of NAGE, David Holway, and the 
NAACP Legislative Director, Hilary Shelton, and the Workplace Bullying Institute at the 
National Press Club to celebrate Freedom Week. 
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A union can internalize Freedom Week with slogans, logos, and T-shirts to make workers 
(and employers) aware that abuse is wrong. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Feel free to contact the Workplace Bullying Institute 
by phone, 360.656.6630 or email wbi@workplacebullying.org 


