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PREFACE TO THE 2014 PDF-EDITION

Demand for general and well-founded information about this insidi-
ous workplace phenomenon has risen steadily over the years. The
authors of Mobbing: Emotional Abuse in the American Workplace
have therefore decided to make the original book electronically
available in pdf-format.

Since its first publication in 1999, extensive research on the
topic has been conducted and countless new books and personal
accounts about mobbing/bullying experiences from people all over
the world have brought us additional insights. However, these new
data largely corroborate all the original observations, connections
and conclusions made in this groundbreaking book which has
remained valid up to this day. The book has been in high demand
because it examines mobbing/bullying at the workplace from a sys-
temic point of view, i.e. in its complexity and from many different
perspectives. Moreover, it offers explanations and solutions to all
concerned: targets, family and friends, human resources staff, the
legal community, state agencies, unions, health care services.

Awareness regarding the mobbing/bullying phenomenon has
grown and keeps on growing. Here and there, new laws, bills and
policies have been formulated to protect the workforce from general
harassment, i.e. from mobbing/bullying. Though this is a positive
trend, it is far from sufficient and leaves much to be desired.
Countless individuals who themselves have been terribly affected
have contributed in order to help others. Some have written sub-
stantive accounts or begun to engage in research themselves. There
is no lack of information. A search on the web brings up millions of
websites! Our own website, www.mobbing-usa.com, attempts to reg-
ularly keep the public informed by adding pertinent updates, such as
new laws, books, or research. 

�  
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AUTHORS’ NOTE

This book came about because all three of us, in different organiza-
tions, experienced a workplace phenomenon that had profound
effects on our well-being. Through humiliation, harassment, and
unjustified accusations, we experienced emotional abuse that forced
us out of the workplace. 

As time went on, we discovered that this phenomenon not only
had happened to us, and to some of our colleagues, but that it was a
well-known occurrence in Europe. There it has been researched,
documented and widely written about. Not until we discovered this
literature did we understand that we had been victims of workplace
mobbing. What we found described what had happened—in one form
or another, to one degree or another—to each of us.

For the first time, a powerful image—mobbing—defined what we
had experienced.

To our amazement, we found only limited information about this
particular phenomenon in the United States. As we continued to
discover other people who had experienced mobbing, we decided to
collect their stories and present them in a book specifically addressed
to the American audience.

We were most significantly inspired by Dr. Heinz Leymann, a
German industrial psychologist and medical scientist who lived and
worked in Sweden, where he first shed light on this phenomenon.
He defined it, gave it a name, and since 1982, tirelessly researched
and published about it in Sweden, Austria, Germany, France, United
Kingdom, Japan and Australia. Our book builds on his work and
expands upon his insights.

Our intent is to create more public awareness in the United
States and to sound the alarm. We want to help detect mobbing 
in American workplaces, to warn those who intentionally perpetrate
mobbing actions, and to encourage preventive, timely and appropri-
ate action. 
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We believe that it is of the utmost urgency that America’s work-
force understands the nature, complexity and gravity of this 
syndrome. We want to say to the American worker:  There is a work-
place syndrome called “mobbing.” There are certain behaviors by your co-
workers that can make you a victim of mobbing. You are not alone if this
happens to you. There are ways to protect yourself.

We want to tell responsible management, human resources per-
sonnel, unions, health care providers and insurance agencies: There
is a traumatic syndrome called “mobbing.” The person who seems to be a
“difficult” person, or has become mentally or physically ill, might very well
be a victim of workplace mobbing.

We offer suggestions to families and friends: Your loved ones need
your full support while they experience workplace mobbing. Understand
that they are deeply injured. You can help.

A massive public awareness campaign, stimulated by Dr.
Leymann’s research, particularly in Scandinavia and in German-
speaking countries, has forced organizations to face the phenomenon
of workplace mobbing. As a result, many people in Europe have
found assistance and recourse. 

This is what we hope this book will do in this country as well.
We expect that it will stimulate new and more research. We expect
new and appropriate legislation to protect people from being mobbed
at the workplace and to increase their legal options. We expect new
insights for appropriate medical treatment.

Above all, this is intended as a self-help book for victims of mob-
bing. We provide tools that will empower people to help themselves
before it is too late, before their psychological and physical health is
affected too gravely. And we hope that they will find the strength to
move beyond their experience.  

Authors’ Note

15



FOREWORD

This is the first book in the U.S. that presents the research of 
the last two decades on mobbing—also known as bullying—in a
comprehensive way.

Though this phenomenon has been recognized among children,
before 1982 it was totally unidentified as such in the work world 
of adults.

In order to identify the problem in the workplace, new 
research methodologies had to be developed. These did not focus 
on communication theories but looked at stress factors as used in
occupational health. The research questions then became: If one can
identify mobbing as an extreme form of psychological pressure, how
much of this pressure can a normal human being withstand? At what
point does mobbing result in illness? Where are the limits?

In the last two decades, much research has been done which 
has expanded our understanding of the causes and the effects of 
mobbing.  This book presents this information in an excellent way.
In particular, the sections that offer steps for action will be valuable
help for the reader who is in pain.

Today, research is confronted with the challenge to produce
more information about the after-effects of the victim’s expulsion
from the job. Following years of having been stigmatized, victims
often do not see any possibilities to help themselves. They feel total-
ly alone. Their social environment has been dissolved. They have no
way to make a living. At this time, we do not yet know enough about
these ramifications.

It is also important to engage in statistical studies to  ascertain
the extent of the working population affected by mobbing.
Additionally important is research regarding these topics:

Mobbing
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1. Which treatments are effective so that the person
harmed through mobbing will not become 
chronically ill?

2. How can professional rehabilitation be achieved
so that the victims can be reintegrated into 
the workforce?

3. How can legal protection for mobbing victims 
be strengthend?

4. How can people in a civil society be protected so
that they do not become disaffected?

I wish this book much success because it is an important 
work. It sheds light on great suffering and proposes ideas to reduce
this suffering.

Stockholm, December 1998
Dr. Heinz Leymann

Foreword
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INTRODUCTION

DRIVEN BEYOND ENDURANCE

Joan began having episodes of uncontrollable crying, and 
for the first time in her life, had anti-anxiety medication 
prescribed by her physician. A seasoned administrator, she 
had for months been forced to make decisions without 
complete information. Her decisions were then questioned or 
overturned. She was also forced to attend meetings where she 
was totally ignored. Unrealistic deadlines and a dramatically
increased workload overwhelmed her. Furthermore, others in 
the organization undermined her authority. She resigned, with a
negotiated settlement.

Sean, an experienced tradesman in a service organization, was
excluded from meetings and cut off from information 
necessary to perform his job effectively. He was subjected to 
constant insults and his work was belittled. He was also forced to
perform hazardous tasks without assistance, while supervisors or
others watched. Consequently, he suffered a heart attack while on
the job. Considered recovered, he returned to his job, but was fired
soon after. He filed for unemployment compensation which was
denied, appealed, and finally granted.

With more than 30 years of experience in management, Ron
was a successful project leader in a high-tech company. A major
project brought almost to fruition, he was suddenly relieved of 
his staff and responsibilities. His new supervisor began to assume
full credit for his work. Isolated at a small desk, Ron no longer 
was included in any meetings or discussions. After a few months,
he was found wandering the streets with blood streaming down 
his face. He had just walked into a wall. Later, following an 
emotional meeting with his superior, he suffered a heart attack,
went on disability, and was unable ever to return to work.



Like Ron, Joan, and Sean, every year, millions of Americans
become victims of emotional abuse inflicted at work. They are dam-
aged to such an extent that they can no longer accomplish their
tasks. Co-workers, colleagues, superiors, and subordinates attack
their dignity, integrity and competence, repeatedly, over a number 
of weeks, months, or years. At the end, they resign, voluntarily or
involuntarily, are terminated, or forced into early retirement. This is
mobbing—workplace expulsion through emotional abuse.

Ironically, and sadly, the victims are portrayed as the ones at
fault, as the ones who brought about their own downfalls. Mind you,
Ron, Joan and Sean, were not people who had a reputation of not
performing well, not meeting organizational standards, or who could
not get along with others. They were qualified. They had contributed
their talents to the organization. They had been in the organization
for a number of years.

How, you might ask, when there seem to be more structures and
laws designed to protect workers than ever before, is this particular
workplace behavior allowed to exist? There are three reasons.

One is that mobbing behaviors are ignored, tolerated, misinter-
preted, or actually instigated by the company or the organization’s
management as a deliberate strategy. 

The second reason is that this behavior has not yet been identi-
fied as a workplace behavior clearly different from sexual harassment
or discrimination.

Thirdly, more often than not, the victims are worn down, feel
destroyed and exhausted. They feel incapable of defending them-
selves, let alone initiating legal action. 

MOBBING, BULLYING AND HARASSMENT

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE RESEARCH

The word mob means a disorderly crowd engaged in lawless violence.
It is derived from the Latin mobile vulgus meaning “vacillating
crowd.” The verb to mob means “to crowd about, attack or annoy.” 

Mobbing
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In the sixties, the eminent Austrian ethologist Konrad Lorenz
used the English term mobbing to describe the behavior that animals
use to scare away a stronger, preying enemy. A number of weaker
individuals crowd together and display attacking behavior, such as
geese scaring away a fox.1

Later, Dr. Peter-Paul Heinemann, a Swedish physician,
researched a behavior displayed by children and directed at other
children, a behavior now generally called bullying. He used Lorenz’s
term “mobbing” to emphasize the seriousness of the behavior that
could drive the victim to such isolation and despair that s/he com-
mitted suicide. The book was published in Sweden in 1972 with the
title Mobbing: Group Violence Among Children (title translated).  

In the eighties, Dr. Heinz Leymann used the term mobbing when
he discovered similar group violence among adults at the workplace.
He  researched this behavior first in Sweden and then brought it to
public awareness in Germany. He investigated what he was told were
“difficult” people in the workplace and determined that many of
these people were not “difficult” to begin with. He found that the
root of their behavior was not a character flaw that made them
inherently difficult. What he found was a work structure and culture
that created the circumstances that marked these people as difficult.
Once identified as difficult, the company created further reasons for
terminating them. This, Leymann identified as mobbing.

In 1984, he published his first report regarding these findings.
Since then, he published more than 60 research articles and books,
such as Mobbing: Psychoterror at the Workplace and How You Can
Defend Yourself; The New Mobbing Report: Experiences and Initiatives,
Ways Out and Helpful Advice.2

Following Leymann’s impetus, a great deal of research has been
accomplished or is now in progress, particularly in Norway and
Finland as well as in the UK, Ireland, Switzerland, Austria, Hungary,
Italy, France, Australia, New Zealand, Japan, and South Africa.3

In the United States, as early as 1976, Dr. Carroll Brodsky, a psy-
chiatrist and anthropologist, wrote The Harassed Worker. Brodsky
wrote his book based on claims filed with the California Workers’
Compensation Appeals Board and the Nevada Industrial
Commission. These claims stated that the workers were “ill and



unable to work because of ill-treatment by employers, co-workers, or
consumers, or because of excessive demands for work output.”4

He uses the term harassment as a behavior that “involves 
repeated and persistent attempts by one person to torment, wear
down, frustrate, or get a reaction from another. It is behavior that
persistently provokes, pressures, frightens, intimidates, or otherwise
discomforts another person.” Dr. Brodsky pointed out how crippling
and pervasive the effects of harassment on mental health, physical
health, and worker productivity were and expressed the belief 
that these claims were “only the tip of an iceberg in relation to the
actual incidences.”5

When Dr. Leymann first defined mobbing  at the workplace 
in Sweden in 1984, he wrote that “mobbing was psychological 
terror” involving “hostile and unethical communication directed 
in a systematic way by one or a few individuals mainly towards one
individual.”  

The person who is mobbed is pushed into a helpless and defense-
less position. These actions occur on a very frequent basis and over a
long period of time.6

Both Brodsky and Leymann stress the frequency and duration of
what is done.

In 1988, Andrea Adams, a journalist, was the first person to draw
attention to the bully phenomenon in the United Kingdom through
a BBC series, and in 1992, her book Bullying at Work: How to
Confront and Overcome It was published. Bullying in her use of the
term is about “persistently finding fault” and “belittling individuals,”
often with a consenting management. 

In 1997, a Trust named after Andrea Adams was created to assist
victims of bullying. The trust commissioned research on the extent
of bullying and abusive e-mails in the workplace. They found what
they called an “explosion” of flame mail, or electronic bullying, 
sexist and racist abuse, including voice-mail.

Tim Field, another British author has written Bully In Sight.
Published in 1996, it is a detailed handbook on how to identify 
and deal with bullies in the workplace. He defines bullying as a 
“continual and relentless attack on other people’s self-confidence
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and self-esteem.” The underlying reasons for this behavior is a desire
to dominate, subjugate, and eliminate. Additionally, Field includes
the perpetrator's denial of responsibility for any consequences of his
or her actions.7

The term bullying is used in the United Kingdom and some
English-speaking countries to identify many actions that Leymann
terms as mobbing behaviors. It appears both terms are being used
somewhat interchangeably. “What is meant by bullying and what 
is meant by mobbing is somewhat blurred at the moment,”
says Charlotte Rayner, a researcher on bullying behavior in the
United Kingdom.8

In 1998, the International Labour Office (ILO) published 
the report, Violence at Work, written by Duncan Chappell and
Vittorio Di Martino. In this report, mobbing and bullying behaviors
are discussed alongside homicide and other more commonly known 
violent behaviors.9

THE U.S. AND CANADA

Although Dr. Carroll Brodsky’s research on the harassed worker in
1976 recognized abusive workplace behavior, mobbing has not yet
been widely identified as a workplace issue in the United States.
However, it is now gradually being recognized. 

Leymann‘s article Mobbing and Psychological Terror at Workplaces
was published in the American journal Violence and Victims in 1990.10

In 1991 the Personnel Journal published an article by C. Brady
Wilson, a clinical psychologist who specilizes in workplace trauma,
that pointed out the costs in billions of dollars that U.S. businesses
are losing caused by real or perceived abuse of employees.
“Workplace trauma, as psychologists refer to the condition caused by
employee abuse, is emerging as a more crippling and devastating
problem for employees and employers alike than all the other work-
related stresses put together.” 11

Dr. Harvey A. Hornstein, professor of social-organizational psy-
chology at Columbia University, wrote Brutal Bosses and Their Prey:
How to Identify and Overcome Abuse in the Workplace, published in
1996. The brutal boss, in Hornstein's use of the term, is what Field
and Adams call a bully. Both terms also imply physical assault.



A number of other North American academics have begun
research in the last few years. In 1995, Lois Price Spratlen,
University Ombudsman at the University of Washington, wrote an
article on “Interpersonal Conflict Which Includes Mistreatment in a
University Workplace” that was published in Violence and Victims.
She defines workplace mistreatment “as a behavior or situations—
without sexual or racial connotations—which the recipient per-
ceives to be unwelcome, unwanted, unreasonable, inappropriate,
excessive, or a violation of human rights.”12

Dr. Loraleigh Keashly, Academic Director, graduate program in
dispute resolution, College of Urban, Labor and Metropolitan Affairs
at Wayne State University, uses the term emotional abuse in the work-
place. She analyzes and summarizes North American research pre-
dominantly published in the eighties and nineties dealing with what
she defines as “hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviors that are not
explicitly tied to sexual or racial content yet are directed at gaining
compliance from others.” 13

In 1998, Dr. Kenneth Westhues, professor of Sociology at the
University of Waterloo, in Ontario, Canada, wrote a tongue-in-
cheek book dealing with the horrors of academic mobbing entitled
Eliminating Professors:  A Guide to the Dismissal Process.14

The most recent research of which we are aware using the mob-
bing terminology has been initiated by Dr. Nicole Rafter, professor in
the Law, Policy, and Society Program at Northeastern University.15

In the more popular literature too, an increasing number of 
publications identify the phenomenon. Examples are: Emily S.
Bassmann’s 1992 book, Abuse in the Workplace; and Work Abuse: 
How to Recognize and Survive It, by Judith Wyatt and Chauncey 
Hare (1997).

Also, there have been many stories reported in the media about
bullying at the workplace that point to abusive work behaviors that
we would now identify as mobbing. As an example, in November,
1998, Oprah Winfrey’s show was dedicated to Bully Bosses and sever-
al persons told their stories in public.16

This growing awareness has led to the establishment of work-
place help organizations, also on the Internet. One such organiza-
tion, The Campaign Against Workplace Bullying (CAWB), led by Drs.
Ruth and Gary Namie, is located in California. Information on their
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organization and their 1999 book, BullyProof Yourself at Work!, can 
be found on the web.17 Also, Bob Rosner, author and syndicated
columnist, gives advice to dissatisfied workers on the website
Working Wounded.

Thousands more webpages can be found on the Internet under
the word bullying and mobbing combined, although many deal with
children’s bullying behaviors. Dr. Leymann developed a webpage 
several years ago, and posted a great deal of important information
on the identification, effect, and treatment of mobbing. This page
continues to be updated by his colleagues.18

EXTENT OF MOBBING

Extensive research conducted in Sweden in 1990 extrapolated that
3.5 % of the labor force of 4.4 million persons, i.e. some 154,000,
were mobbing victims at any given time.19 Dr. Leymann also esti-
mated that 15% of the suicides in Sweden are directly attributed to
workplace mobbing. 

If we transpose these figures to the U.S. workforce, comprising
some 127 million people, well over 4 million people yearly are, 
or may become, victimized by mobbing. Hornstein, in his book 
Brutal Bosses and Their Prey, estimated that as many as 20 million
Americans face workplace abuse on a daily basis—a near epidemic. 20

Dr. Carroll Brodsky told us, “It is not a near epidemic. It is an 
epidemic!” 

Estimates of emotional assaults at work in other countries vary
considerably. In the UK, for example, one researcher estimated that
50% of employees may be subjected to “bullying” at some time dur-
ing their careers, whereas Leymann estimated that this figure is about
25% in Sweden.21

On the question of age, as an example, Leymann’s research in
Sweden suggests that mobbing happens slightly more to younger peo-
ple in the age range of 21 to 40.22 A study done in Norway found
older workers had a higher risk of victimization than younger work-
ers.23 However, a study done in Switzerland in 1994 revealed that all
age ranges were affected.24



The ability of older persons to find another job after a mobbing
experience may be severely hampered, which means that he or she
is, in effect, expelled from the labor market. This may be the key 
reason behind the finding in Sweden that those who developed post-
traumatic stress disorder because of mobbing are rarely younger than
40 years of age.25

Other data from Germany indicate that mobbing affects profes-
sionals more frequently than workers.26

A great deal of research is needed to determine the extent of
mobbing in the U.S., who the most likely targets may be, and which
industries may be especially prone to mobbing. 

WHAT IS BEING DONE ABOUT IT IN EUROPE

Because of the extensive literature and media coverage in Europe,
the awareness of mobbing in the workplace is widespread. Mobbing
has now become a household word in Scandinavia and in German-
speaking countries.

Sweden, Norway, Finland and Germany have enacted new
proactive and protective occupational safety laws, including emo-
tional well-being, to legally address the mobbing behavior. For exam-
ple, in 1993, the Swedish National Board of Occupational Safety and
Health adopted an Ordinance Concerning Victimization at Work. 

The ordinance contains provisions on measures against victim-
ization at work and general recommendations on the implementa-
tion of the provisions. The ordinance defines victimization as “recur-
rent and reprehensible or distinctly negative actions which are
directed against individual employees in an offensive manner and
can result in those employees being placed outside the workplace
community.” 27

Furthermore, the Ordinance states that “employees who are sub-
jected to victimization shall quickly be given help or support. The
employer shall have special procedures for this.” 28

Another example of a proactive approach comes from Germany.
It is an agreement that the Board of the Hamburg University
Hospital made with the hospital personnel board in July of 1997. The
agreement refers to the establishment of an internal and confidential
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center to inform, consult, educate, assist, and mediate in mobbing cases.29

New legislation is being proposed in the United Kingdom and
Australia as well.

In addition,  new organizations have been created to help 
victims of mobbing. Measures have been initiated in a relatively
brief time period to deal with mobbing behaviors, help mobbing 
victims, and help prevent further mobbing from occurring. For exam-
ple, telephone hotlines have been installed in Switzerland, Austria,
Germany, and in the UK. Contact addresses for receiving counseling
or advice have been published in the daily press.

The need for rehabilitation of mobbing victims has been so
widespread that Dr. Leymann established a special clinic in Sweden.
However, it ceased to operate due to lack of support by the National
Health Insurance Agency. Dr. Leymann had treated some 1700 mob-
bing patients, mainly in Germany, Sweden, and Norway. Together
with Dr. Michael Becker, a German psychiatrist and neurologist, he
also developed a special treatment protocol.

These examples of proaction are what we envision for 
this country.

�

This book raises awareness of the mobbing syndrome as a serious
workplace issue dealing with emotional mistreatment of employees,
most often leading to voluntary or involuntary resignation or dis-
missal. People who have been affected by mobbing are suffering
immensely. 

We chose to talk about mobbing and the mobbing syndrome rather
than bullying, a term that invokes individual acts of aggression.
Mobbing, on the other hand, entails emotional abuse committed
directly or indirectly by a group. Furthermore, bullying is often used
when refering to children who bully other children in the school
environment. We want to clearly identify mobbing as an abusive
group behavior committed in the workplace.

We trust that employees will not use this information as an
excuse when they face dismissal or reprimand because of other, well
grounded reasons, and falsely name it mobbing. And, although this
book focuses on the prevalence of the mobbing syndrome, there are
many organizations in this country that are run by outstanding 



leaders who would never tolerate mobbing behaviors in their 
organizations.

OUR INTERVIEW PARTNERS

Our interview partners have all been individuals with a great deal of
experience. Our sample consists predominantly of professionals in
their forties and fifties, although some individuals were in their thir-
ties when mobbing began. Some had more than one graduate degree.
We interviewed women and men who had worked in nonprofit orga-
nizations, in major companies, in universities, in the healthcare
industry. They came from different parts of the country and were of
different ethnic origins.

With some we talked for hours, with others less. Some are still
enduring the trauma; others related their insights as a result of intro-
spection. Throughout the book, real incidents of mobbing are
described in their words.

We identify our interview partners with fictitious names and we
altered the description of their workplaces. We do not identify our
interview partners’ age, gender, race, religion, or ethnicity, etc., when
we quote them throughout the text. By choosing to do this, we want
to emplasize that these classifications really do not matter in a mob-
bing, as mobbing is not an aggressive act against someone belonging
to a protected class but emotional assaults directed at anybody.
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What Mobbing Is and 
How It Happens

When I say that evil has to do with killing, I do not mean
to restrict myself to corporal murder. Evil is also that
which kills spirit.

—M. Scott Peck
People of the Lie: The Hope for Healing Human Evil

Mobbing is an emotional assault. It begins when an individual
becomes the target of disrespectful and harmful behavior. Through
innuendo, rumors, and public discrediting, a hostile environment is
created in which one individual gathers others to willingly, or unwill-
ingly, participate in continuous malevolent actions to force a person
out of the workplace. 

These actions escalate into abusive and terrorizing behavior. The
victim feels increasingly helpless when the organization does not put
a stop to the behavior or may even plan or condone it. 

As a result, the individual experiences increasing distress, illness,
and social misery. Frequently, productivity is affected and victims
begin to use sick leave to try to recover from the daily pressures and
torment. Depression or accidents may occur. Resignation, termina-
tion, or early retirement, the negotiated voluntary or involuntary
expulsion from the workplace, follows. 

For the victim, death—through illness or suicide—may be the
final chapter in the mobbing story. 

�  ONE �

�  
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For the organization, mobbing is like a cancer. Beginning with
one malignant cell, it can spread quickly, destroying vital elements of
the organization. Remedial action must be taken at an early stage.

AGGRESSION AGAINST “ANYONE”: 
WORKPLACE EXPULSION

Mobbing is aggression against “anyone”—rather than specific dis-
crimination against someone based on age, gender, race, creed, 
nationality, disability or pregnancy—using harassing, abusive and
often terrorizing behaviors. Mobbing is done intentionally to force
the person out of the workplace.

Two different types of such malevolent conduct can be identi-
fied: active aggression and passive aggression. These tactics vary
according to the subtlety of the aggressor. Passive aggressives are a
special problem, since they can wrap their malevolence in acts of
occasional kindness and politeness.

INJURY NOT ILLNESS

The psychological consequences of mobbing should be termed an
injury not an illness, thus attributing the cause of the suffering to the
persons who intentionally inflicted the harm.1

MOBBING TYPOLOGY

Dr. Heinz Leymann identified 45 mobbing behaviors and
grouped them in five different categories, depending on the nature of
the behavior. See boxes on the following pages. Not all of these will
happen in every case.2

Any one of these behaviors, taken alone, may be despicable,
uncivilized, and generally not acceptable. Any one, by itself, could
possibly be tolerated as a sometime occurrence, or brushed off by
assuming that a person doing such a thing might be having a bad day.
And who has not? However, when these behaviors are displayed con-
tinuously and in many different variations, they become intentional
abuse and create terror. 



In the U.S., some of the discriminatory behaviors mentioned in 
category three, and any of the outright physical assault behaviors 
mentioned in category five, are illegal and are covered by laws in 
all 50 states. They would be, taken by themselves, ample grounds if 
the affected persons wanted to file a law suit. The majority of 
behaviors in categories one, two and four fall into behaviors that are
considered within any employer’s prerogative. Although considered
management of the worst kind, there is no basis, as yet, that would allow
one to build a legal case. Exceptions are: oral or written threats, and
management that orders colleagues not to speak with you. Should you be
given meaningless tasks to do or ones that are below your qualifications,
this could be construed as another prerogative of the employer.
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LEYMANN’S TYPOLOGY

First Category 
Impact On Self-Expression and the

Way Communication Happens

1. Your superior restricts the opportunity for you to express yourself.
2. You are interrupted constantly.
3. Colleagues/co-workers restrict your opportunity to 

express yourself.
4. You are yelled at and loudly scolded.
5. Your work is constantly criticized.
6. There is constant criticism about your private life.
7. You are terrorized on the telephone.
8. Oral threats are made.
9. Written threats are sent.
10. Contact is denied through looks or gestures.
11. Contact is denied through innuendoes.

Second Category
Attacks On One’s Social Relations

1. People do not speak with you any more.
2. You cannot talk to anyone, i.e., access to others is denied.
3. You are put into a workspace that is isolated from others.
4. Colleagues are forbidden to talk with you.
5. You are treated as if you are invisible.

Third Category
Attacks On Your Reputation

1. People talk badly behind your back.
2. Unfounded rumors are circulated.
3. You are ridiculed.
4. You are treated as if you are mentally ill.



What Mobbing is and How It Happens

37

5. You are forced to undergo a psychiatric evaluation/examination.
6. A handicap is ridiculed.
7. People imitate your gestures, walk, voice to ridicule you.
8. Your political or religious beliefs are ridiculed.
9. Your private life is ridiculed.
10. Your nationality is ridiculed.
11. You are forced to do a job that affects your self-esteem.
12. Your efforts are judged in a wrong and demeaning way.
13. Your decisions are always questioned.
14. You are called demeaning names.
15. Sexual innuendoes.

Fourth Category
Attacks On the Quality of

One’s Professional and Life Situation

1. There are no special tasks for you.
2. Supervisors take away assignments, so you cannot even invent

new tasks to do.
3. You are given meaningless jobs to carry out.
4. You are given tasks that are below your qualifications.
5. You are continuously given new tasks.
6. You are given tasks that affect your self-esteem.
7. You are given tasks that are way beyond your qualifications, in

order to discredit you.
8. Causing general damages that create financial costs to you.
9. Damaging your home or workplace.

Fifth Category
Direct Attacks On a Person’s Health

1. You are forced to do a physically strenuous job.
2. Threats of physical violence are made.
3. Light violence is used to threaten you. 
4. Physical abuse.
5. Outright sexual harassment.



THE FIVE PHASES IN THE MOBBING PROCESS

Conflict

Aggressive Acts

Management Involvement

Branding as Difficult or Mentally Ill

Expulsion
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MOBBING AS A PROCESS

It is important to stress that mobbing happens as a process of abusive
behaviors inflicted over time. It begins insidiously,  and soon gains
such momentum that a point of no return is reached. Like a tornado,
the events escalate into a spiral. So what exactly does happen when
mobbing occurs?

Leymann distinguishes five phases in the mobbing process.

Phase 1 is characterized by a critical incident, a conflict. In itself,
this is not yet mobbing. It can, however develop into mobbing
behaviors.

Phase 2 is characterized by aggressive acts and psychological
assaults that set the mobbing dynamics into motion. 

Phase 3 then involves management that plays a part in the 
negative cycle by misjudging the situation if they have not already
been participating in phase 2. Instead of extending support, they
begin the isolation and expulsion process. 

Phase 4 is critical, as victims are now branded as difficult or men-
tally ill. This misjudgment by management and health professionals
reinforces the negative cycle. It almost always will lead to expulsion
or forced resignation.

Phase 5 is the expulsion. The trauma of this event can, 
additionally, trigger post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). After the
expulsion, the emotional distress and the ensuing psychosomatic 
illnesses continue and often intensify.3 (See Chapter 3.)

1

2

3

4

5



DEGREES OF MOBBING

We have found it helpful to distinguish three major degrees of 
mobbing—first, second, and third—according to the different effects
mobbing has on an individual. In analogy to the different degrees of
injuries suffered from burning, the distinction indicates how deeply a
person has been “burned” or “scarred” by the experience.

We do not use a scientific scale to assess these degrees but rather
the different effects this experience had on us and our interview part-
ners. The degrees are determined by a number of factors. In 
addition to the intensity, duration, and frequency of the mobbing,
the psychology of the mobbed individuals, their upbringing, past
experiences, and general circumstances are also considered. 
The scale only indicates how people can be affected differently by
similar experiences.

Mobbing of the first degree: The individual manages to resist,
escapes at an early stage, or is fully rehabilitated in the same work-
place or somewhere else.

Mobbing of the second degree: The individual cannot resist,
nor escape immediately, and suffers temporary or prolonged mental
and/or physical disability, and has difficulty re-entering the work-
force.

Mobbing of the third degree: The affected person is unable to
re-enter the workforce. The physical and mental injuries are such
that rehabilitation seems unlikely, unless a very specialized treatment
protocol is being applied.4

It goes without saying that concepts such as prolonged, tempo-
rary, or frequent cannot usefully be quantified. The only measure of
the intensity is the subjective assessment by the targeted individual.
What clearly feels like mobbing to one person may not yet be 
considered as such by someone else. This will be discussed in more
detail in Chapter 3.
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THE MOBBING SYNDROME

In the following paragraphs, we describe the elements of the mob-
bing process and how it manifests itself in more detail. As mobbing
comprises numerous factors that occur in combination and severely
affect an individual’s health, we chose to call it the mobbing 
syndrome. We define it as follows.

The mobbing syndrome is a malicious
attempt to force a person out of the work-
place through unjustified accusations,
humiliation, general harassment, emotional
abuse, and/or terror. 

It is a “ganging up” by the leader(s)—
organization, superior, co-worker, or sub-
ordinate—who rallies others into systemat-
ic and frequent “mob-like” behavior.

Because the organization ignores, condones
or even instigates the behavior, it can be
said that the victim, seemingly helpless
against the powerful and many, is indeed
“mobbed.” The result is always injury—
physical or mental distress or illness and
social misery and, most often, expulsion
from the workplace.
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TEN KEY FACTORS
OF THE MOBBING SYNDROME

The mobbing syndrome contains ten distinctive factors
that occur in various combinations, systematically, and fre-
quently. The impact of these factors on the targeted person
then becomes the major element of the mobbing syndrome. 

1. Assaults on the dignity, integrity, credibility, 
and professional competence of employees. 

2. Negative, humiliating, intimidating, abusive,
malevolent, and controlling communication. 

3. Committed directly, or indirectly, in subtle or 
obvious ways. 

4. Perpetrated by one or more staff
members—“vulturing.”

5. Occurring in a continual, multiple, and systematic
fashion, over some time.

6. Portraying the victimized person as being at fault. 

7. Engineered to discredit,
confuse, intimidate, isolate, and
force the person into submission.

8. Committed with the intent
to force the person out.

9. Representing the removal
from the workplace as
the victim’s choice.

10. Not recognized, 
misinterpreted,
ignored, tolerated,
encouraged, or even
instigated by the
management
of the organization.



The combination of these ten major factors impacts gravely the
emotional and physical well-being of the targeted individual and can
result in death by illness, accident, or suicide.

The only remedy for this course of events is prevention, 
detection, early warning, and timely action.

In the following we discuss the ten factors further. Each is 
illustrated with quotes from different stories, and the behaviors are
analyzed in more detail. 

1. Assaults on the dignity, integrity, credibility, and
professional competence

Joan: I’ve been in business for twenty-seven years. I had
never been anywhere where my ability, my credentials,
my integrity were questioned. 

Catherine: For the first time in my professional career, some-
one was doubting my competence and curtailing my 
initiative. It was beyond my understanding.

Carol described one of her co-workers that set the mob-
bing process into motion: He was also trying to ruin
my reputation. He was always badmouthing me behind
my back. Not knowing what he was doing and saying
about me was one of the scariest things.

Luis was the CEO of a nonprofit organization when he
was mobbed by his vice president: The rumor had
been spread that I had had several small strokes and was
in the beginnings of Alzheimer’s disease and was no
longer competent and able to lead the organization.

As illustrated, mobbing comprises behaviors that rob individuals
of their reputation, professional integrity, and competence. When
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professional competence is questioned, it also means that the 
individuals cannot be trusted. If they cannot be trusted, then in 
their perception, their work becomes worthless and they become
worthless. The effect is a loss of sense of self. This element, above
all else, begins the mobbing cycle.

2. Negative, humiliating, intimidating, abusive,
malevolent, and controlling communication

Diana: The perpetrator’s aim is to scare everyone else into
submission by attacking the victim, subtly or openly.
Control reached in this way then allows the attacker
to change his or her approach to one of benevolence,
giving raises to the chosen few who participated in 
the mobbing. 

All others, including the chosen, believe the bloodletting
is over and they are safe. This works for a while until
the perpetrator needs to once again exert public control.

Judy: I had worked with these vendors for fifteen years and
considered them friends. When my new boss came, he
brought these people into his office individually and told
them that they were not to have contact with me. They
were only to deal with him, even though he never would
meet with them. And then he would denigrate me to
them. When John, one of these vendors, came out of
that office, his face was just pale. He couldn’t believe it.
And he told me, “You won’t believe what he just said.”

Negative communication is aggressive communication intended
to humiliate and degrade the person, often for one’s own aggrandize-
ment. Typical behaviors that can be called negative communication,
as our interview partners experienced them, are:



� Laughing in your face.
� Making inappropriate jokes about you.
� Creating rumors or prejudice.
� Developing a fabricated case against 

your character.
� Denigrating your professional abilities.
� Withholding information necessary to do the job.
� Isolating you physically or socially.
� Holding meetings about your work, 

without your presence.
� Changing rules and regulations frequently.
� Controlling all in and outgoing correspondence.
� Requesting tasks that are difficult to accomplish 

in the given time frame.
� Taking away responsibility and giving the task 

to a less qualified person.
� Intense aggressive behavior, like yelling, 

slamming of doors and fists pounded on a table.
� Repeated calls at night requesting irrelevant 

information.

Joan: I said to the director of Human Resources at one point,
“I am totally isolated.” And he said, malevolently,
“That’s the idea… isn’t it?” He said to me on another
occasion, “You know, a lot of people in your position
might consider suicide.” My response was, “That is a
permanent solution to a temporary problem. But I can
understand how someone might consider it.”

Clearly, the quoted director of Human Resources is insensitive,
inexperienced, unethical, and malicious. He is displaying abusive,
humiliating behavior.

Judy: One day when I came into my office, he was in there
whispering to my secretary. I knew they were talking
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about me. He said: “Is she too stupid to use a phone
book?” I was calling directory assistance because that
particular number was not in the phone book. I said:  “I
cannot believe you are saying this. What kind of a mes-
sage does that send?” Then he started screaming at me. 

It is not unusual that occasionally, even at the workplace, we
might laugh at someone or make fun of a person. Among friends, this
may be harmless. Many TV sitcoms feature this behavior over and
over again, actually demonstrating how well people get along. In a
different context, depending on the effect and the intent, jokes 
can be demeaning, unwelcome, and can contribute to emotional 
distress. An example of a malevolent and abusive behavior is what
Sean described. 

Sean: I had taken three days off for surgery and recuperation.
I continually received pages and  phone calls at my
home by both staff and managers asking me to come in
to plunge toilets and fix things.

Robert: She tried to tarnish my name. She opened my mail,
all correspondence. She would go behind my back and
talk to different representatives of the agencies that I
would normally deal with one-on-one, telling them 
what a bad job I was doing and that I was not 
supposed to be in that position. She gave me a bad 
performance evaluation.

What else would she do? She would go into my office
and go through my desk, to check what I was doing. She
was trying to get into my computer, too, but she didn’t
succeed. I would put some things on a disk and bring it
home. She tried to sabotage one major project that I
organized. It turned out very well anyway. But she 
tried to sabotage it. And she wouldn’t put through my
paperwork on some projects, so I didn’t get paid in time.



3. Committed directly, or indirectly, in subtle or 
obvious ways

Jack: The first thing he did was terminate the store manager. I
was the assistant at this point. There was another assis-
tant that he took into his confidence. They met daily
and excluded me from everything that was going on. 

Neil: There were weeks where I would not see my new boss.
Previously I attended all the directors meetings, but I
was not invited to them anymore. It was very weird. It
bothered me at first, and then I rationalized to myself
that there were other things that I could do. I just sat
down and thought about it. What did it mean? How
long could it last? And what could I do?

Catherine: I thought, “Why all these closed door meetings all
of a sudden?” Before the new CEO came, rarely had I
seen a closed door meeting in our organization.

Our interview partners mentioned the following behaviors:

� No help is extended.

� Promises are made and not kept.

� No eye contact is made with you.

� Contact is minimized or avoided all together.

� You are ignored.

� Gestures that signal humiliation.

� Talking behind your  back.

� Putting  you in a room without a telephone.

� Communication via memos or e-mail about issues 
formerly discussed face-to-face.

� Denying contact with the public/media, when 
previously that was a part of the job.
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� Having  your work checked by someone 
unqualified to do so.

� Job descriptions changed without 
your knowledge.

� Policies changed or not followed.

� Mixed messages.

� You are made to look inconsistent.

� You are set up.

� Those supportive of you are discredited.

� An environment of paranoia is created.

� Removal or reduction of responsibility 
and authority.

� Replacing meaningful work with work that is
humiliating or demeaning.

� Giving tasks you have not been adequately pre-
pared to assume. 

� Attacks on your private life.



4. Perpetrated by one or more staff members—
“vulturing”

The perpetrator creates his or her circle of allies—the “mob.” One
person can begin the process and others join in.

Diana: When someone creates this environment, a strange
thing comes over  people. Because the victim is 
now seen as vulnerable, others join in, like vultures 
circling a carcass, and “pick” at the person. I 
call this “vulturing.”  

Sometimes people participate out of fear of losing their
position if they don’t go along with the leader. But often
there is an element of glee. They seem to be enjoying the
vulnerability of the victim. 

In my company, everyone was worried about their own
job since the arrival of the new CEO. I accepted their
lack of support—and even some of their vulturing 
activities towards me—because of this. 

But I still find it incomprehensible that they, basically
good people, participated as much as they did. Why
weren’t they outraged by the CEO’s treatment of staff?
Why weren’t they repulsed and sickened? My body 
language could not hide my outrage at his abusive
behavior toward others. I believe that’s why his focus
turned to me.

The principal mobber can be the CEO, supervisor, or an equal in
the workplace hierarchy, as well as a subordinate. Mobbing, there-
fore, as seen from an organizational chart, can be vertical, directed up
as well as down, or it can be horizontal.

Mobbing behavior is quite often assumed by a new CEO to “whip
the troops into line” or  by a supervisor towards a new employee to
“destroy any potential overthrow.” When co-workers are attacking
colleagues of the same hierarchical level, they may be jealous or 
fearful. In a competitive environment, they proceed to mob in the
hope that their job will be maintained. When subordinates mob a 
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superior, they may resent not having been included in decision-
making about impending changes, or they may covet that 
person’s job.

Jackie, an outside consultant in Luis’ organization in which 
he was the president, observed what was going on within the 
organization.

Jackie: My office was next to the Senior Vice President’s. It
soon became clear to me that he was putting together a
power base of employees, and I tried to tell the president
that...I told him I felt he should be very careful, but he
wasn’t concerned. The Senior VP began to cultivate the
most powerful board members and the most vocal. Since
the president liked to keep a low profile, and trusted the
Senior VP, he allowed him to do that.

It would appear that the prevalence of a mobbing direction—
vertically or horizontally—is correlated with the nature of a compa-
ny culture and its preference of hierarchical structures. The more
hierarchical, the more mobbing occurs vertically; the flatter the
organization, the more mobbing happens horizontally. 

Following is a very poignant example of vertically mobbing
down. The image brings to mind total humiliation.

Sean: The Vice President told me to start ripping up the
existing carpet. Disabled people were in the home, and
one of them was walking around us at the time. 
Please understand that the staff at this home had not
cleaned the carpet in weeks, although I had pointed out
its condition to them as well as management staff, and
brought them the carpet cleaner to use. 

The carpet was filthy and soaked in spots from urine. 
I pointed this out to him, saying that it would be
hazardous to start ripping it up while the people 
were in the home and suggested that we wait until they
were removed, arrangements the staff were hurriedly
trying to make. 



He told me again to just start ripping it up, which I did.
Another supervisor was with him and said nothing. They
then both stood there and watched me while I started the
work. It required tearing up carpet that had been glued to
the floor, which is a tough job. As I said, it was filthy,
soaked with urine all the way through, which had left the
glue a gooey mess in places, and created dust and debris.
They stood there and watched me in silence for some
time. They did not offer to help move furniture or people
out of the way. This was not the first time this type of
thing had happened. 

What Diana calls “vulturing” is often involved in the creation of
the “mob.”  It gives people the justification to act out, or do what
they otherwise would not. 

5. Occurring in a continual, multiple, and systematic
fashion over some time

Jeff: I started getting district manager visits. I mean very 
frequently. Before that time, it was probably every six 
or eight weeks. Then it started to be as frequent as 
once a week. 

Diana: Every day was like going into battle. I never knew
when the next bomb would be dropped. I was afraid to
trust anyone for fear they were the enemy. I tried to be
prepared at all times, but it was hopeless. My physical
and mental reserves were depleted. I knew I had to have
relief soon—but there was no letup.

It is the frequency, the repetitiveness, and duration that affects
the victims most of all. The more intense the mobbing gets and the
longer it lasts, the deeper the victim is affected. However, 
as described earlier, each person has a different tolerance level. What
is still bearable for one person has already contributed to major injury
in another. 
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6. Portraying the victimized person as being at fault

Although individuals had been performing at a high level, all of a
sudden they are portrayed as incompetent, or faults are found that
have not been a cause for complaints previously.

Joan: They were keeping a file, and they were not allowing
me to address issues within my own area. When I said,
“Why wasn’t this brought to my attention?”  They
would say, “Well, the person was afraid to bring it to
you.” Or, “The person was afraid of retaliation.”  Or,
“The person said they had already approached you with
this and you did nothing.” 

And I knew nothing about any of these concerns, 
or if  I did, I was told by my direct subordinates 
that the situation had been handled satisfactorily. I
believed them. But my department was beginning to
fall apart because no one was addressing these issues. 
It snowballed.

After I was gone, someone from another area was
brought in and shredded most of the files in my 
office. They dissolved all of my systems and all of my
procedures and tried to make it look like my area 
was a disaster and that it was my fault.

Mobbing affects the victim’s health. The mobbees begin to 
display a number of symptoms: loss of concentration, which 
impacts their performance; frequent absence due to illness, which
impacts the organization. The mobbee is now at fault. And so the
organization has grounds to terminate employment, engage in con-
structive discharge procedures, or force a resignation.

7. Engineered to discredit, confuse, intimidate, 
isolate, and force the person into submission 

Joan: I did not know what was happening, or the seriousness
of what was happening. It was confusing. You suddenly
seem to be getting it from every direction possible.



Jack: I was taken off special projects that I had always done.
Because I had been there so long and had so much 
experience, I had always been used as a resource. 
Now people were told not to do that any longer. Other
stores who used to call were directed to call other people,
forcing me into being an outsider. Isolating me. 

Initially, I really started to question whether I was doing
my job right, whether I was still able to perform the right
way. Before that point I had received a lot of praise, a
lot of compliments on things, and I really had to adjust
and find different ways to find out whether I was doing
my job or not.

Co-workers and management publicly engage in acts of humilia-
tion. This clearly leads to the expulsion phase.

8. Committed with the intent to force the person out

Jack: In this organization, managers rarely are terminated
because policy provides a severance package when that
occurs. The ones that leave on their own don’t receive
anything. So there is this unwritten way of getting rid 
of people. That was the reason I left Human Resources
ten years ago. There were way too many times I was
directed to do this to others. It was just too hard to 
do it anymore.

Luis’ wife: What confounds me most of all is that this
happened when Luis had such an outstanding record 
as the company president.

While we were out of town, Luis was sent a retroactive
termination. When we returned, we found his entire
office cleared out. Someone had gone through every-
thing—drawers, closets, took everything off the walls,
loaded it into boxes, and left it outside the garage door at
our home, without a note, telephone call, nothing. We
came back from being out of town and found it.
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Nothing illustrates the evil of this behavior so obviously—your
office belongings, packed in boxes, at your doorsteps.

9. Representing the removal from the workplace as
the victim’s choice to leave

Joan: I was going to file a lawsuit. But I signed an agreement
not to sue in exchange for my resignation and a sever-
ance package.

Ron: I was 55 at the time and eligible for early retirement, 
but I didn’t want to leave. I could have taken it to court
and fought it, with 15 years of superior evaluations on
my record.

But, when you lay down the chips, you are better off
taking retirement. A company this size hires its lawyers
by the year, and they are tickled to death to go to court.
And they will string it out for 50 years, if you are still
around that long. This company doesn’t lose very many
cases. In fact, I know of several cases, but the company
never lost any of them. The employee doesn’t have the
finances to fight it on and on and on. And the lawyers
are just looking for a place to light.

As mentioned earlier, with his project taken away and now 
isolated and ignored, Ron suffered a massive heart attack following 
a disagreement with his new superior. He left his employer on 
total disability, never to return. (When we interviewed Ron, it had 
been more than 14 years since his encounter with mobbing. Yet, 
as he quietly recounted his experience, tears flowed freely down 
his face.)

10. Mobbing is not recognized, or is misinterpreted,
ignored, tolerated, encouraged or even instigated
by the top management of the organization

Jack:  He wasn’t telling me this as a supervisor but as a
friend. He was taking a risk telling me what really was



going on. He said, “This pressure is going to come down
on you. I have no choice in the matter. I have to do it,
and I just want you to know that.”  

The bottom line was—I was getting too old, 44 years,
and making too much money. They could bring in two
or three younger people for the same money. 

A supervisor who first warned me about this four years
before had been directed to lower my performance
appraisals, and to implement disciplinary action. But he
refused. And it’s really unfortunate. He was then the
one they went after and put on disciplinary action.
Totally unfounded.

When we asked Robert about how he tried to get help in his
situation, and what he did with the bad performance evaluations
that he had received from his mobbing boss, he said:

I did not sign them, I did not agree with them. I 
questioned them at a higher level, but nothing was done. 
I went to her boss, and I went to the boss above that
one, to the assistant director. And then to his boss, 
to the director. He just said, “I cannot believe this is
happening.” And nothing was ever done. This went 
on for five years.

This last factor, i.e., management ignores or even instigates 
the mobbing, promotes the syndrome most of all. The cycle of 
mobbing has begun. A conflict has escalated to a seemingly
intractable situation and there are no avenues available for the per-
son to find recourse: to explain, to be heard, to receive an apology or
constructive suggestions as to how the problem could be resolved in
a mutual agreement.
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CONCLUSION

Morally, even if the victim has demonstrated some type of behavior
which might have played a part in triggering the mobbing, there
should be, in every organization or company, regulations, policies,
and procedures in place that provide for  hearing  concerns, and for
taking appropriate and helpful action, as we show in Chapter 6.

In sexual or racial discrimination or harassment, the affected 
person has legal recourse. U.S. laws protect citizens against these
behaviors. But mobbing is a more generic form of abuse and does not
readily fall under the protection of Civil Rights laws. The employer,
or staff, can operate in a gray area. Some states, however, have a 
provision under the Workers’ Compensation Law that provides for
compensation for psychological trauma suffered on the job, legally
referred to as mental-mental injury. This is presented in Chapter 8,
Mobbing and the Law.

Chapter 1 Endnotes

1. Tim Field in his book Bully in Sight, also insists on the term
injury.

2. Leymann 1993:33,34, translated/adapted from German by N.D.

3. Leymann, 1996:171.

4. We refer to Dr. Leymann’s treatment protocol published on the
Internet as well as Wyatt and Hare’s advice in Work Abuse, How
to Recognize and Survive It.

5. In the Swedish research, Leymann found that horizontal 
mobbing, among peers, occurred in 44% of the cases. Mobbing
vertically down, from supervisors directed at subordinates,
occurred in 37% of the cases. And mobbing vertically up, attack-
ing supervisors, occurred in 9% of cases. In 10% of cases, a com-
bination of vertically down and horizontally occurred (Leymann,
1993:47). In a Swiss study, it was found that vertically mobbing
down was more prevalent (Schuepbach, Torre, 1996:152).
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Why Mobbing Occurs
and Persists

This is a turbulent time for organizations. The changing char-
acters of competition, downsizing, workforce demographics,
customer demands, and popular images of leadership serve to
either ignite abuse in otherwise reasonable bosses or unleash it
from predisposed organizational bullies.

—Harvey Hornstein
Brutal Bosses and Their Prey

Why does mobbing happen in a civilized society and in organizations
that profess to value human resources? 
The mobbing phenomenon is too complex to just blame it on

one cause, for example, the bully boss. We suggest it comes about
through the interaction of five elements that all play their part,
relate to each other, and reinforce each other. They constitute a 
system. The parts are: The psychology and the circumstances of the
mobbers; the organizational culture and structure; the psychology,
personality, and circumstances of the mobbee; a triggering event, a
conflict, and factors outside of the organization, i.e., values and
norms in the U.S. culture. In understanding all these parts and their
interrelation, we may be better equipped at finding solutions. Our
exploration draws on different disciplines, such as psychology and
sociology, anthropology and biology, as well as management theory.
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THE PSYCHOLOGY AND

CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE MOBBERS

There is no empirical research dealing with the psychology of the
mobbers. Yet, we suggest that the mobber’s actions derive from
his/her inability to value life and difference, from pretense and 
dishonesty, from an inflated sense of self, i.e., from a need for self-
aggrandizement. The personality of the mobber has been described
with such traits as excessively controlling, cowardly, neurotic, and
power hungry. Many of his or her actions may be driven by jealousy
and envy derived from feelings of insecurity and fear. Mobbing
occurs because people, sometimes without even realizing their harm-
ful ways, act in an evil manner. 
Unequivocally, we believe that the actions and the psychology of

the mobbers are central in attempting to understand mobbing 
reasons. Leymann maintains that people resort to mobbing to cover
up their own deficiencies. Their fear and insecurity about their 
own reputation or position compel them to denigrate someone else.1

He sees mainly four reasons why individuals would engage in mob-
bing behaviors. 

1. To force someone to adapt to a group norm. “If
they don’t adapt, they have to go,” would be the 
reasoning of someone driven by these motives. Belief
that the group can only be cohesive and strong if a
certain uniformity exists.

2. To revel in animosity. People engage in mobbing to
“eliminate” those they do not like. It does not really
matter where they are in the organizational hierar-
chy: Superiors, co-workers, or subordinates alike,
when driven by personal dislikes, not prejudices, 
can initiate the process.

3. To gain pleasure, out of boredom. Sadistically 
motivated mobbers derive pleasure from the 
torment they inflict. Their primary intent might 
not necessarily be to get rid of the person.
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4. To reinforce prejudices. People use mobbing 
behaviors because they dislike or hate people who
happen to belong to a certain social, racial, or ethnic
group. In the U.S. context, this is clearly discrimina-
tion, and the civil rights laws protect anybody who
may be mobbed based on discrimination.2

Evil Personality

In his book, People of the Lie, psychiatrist M. Scott Peck espouses a
theory of the evil personality. Peck contends that evil “is that 
force, residing either inside or outside of human beings, that seeks 
to kill life or liveliness.”3 Evil people use “power to destroy 
the spiritual growth of others for the purpose of defending and 
preserving the integrity of their own sick selves. In short, it is 
scapegoating.” 4

In Peck’s words: “Because in their hearts they consider them-
selves above reproach, they must lash out at anyone who does
reproach them. They sacrifice others to preserve their self-image of
perfection.” 5

Divine Right

In Brutal Bosses and Their Prey, Hornstein talks about the “divine
right” of bosses who, because they work in an organizational 
hierarchy,  consider it their prerogative to exercise their power as
they please. Whoever reports to them is seen as automatically inferi-
or.6 All these behaviors may be accentuated in situations of stress and
demand of high performance.
Additionally, people aspiring to high positions are often power

hungry. They are not leaders—they are quasi leaders. Abuse comes
from feeling weak and worthless and using the power of their role to
compensate.7

Luis: The senior vice president had worked for major industries
most of his career before coming to us. I really respected
him at first—he was fired by his organization and I 
hired him the next day. I supported him implicitly all of
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these years. I see now that what he did within our
organization, to one of our managers and ultimately to
me, was something he had a lot of practice doing.
Apparently, he’d done it many times before. 

Or in Howard’s words: There was this evaluation where they
said, “You are more loyal to the board than you are to
the three men in this room.” They were just out to 
provoke me. They just set me up to look insubordinate.
They have this inferiority complex. The only thing
they’ve got is power, and they were using that power
over me. They were going to smash me like a bug, like a
fly, and they were waiting for an opportunity to do it.

Threatened Egotism, Inflated Self-Appraisal

Howard’s insight fits Roy F. Baumeister and his colleagues’ theory.
They say “what drives people to commit violent and oppressive
actions” may come from threatened egotism, particularly when it 
consists of favorable self-appraisals that may be inflated or ill-founded
and that are confronted with an external evaluation that disputes
them.” The explanation is that “anger is being directed outward as a
way of avoiding a downward revision of the self-concept.” 8

Their explanation of the threatened self-image would fit the 
circumstances of many incidences experienced by us and our inter-
view partners. In several of our cases it appears that, particularly in
the case of the “new boss” situation, s/he may have felt threatened by
an outstanding reputation of an employee reporting directly to him
or  by “older” experienced staff that could upstage his or her glory. 
Instead of feeling proud of having someone of exceptional 

qualities on board, they feel threatened. 

Howard: I wanted to support the change. I asked him: Am I
on your team? He said “Yes,” very clearly. But I had a
feeling he was lying. 
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Neil: They play on loyalty. They say,  “I want you to stick
around, be part of the tea.” They cover their butts, get
their feet on the ground, but then . . .

I am a very loyal person, but loyalty is a two-way
street. When loyalty ceases on that other side, my
loyalty stops. A lot of people keep on being loyal. 
You expect me to give, and you don’t give? I’ll dust 
off my resume.

Diana: Eventually, I think most were sickened by this 
behavior. But initially they thought it was the CEO’s
style and it would change after some victims were out
of the organization. Hopefully, everything would go
back to normal. After a calm period, though, he started
in on others.

I have never seen anyone look the way he did when he
was screaming or demeaning staff. I will always believe
his abusive tactics were sadistic and that he received
some sort of sexual gratification from them.

Peck in his analysis of evil presents the thesis that “evil can be
defined as a specific form of mental illness.” 9 However, who can con-
ceive of leaders in companies having a mental illness? And yet, it
may happen for two reasons. For one, carefully selected CEO’s 
or other staff that have these traits might conceal them well. And,
as Hornstein contends, they might actually have been selected 
for that very reputation to have an iron hand at streamlining, i.e.,
mobbing people in a company. “Chainsaw Al” Dunlap, downsizing
consultant/CEO, was a case in point.10

Narcissistic Personality

In their book Work Abuse, Judith Wyatt and Chauncey Hare go so
far as saying:
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Clinically speaking, any socially dysfunctional person
who feels entitled to use power to control others he is
afraid of, who lives in pretentious fantasy rather than
reality, and who consistently views himself as superi-
or to his fellow human beings and craves being told
so, has a mental disorder called narcissistic personal-
ity disorder (according to the American Psychiatric
Association’s diagnostic manual).11

People generally do not harass an individual based on who s/he
is, but rather based upon what that individual represents to them.
What may seem to be petty office politics, is, in Marilyn Moats
Kennedy’s words, office warfare.12 Envy, jealousy, aspirations, and
being challenged are reasons individuals mob. Co-workers might
resent someone for performing better, for looking better, for 
being more liked. They fear others’ competence. When co-workers
or subordinates are challenged by a higher performing co-worker,
they might resent this and, as a consequence, start to mob. Their 
performance can now be judged against someone else’s who is doing
better, is smarter, is more productive. Subordinates or co-workers
who initiate a mobbing can be guided by a wish to attain that 
person’s job. They want to “climb the ladder” not based on their 
performance, but by an attempt to eliminate those who might be in
their way.

When Joan was mobbed by a former colleague who
became her boss, she said to him: You told me the
first time I met you that you wanted my job. I believe
that you have gone out of  your way to look for any and
every opportunity to embarrass me professionally and to
discredit me.

To explain this behavior, Brodsky refers to biology and anthro-
pology and says in his The Harassed Worker,

Competition is ubiquitous in all social, ethnic, and
racial groups. There is a constant process of testing, of
matching of self against others in order to establish
one’s place in the hierarchy . . .
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Harassment is a mechanism for achieving exclusion
and protection of privilege in situations where there
are no formal mechanisms available . . .

Whether it occurs among nations or among individ-
uals at the highest or lowest socioeconomic and
political levels, harassment seems to be a social
instinct. In the same way that a small dog of a 
species with instinctive bird-hunting abilities, or an
animal trained to hunt rodents, goes through the
entire ritual even though there are no birds or no
rodents around, human beings fall easily into 
harassment behavior even when there seems no
rational objective.13

The theory that explains individual and group mobbing behav-
iors as a genetic remnant from times past, i.e., a mechanism that
served groups well that had to fend off an enemy or that were out to
hunt, cannot scientifically be discarded. However, it is equally valid
that culture, societal values, and education can change and influence
genetic make-up.
Reverting to psychology, we cannot end this section without 

asking “Why, then, do people—bosses, co-workers or subordinates—
engage in mobbing behaviors on the job?”
We suggest that in some cases the mobbers themselves may have

been victims of childhood traumas, of horrific “parenting”, of 
influences in their lives with which they were not able to come to
terms. Wyatt and Hare’s book, Work Abuse, is based on the theory
that abusers and scapegoaters are acting out on the job—in their new
family—because of how they have internalized and dealt with 
feelings of shame and fear in their childhood. These mechanisms are
unconscious but may, in conducive circumstances, impact their adult
behaviors powerfully.14

Why do Mobbers Seldom Come Alone?

To find an answer to this question, theories derived from social 
psychology and group dynamics are helpful. Persons who have a
weakened sense of self feel more secure in a group in which they
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find support. They often “vulture”, lacking the courage to listen to
their conscience.They find their identity by associating with some-
one believed stronger, respected, idolized.

I think what happens, said Dr. K. Westhues, is that
beyond some threshhold, mob psychology takes over,
like when a pack of dogs attacks. The only relevant real-
ity at that point, far beyond any personality characteristics
of either the mobbee or the leading mobster, is the pack, the
herd, a number of individuals having surrendered their
selves to something bigger.15

The need to be led and be part of a group might be reinforced by
the fear of being excluded if they are different, stand out, or stand up.
It often is the case as well that co-workers join the mobbing process
out of intimidation or fear of personal repercussions. If they do not
join in, they themselves might be in jeopardy. 

Diana: One person had the strength to support me. He would
give me a knowing glance. It was minor, but it gave me
a great deal of strength. I always told him that he was
my Schindler, I am forever grateful for that.

Why Does the Mobbing Continue Even After a
Resignation or Expulsion?

Mobbing sometimes continues after individuals have left the 
organization. Although this can rarely be proven, slandering contin-
ues. Some interview partners even reported that they have been 
personally hounded months after they had left the organization.

Steven: I was at the college for eight years where stabbing in
one’s back was pretty much the accepted way of life. It
was not something that was provoked by a change in the
CEO. It was built into the culture. There are probably
half a dozen or a dozen names that I could mention. It
happened to people who represented perceived threats to
the established culture.
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I had a particularly vicious situation. I had another job
which was 99% sure at another college. Somebody
called the new school with charges that were untrue.
The bottom line was, I did not get the job and there
were really devastating effects there for a while.

This ongoing mobbing, even after individuals are no longer 
connected with the organization, seems to justify the mobbers 
previous behavior and upholds the organization’s decision. They 
try to defend themselves by continuing to destroy the victim’s 
reputation and by preserving the myth of the “difficult” employee.
We offered a number of possible explanations for the mobbers’

evil conduct and the circumstances that drive them to engage in it.
Perhaps by better understanding their motives, we might muster pity,
compassion, or even forgiveness? Some of us might. Would that
understanding help some mobbees overcome their suffering and
humiliation? For some it might.

THE ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE

AND STRUCTURE

Mobbing occurs in all kinds of workplaces and in all types of 
organizations. However, the Scandinavian research tells us that in
the nonprofit sector as well as in the education and health care
industry, mobbing is more prevalent than in larger companies.
Smaller nonprofit organizations may be more often led by persons
poorly versed in management. This, plus the perpetual financial 
pressures, may be causes for higher mobbing incidents. Luis 
mentioned yet another reason:

Luis:  I think, generally speaking, those in nonprofit organiza-
tions are the kind of people whose personalities allow
them to be more vulnerable. This is what got them into
the business of serving people in the first place. I don’t
think I ever could have been as effective in my roles if I
didn’t have that vulnerability. I just had to take that
risk. It is my belief that the CEO of a nonprofit has one
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role and that is to empower everyone else. And if you
have the right people, it’s going to work. Most of the
time it does. It doesn’t when you sanction someone who
isn’t trustworthy. And that’s the risk.

For-profit organizations with adequate financial resources are
more likely to have training departments in line with modern man-
agement techniques and profit becomes a measure of performance.
Earlier we mentioned that mobbing can only persist as long as it is
allowed to persist. Organizational leadership and effective grievance
procedures would help to prevent mobbing misconduct, spot it 
early in the process, and do something about it. Examples of such
procedures are presented in Chapters 6 and 7.
In the following paragraphs we will point to several organiza-

tional factors that might contribute to the mobbing occurrence and
its persistence.

Bad Management

In 1976, Brodsky identified three ultimate, real, or rationalized 
purposes of harassment: to discipline, to increase productivity, or to
condition reflexes (as in the military services).16 Today this would be
considered unacceptable management. Other elements of what we
consider bad management are:

� Excessive bottom-line orientation at the expense of
human resources.

� Highly hierarchical structures. 
� No open door policy.
� Poor communication channels. 
� Poor conflict-solving abilities and no or ineffective con-
flict management or grievance procedures in place.

� Weak leadership. 
� Pervasive scapegoat mentality. 
� Little or no team work.
� No or ineffective diversity education.
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Business and many organizations should place a high value on
efficiency, cost-cutting, and being better than the competition.
These goals are important for successful business and a sound econo-
my. But does bottom-line thinking too often override the ethical
principle that human resources are a company’s most important
asset? And, to value employees in any organization, it is indispensa-
ble that empowerment should be pervasive. This is good leadership.
Empowerment is manifested in good and open communication, par-
ticipation in decision-making, conflict resolution, respecting and
valuing diversity, especially in ideas, in team-work, and allowing a
high degree of autonomy and control.

Stress-Intensive Workplace 

In a perpetually high-stress environment, where the pressure to 
produce is constantly high, people can be mobbed at every level if
they can’t keep up with the demands made on them. Supervisors may
mob under the pressure exerted on them by higher management;
subordinates may participate in upward mobbing as they rebel
against the person believed to be responsible for their stress. 

Monotony

Not only does high work stress contribute to mobbing, but in a 
workplace that does not provide challenges and is relentlessly 
repetitive,  boredom becomes another possible cause for mobbing to
add excitement.17

Disbelief or Denial by Managers

Mobbing can be perpetuated because of disbelief that the practice
exists by those in charge at a higher level. They do not relate to the
mobbing phenomenon because it has not been recognized as yet as a
widespread workplace problem. They simply do not know how to
deal with it. Remember Robert? He endured mobbing behaviors from
his supervisor for five years, went up the hierarchical ladder to alert
highest management, and got the director’s response: “I cannot
believe this is happening.”  And then nothing was ever done.
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A new CEO may be able to destroy well-respected employees
with a board’s approval. Boards usually trust their chosen leader 
at the expense of the lower-ranked mobbed individuals. Letting go 
of “difficult” employees seems less of a loss than challenging the 
new CEO.

Unethical Activities

When unethical activities, such as endangering employees, clients,
or the environment, or conducting shady financial transactions 
are being exposed by employees, they may be mobbed for whistle-
blowing.
Rather than openly and truthfully dealing with the problem, a

company fears primarily for its reputation and the short-term bottom
line and less for the harm it might inflict. Instead of tackling the 
situation head-on, management prefers to hush any potential 
difficulty, to scapegoat and to silence a person.

John: When I started working at this institution to be the
dental provider for mentally retarded persons, I thought
my job was to provide dentistry. As it turned out, the
position was primarily a front, so that the institution
could continue to get Federal funds for health care. 

Officially, I was the only licensed person and the only
one qualified to provide care and supervise the 
assistants. In reality, the institution had set up a sham
situation in which a person with a B.A. in social work
was head of the dental department. It was a criminal
institution before I ever got there.

John’s reports addressed to his superiors were ignored and his job
was eventually eliminated.

Flat Organizations

In flat organizations, highly ambitious people who want and 
need promotions and or titles for their self-image, or because of
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financial goals, often resort to techniques that hamper the well 
being of others, such as mobbing, to further their own chances 
for advancement.

Downsizing, Restructuring, Mergers

Downsizing, restructuring, and merging are normal managerial 
decisions in the life of any organization. These practices may make
perfect business sense and often cannot be avoided. But they may
entail elimination of positions. If this is not done thoughtfully, 
mobbing may occur. In a competitive work environment, employees
fearing for their jobs might fight for their positions. Rather than
being eliminated themselves, they begin to mob others.

Ron: This was no coincidence. The time was convenient. I
cannot prove it, I am imputing their motives. I think it
was a strategy. They decided to fire me for cause when
the last project was done.

What we want to stress here is that mobbing is preventable by
preparing people early on for any impending changes, by helping
them to find other positions, and by offering severance packages to
ease any transition.

Judy: My impression is that it is not uncommon for a new
CEO to want to surround himself with his own people
who tell him what he wants to hear. But I maintain that
if this is the case, and you want people out of there,
then use a humane way to do it. Tell people, “You know
you do not fit into this plan. Do your best, but find
something else within the next three-to-six months. Or
take six months severance pay and we will help you with
some outplacement.” There is a decent way to do it.

Do unto others as you wish it done unto you. It is a
matter of values. It all comes down to values.
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PERSONALITY, PSYCHOLOGY AND

CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE MOBBEE

Can a case be made for personality traits that would be conducive 
to being mobbed? Can mobbees be held responsible for what 
happens to them? Researchers debate the question whether there is
anything in a person’s background, behavior, attitude, character, or
circumstance that predisposes them to become mobbees. There is no
evidence for this in the mobbing literature. According to Leymann,
no case can be made for a personality issue as there is no research
determining what individuals were like prior to being mobbed.18

Yet, we found that the people we interviewed were exceptional
individuals. They demonstrated throughout their professional 
careers many positive qualities: intelligence, competence, creativity,
integrity, accomplishment, and dedication. They were mostly 
people who Daniel Goleman would consider emotionally intelligent: in
general, they have learned to work things out, they examine their
own behaviors and they correct them when they see they have made 
a mistake.19

Howard: Before I lived through this, I always thought that
when it happened to others, there was a reason. You
were a jerk, you provoked it, you must have done 
something, you should have backed up at some point,
you should have found out from them what it was 
they wanted. Basically, I’ve always believed you are
responsible for what happens to you. That is why I
struggle so much with this. I want to analyze it.

I tried so hard to keep my job. I knew it was on the line
when the new CEO came. If I would have started to
look for another job, it would have been a sign of
disloyalty. And that would have pushed me out the 
door faster. 

Dr. Kenneth Westhues, who wrote Eliminating Professors found 
in his study that “the professors who were ganged up on tend to be
trusting, naive, politically inept, high achievers. In many cases they
are indeed partially responsible for what happens to them, in the
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same way as Socrates was. They tend to be principled sorts of 
individuals, ‘innerdirected’ as opposed to ‘otherdirected.’ They are
not go-with-the flow sorts of people.” 20

What we learned from our interview partners, however, is 
that people react quite differently to similar mobbing conduct 
and that they are differently affected by the syndrome. Those who
successfully overcome the mobbing resort to their own strength and
inner resources and develop survival strategies.

Why Me?

We seem to face a dilemma. Anybody can become a victim, 
and yet it seems that some people are picked out because of certain
characteristics.
Wyatt and Hare believe in theories of childhood patterning.21

They maintain that how a person learned survival skills and 
developed their own coping mechanisms as a child, how they 
learned to deal with shame and abuse in their developmental years
will influence how they will manage to stand up to an abusive 
situation at work, or, as we said earlier, become abusers themselves.
Similar thinking guided Neil Crawford, a psychotherapist, who wrote
the chapter “The Psychology of the Bullied” in Andrea Adam’s
Bullying at Work.22

Individuals can be victimized no matter who they are, how old,
devoted, loyal, creative, experienced, organized, responsible, how
much initiative they demonstrate, or how much a team-player they
are. Our interview partners, and this they all had in common, seemed
to have a high degree of loyalty towards their organizations and were
highly identified with their work or by their work. We suggest that
particularly creative individuals may more often be subjected to
mobbing, because they promote new ideas which may challenge
others. Often mobbees are selected because they constitute a threat
to a higher-positioned person.

Judy: No matter who you are, everything goes back to
this intolerance of anybody who is different, or has a

different style, rather than to appreciate everybody’s
strengths. If you work harder and you try to excel, you
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put pressure on them. If you work long hours, they
assume you do not work smart. If you are single, you
are more vulnerable.

One answer to the question “Can a case be made for a person’s
own responsibility of becoming a mobbing target?” is given by 
Dr. Kenneth Westhues. He writes: “One can make a typology of 
ways of being different. Some of them—skin colour, sex, physical
appearance, foreign accent, the manners of a class higher or lower
than workmates, belonging to a pariah people like Jews, Gypsies,
Indians—are qualities a person can’t do much about. Other ways of
being different—the ratebuster, whistle-blower, champion of the
underdog, the person who asks too many questions—are, to some
extent, under the prospective mobbing target’s control.” 23 And it is
these people who are so desperately needed.

The Dynamics of the Interaction

Because the conflict over procedures or tasks, personalities or values,
and unethical behaviors, remains unresolved, it escalates. Attempts
to find a solution are barred by unwillingness of the other 
person or of the organization. The course of  events forces some into
subjugation and depression, and others into action that runs against
the organization’s interests. This may have a devastating effect on
their confidence. They feel vulnerable, disempowered, confused, 
and weak.
This in turn might bring out behaviors in them that now give

rise to complaints by their superiors or co-workers. As others now
begin to display mobbing behaviors, the victim is pushed even 
further into a defensive behavior. The more the mobbee reacts in this
way, the more the mobbers have a reason to intensify their behavior,
sometimes to the point of causing the mobbee to become paranoid or
dysfunctional. This spiral can then lead to the expulsion phase in the
mobbing process—often under the accusation of mental illness.
There is often very little, or perhaps nothing, that the mobbee

can do to change these dynamics. And the mobbers are far from
wanting to change their behavior. Companies with effective conflict
management procedures can avoid this course of events.
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Coping and Outcome Determined by Beliefs

How well persons cope with seemingly unresolvable conflicts, 
personal attacks, and victimization is determined by their 
character and their personality, their life experience and above all,
by their beliefs. 
There are mobbees who are in denial of what is happening to

them. But the persistent assaults begin to affect their mental and
physical health. They change. They cannot function normally. Some
are less productive, less creative. As they internalize their feelings,
they become depressed, obsessive, irritable, or aggressive. Either way,
their hurt affects their health.
Some have a higher tolerance level than others and are better

able to shield themselves from the assaults. They use many of the sur-
vival tactics described in Chapter 4 and may survive longer, 
irrespective of the circumstances. Robert, for example, withstood a
boss for five years who undermined him continuously. He was able to
withstand the ordeal, largely based on his strong religious beliefs:

Robert: At first it made me very obstinant. I thought of things
to do, even to take it to higher authorities, and initiate
formal discrimination procedures, and get the federal
government involved. I started documenting everything
that was going on. I still have the documentation. But it
looked like a hopeless case. I prayed a lot. The Lord told
me what to do about it. To be at peace with it. I did a
lot of praying and fasting. I stayed because there were a
lot of people there who were dependent on me.

Some will stand up earlier and plan to escape. Others may wish
to escape; however, circumstances prevent them from doing so.
Individuals might be especially vulnerable at the time of the

mobbing because of other unsettling matters in their lives—relation-
ship issues, concerns about children, parents, or illness, deaths of
loved ones, and financial difficulties. In such circumstances, it often
is overwhelming to also take on the task of a job search combined
with possible resettlement. 
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More often than not, other constraints make it difficult to quit
and change jobs. Victims depend on their job for financial reasons,
or because of the particular location of the job, or because they
believe their age may preclude another job search. Thus they attempt
to withstand the mobbing. 
Knowing how harmful the mobbing cycle can become, we would

advise them to nevertheless start looking for other jobs as quickly as
they can, and to seek mental health care by professionals who really
understand workplace abuse. This understanding still seems to be
quite rare. We also refer to Wyatt and Hare’s book Work Abuse,
where victims can find helpful advice on how to empower 
themselves to withstand the situation if they decide they have no
other choice but to “tough-it-out” a bit longer.
Another explanation why individuals sometimes endure being

victimized without standing up comes from Susan’s insight. A tour
guide for 16 years and director of a multi-lingual service, she was
stripped of her responsibility and offered a lower ranking job.
Although it was a humiliating experience, she expressed that she was
burned out, and she tried to view her demotion in a positive light.

Susan: I was not suffering all the time. I kept my ego out of
the bargain as long as I could. I have a very practical
side. To tell you the truth, I was not devastated. I was
kind of relieved, because I was sick and tired of dealing
with the bullshit in the position that I was in. The main
thing that bothered me was, I now had to share an office
with someone. I had no privacy whatsoever, and the
office was small and uncomfortable. That bothered me
and I was bored. When you are used to running a
whole department...that was hard. 

In some cases, a demotion that puts less stress on the individual
might actually be a welcome change. Nevertheless, some suffering
cannot be denied: 

Susan: I was tired all the time. All the time. A form of depres-
sion. I did not exercise anymore. I did not do things for
myself. At home I did nothing. I watched a lot of televi-
sion. I was hiding. I was in constant hiding.
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In conclusion, we want to stress that even if we could make a
case that certain dispositions of the mobbee might contribute to the
mobbing syndrome, they cannot, under any circumstance, be accept-
ed as an excuse for the syndrome to occur.

THE TRIGGERING EVENT

BECOMES A CONFLICT

A disagreement or a conflict sets the mobbing cycle into motion. 
In most cases, however, that very event is virtually irrelevant. It 
does not matter what the cause of the conflict is, whether it is a 
disagreement over a work procedure, a lack of recognition, incivility,
harassment, a new boss or co-worker, or a clash of personalities or
values. The event becomes an excuse to set the mobbing into
motion. 
What matters is that the cause of the conflict is not addressed

openly and truthfully and the issues are not really dealt with. Thus
the conflict lingers on and may escalate, because the individual has
no way of addressing the issue with anyone in the organization. This
compounds the original conflict.
An organizational culture that suppresses conflict, or a 

supervisor who does not want to deal with a conflict in a cooperative
manner, constitutes a prime reason for setting the mobbing cycle
into motion. Because unresolved conflicts are a crucial element in
triggering and intensifying the mobbing process, we deal with con-
flict in detail in Chapter 7.

FACTORS OUTSIDE OF THE ORGANIZATION

VALUES AND NORMS IN THE U.S. CULTURE

The values and norms of a society, its economic structure and 
philosophy influence the culture of an organization. For example,
success only measured in economic terms or glorified violence may
negatively influence behaviors of people working in companies.
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Mobbing

Disposable Workers

Sharpened economic competition and strictly bottom-line thinking
encourages a philosophy that sees workers as expendable. The term
workforce is so common that few think about the fact that it is made
up of individual human beings. Even the term human resources
sounds more like an euphemism: humans are seen as resources much
like money or technology—and not as creative human beings
accomplishing a task for their own fulfillment.
Increasingly, part-time work, fexibility, and the independence 

of consultants adds opportunities and fulfills individual and 
organizational needs. However, there is a real downside to this 
societal trend as well. As David Yamada says, “Such arrangements
discourage the creation of positive interpersonal bonds that can 
be forged in traditional long-term employment settings. Instead,
workers are depersonalized and deemed disposable. In such a 
setting, they are more likley to be treated in an emotionally 
abusive manner.” 24

“Emotional Labor”

Paradoxically, our service-oriented society seems to fuel the mobbing
syndrome as well. Quoting Amy S. Wharton, Yamada 
says, “Because service-sector work is so dependent on personal 
interaction, it becomes a form of “emotional labor” in which the 
psychological consequences of work, both positive and negative, are
easily exacerbated, especially in comparison to the more mundane
yet steady working conditions of a manufacturing plant.”25

The table to the right summarizes some typical traits of the U.S.
culture that, if taken to the extreme, may lead to mobbing behaviors.
On the other hand, the U.S. culture can also be identified with

such values as caring for others, helping, assisting, cooperating, 
supporting, and respecting diversity. Applied to successful manage-
ment, these values become empowerment, team-work, conflict man-
agement, inclusion, and participation. Where cooperation is the
norm, the work environment can be productive and supportive—
and free of mobbing.

76

�  



Why Mobbing Occurs and Persists

TYPICAL TRAITS IN
AMERICAN CULTURE

Competitiveness

Success-oriented.
Often measured in dollars.

Individualistic. Personal goals
supersede other’s goals. It also
means that individuals can
choose how to live their lives
and that it is up to them to
achieve success.

Direct and practical. 

Efficient.

Hard-working.

Freedom-loving. Antagonistic
to being controlled.

Innovative.

Direct interaction.

Relationships often not deep
or long-lasting.

EXAGGERATED
MANIFESTATIONS MAY LEAD

TO MOBBING

Competition can lead to ruthless-
ness. Where this abounds, mobbing
will be prevalent. 

May lead to “climbing the ladder”
through mobbing.

Individualism can also mean: You
alone are responsible for your behav-
ior. It is your choice to go if you don’t
like it here.

Practical approaches to problems can
also mean sacrificing individuals for
bottom-line thinking.

Very efficient procedures do not
always go together with participatory
structures and open communication.

Being too dedicated may constitute a
threat to others.

Not wanting to be controlled can
also mean: I can do as I please.
Freedom of choice can also mean: If
you don’t like it here, go somewhere
else.

Suggesting or creating changes too
often creates unrest.

Directness can become personal
attacks.

The workforce is a means to an end. 
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How Mobbing Affects You 

You can kill a person only once, but when you humiliate him,
you kill him many times over.

—The Talmud

Howard: It is tremendously traumatic, what has happened to
me. It is my whole life, my whole career that these guys
were able to throw out. But it is happening every day,
everywhere, to a lot of people.

Diana: I’ll never forget them getting me to the point where I
should have been crawling in there every day. Yet every
morning I managed to get the strength to go to work
with dignity.  I am very proud of that.

In this chapter we address the person living through the mobbing
experience. We focus on the feelings you may go through, on the
impact mobbing may have on you, and why it can affect you and 
your health.
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A STRONG COMMITMENT TO THE JOB

Why does mobbing affect you so deeply? One of the key 
factors we found is that many mobbing victims love their work. 
They are identified strongly with what they do. They feel a great
commitment to their work and derive purpose and pleasure from it.
Mobbing violates a person’s professional integrity and self-image.
Self-doubt abounds.

People who do not have a strong commitment to their work
often view a job more as a necessary means to earn a livelihood.  It
does not serve as fulfillment, an opportunity to be challenged and to
grow. In a mobbing, these people may more easily turn their backs on
the organization and go some place else. They leave without great
remorse. “I’m out of here. I hope I never see this place again!”

But employees who are committed to their work are often very
loyal. They believe in the goals of the organization. They care about
the organization’s reputation. They keep quiet, are ambivalent about
taking action and may not readily seek assistance, inside or outside
the organization. They suffer for a longer period. Rarely do such indi-
viduals reveal their personal agony. And often they do not under-
stand the complex reality of their situation.
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FEELING CONFUSED, ISOLATED AND PARANOID

Howard: I was kind of paranoid. How are they going to get
me?  How are they going to set me up? Everyone is
after me! Everything has changed. My friends, all the
people that I worked with, my closest people in my
office, all of a sudden they would not talk to me.

You may feel confused and betrayed. Why is it that people turn
against you?

Diana: One minute I totally accepted that nobody would come
forward and support me, but the next minute I thought,
“How can all these people just go along with this?” 
That to me was incredible and it was one of the hardest
things. Yet, I would think, “I can’t blame these people. I
know they have to go along with this for their own sur-
vival, so they can collect their paychecks.”

There may be a feeling of constant danger.

Joan: During the experience, I dreamed two subordinates
came to my home and said, “We are really sorry that
we have to do this, but we have to watch out for our-
selves and our own families.” Then they murdered me.
I woke up feeling very frightened.

You may isolate yourself. The emotions of embarrassment, fear,
shame, anger, guilt, disgrace, anxiety, and feelings of incompetence
may pervade.

Joan: I still feel isolated. I have never come completely out of
it. I still feel embarrassed. Sometimes I feel like I do not
want to deal with people ever again. Like Grizzly
Adams, go to the mountains, in some cabin. When you
feel so terribly rejected, you begin to reject others before
they have the opportunity to reject you. I thought most
people were good. Now I think 2% are good.
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Diana: I was so embarrassed. I just wanted to hide. It is four
years later and I’m still embarrassed.

Our interview partners, without exception, experienced severe
anxiety during the mobbing and following their expulsion from the
workplace.  These feelings were pervasive enough to affect all aspects
of their lives.

Judy: They are telling you something. But you are feeling
something else. And then you begin to think, “Am I
nuts? Am I just imagining this? Am I  paranoid?” Then
pretty soon it is so obvious, you can’t help but identify it.

What happens most often is that the victims feel alone.  They
cannot believe what is happening to them. It is both difficult to
express, and difficult for others to understand.  “Just move on,” is the
advice often given.

Most of all, victims report feeling a total loss of self-esteem.
They do not recognize themselves anymore. They report terrible,
debilitating fear of  being physically hurt, being emotionally hurt, or
losing control.

Jack: The paranoia was always there because from the time
that he told me about what was coming, I knew that
everything that I said and did was going to be ques-
tioned, evaluated, and looked at more severely than
anyone else. I’m certain that the amount of time it took
me to do things at that point was a lot longer, because
everything that I said and did I thought through so many
times. It took longer because I evaluated and re-evaluat-
ed everything.

Diana: While I was going through all this, I can remember
thinking, “I have to stay focused, I have to make sure
that I do not do any crazy things.” I was so afraid that I
would forget to put on my underpants and they would
find out. I have never, in all my life, ever thought such
crazy things in such a serious way.
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When a person is stripped of  responsibility, identity, personality,
and reputation, the person feels exposed, naked, extremely vulnera-
ble. Diana’s seemingly peculiar fear expresses this state of mind. 

Diana: It was like being stripped naked to the core. I 
thought, “I must maintain my composure, my dignity,
but inside ...”

“DIFFICULT” BECOMES RE-VICTIMIZATION

The persistent emotional assaults affect the person’s health, outlook,
and state of mind. The repetitive attacks change normal reasoning
and ways of communicating. Victims become defensive, attempting
to make sense of what seems senseless. Their fear, and their feeling of
betrayal impacts their behavior and self-control. They stop trusting.

When the victims finally decide to seek assistance, their 
functioning, physical health, and/or psychological condition has
been so affected by the mobbing that it causes the person to appear
to be a “difficult case” even to those who are approached for support.
Now the victim becomes the accused and responsibility for the mobbing is
laid on them.1
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PERSISTENT ATTACKS

Sean attempted to take some long weekends off, for which he
had accumulated time and which had been approved according to
company policy. He was confronted by a supervisor involved in the
mobbing who stated that he seemed to be “taking a lot of time off.”

A few days of distance can help you experience temporary relief
and you may gain some strength. You may want to believe that things
have changed when you get back. But be prepared that you may,
once again, be subjected to mobbing. Though helpful and often nec-
essary, frequent sick leaves will necessarily be held against you. You
are trapped.  

Carol: I am sorry that I worked with him as long as I did
because in some ways, he “wrecked” me. You really do
question yourself. You wonder if you are any good, you
wonder if you can do it. You just kind of get wrecked
He undermined my self confidence. And now I am
more jaded than I used to be. Then I say to myself,
there is no perfect world. There is no perfect world, so
what do I want?

The normal pressures of the job, coupled with 
the added psychological trauma of the mobbing 
experience, often do not allow the individual to 

recover sufficiently between the attacks. 
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To someone unaware of the gravity of mobbing, Carol’s concerns
sound “par for the course” in this world of work. This interview was
nine months after Carol’s experience and she was proud of moving
on. But when we saw her earlier, in the midst of the mobbing expe-
rience, she was unbelievably thin, and had the look of someone
being hunted. She was trying to look strong, but she was so frantic
that we worried for her life.

HELP IS OUT OF REACH

Most of our interview
partners had been in
the workforce for at
least fifteen years, many
much longer, and were
competent, capable,
stable individuals used
to dealing with the
deadlines and work
pressures that charac-
terize many American
workplaces. Yet, they
were utterly startled
and in disbelief of what
was happening to them.
Wherever they turned,
help was out of reach.
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The following is Diana’s report of a conversation she had with
the Director of Human Resources of her company:

Diana: He said, “Why don’t you just get out?” And I said,
“Why should I get out when I’ve built all of this and I
haven’t done anything wrong? I just don’t understand
the whole thing.” He then said, “Don’t you know every-
body thinks you’re crazy?”  “Crazy?” I said,
“Everybody thinks I’m crazy?” He said, “Yes, every-
body thinks you’re crazy.”

COMPOUNDING FACTORS

As mentioned earlier, individuals might be especially vulnerable
when subjected to mobbing due to other matters causing stress in
their lives. If people are centered and reasonably happy, they can
cope with worries or distress in positive ways.

Several of our interview partners experienced, simultaneously 
with the mobbing, divorce or the severe disruption of significant 
relationships. Whether this would have happened regardless of the
mobbing we cannot say. Perhaps a separation or a divorce had been
in the making for some time, and the tensions and disruptions on the
job precipitated the decision. 

We can also assume that tensions at home might have an effect
on how much at ease a person feels in the work environment.
Relationship problems generally impact work performance 
negatively and thus may intensify the course of the mobbing. The
loss of a significant relationship can compound the feeling of failure
and contribute further to the sense of despair.

Joan: “My marriage created a lot of additional stress. I men-
tioned at work that I was getting a divorce. That was
when the steamroller process began.”

Concerns of such magnitude in anyone’s life cannot be well hid-
den. They affect one’s outlook and behavior in one way or another.
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It appears that the mobbers often use these stressful times to further
their goal. Mobbers may use stress in a person’s life as a smokescreen
to question the victim’s objectivity when he or she attempts to
expose the mobbing activity. Now they find even more grounds to
accuse the victim, to point out faults and “difficult”  behavior.

DEGREES OF MOBBING AND

THE EFFECTS ON YOUR HEALTH

Earlier we distinguished between three degrees of mobbing, based on
how deeply an individual is injured by the mobbing experience.

The damage caused by the repeated emotional assaults is gradual
and cumulative rather than singular and explosive. Since confusion
and isolation are part of the mobbing experience, it may be difficult
to recognize danger signals and to seek help before symptoms become
severe and a potential illness more difficult to alleviate. Again, we
advise you to seek professional help early.

Normal stress management techniques may be a temporary help
for first degree mobbing, but are, in general, totally inadequate to
address the continual and prolonged impact of the mobbing process.

The following physical and psychological symptoms are a 
summary of our interview partners’ experiences combined with infor-
mation from the mobbing and work abuse literature. You may expe-
rience other symptoms. Often, becoming physically ill may serve to
hide the despair of the emotional assaults. Physical illness seems easier
to deal with than anguish and is often better understood by others.

First Degree Mobbing

Catherine: I was terribly distraught. It affected me to the
point that I had problems sleeping. I cried. I felt out of
balance. It was like being sucked into a totally new
environment. The atmosphere around you changes dras-
tically, and then you don’t know anymore how you fit
in. It is like plants when they are neglected. They wilt.
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Experiencing humiliating behaviors from colleagues is confusing
and causes distress. Individuals may feel angry and upset. Some may
try to confront the people, others may just tolerate what is going on.
They begin to dislike the work environment and may think about
looking for employment elsewhere.  Even though the person remains
generally functional, symptoms, such as the following may occur:

� crying
� occasional sleep difficulties
� irritability
� lack of concentration

Relationships with family and friends are not affected. Generally,
interventions that deal with stress reduction such as 
meditating, exercising, distraction, balancing activities such as the
pursuit of a hobby, help as a temporary measure.  

When the situation persists it can develop into second 
degree mobbing.

Second Degree Mobbing

Jack: I have a pretty high tolerance for stress. Emotionally it
was pretty bad. I felt as though there was a head hunt
going on. I did not know how to handle it, nor what
caused it. It was very disturbing. Maybe it was affecting
me more than I realized. My wife later told me that 
she thought if I hadn’t gotten out of there I would have
had a heart attack. I didn’t know I was showing any
physical symptoms.

People exposed to frequent mobbing activities over a longer time
can have such symptoms as:

� high blood pressure 
� persistent sleep difficulties 
� gastro-intestinal problems

Mobbing



91

How Mobbing Affects You

� concentration difficulties 
� excessive weight gain or weight loss
� depression
� alcohol or drug abuse
� avoidance of the workplace (being late or absent more

frequently, seeking more off-site work)
� uncharacteristic fearfulness (with no apparent reason

developing a fear of flying, driving, or being alone)

Family and friends sense that something is wrong, but they are
confused or might minimize the difficulty you experience at work.
Your health problems begin to affect your work. Seeking medical and
therapeutic help is indicated.

Judy said, recovering at home from what we believe was a second
degree mobbing: 

It destroys you more than you know. I am scared to
death to go back to work. I have this feeling I am not
going to be successful anywhere. It damages you forev-
er. I have no confidence. I really believe that now I am
not as competent.

Third Degree Mobbing

Elizabeth: “For 17 years I gave my heart and energy to my
job. Finally, the many years of abuse took its toll. When
arriving at work one morning, I couldn’t enter the build-
ing. I knew I couldn’t face the abuse ever again. I went
back to my car, and drove away. I never returned. It’s
been four years. I’ve had therapy, and even now as we
talk about it, I am so agitated.  So many months I felt
like I was crippled. I knew I still had my legs, but I
thought I couldn’t walk. Then I felt like I was having a
heart attack. I had several panic attacks and I thought I
was dying.”



In third degree mobbing, people are no longer able to perform.
They go to work with dread, fear or disgust. They are so affected that
they are unable to remain in the work environment. They are ill and
their self-defense mechanisms have broken down. Extreme physical
and/or psychological episodes occur such as: 

� severe depression
� panic attacks
� heart attacks
� other severe illness 
� accidents
� suicide attempts
� violence directed at third parties

These must be seen as severe warning signals to family and friends.
Medical and psychological care is now imperative.

Diana: “After I left, I managed to do some free lance work,
but I was totally wiped out. I had been so beaten down
by the horrible experience. I knew there was something
physically wrong. Earlier, I had said to my attorney,
“I’m trying to remain calm throughout this because I
don’t want to end up with cancer.” He would always
assure me, “You are not going to end up with cancer.”
My brother had died of cancer at my age, and I knew
that traumatic events sometimes trigger illness. I
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thought, “I will just rest, exercise, do all the things that
make sense, and then pretty soon, I’ll be strong again.”
But I got progressively worse. For 2 1/2 years after I
lost my job, I went to doctors. I had intestinal problems
all the time.  My immune system was very low. Finally,
after getting down to 100 pounds, I found a physician
who discovered a precancerous mass. In a matter of
months, I would have been dealing with cancer. I came
so close to what I had feared would be the conclusion of
this evil ordeal.

SYMPTOMS OF PROLONGED ANXIETY

Leymann cites eighteen symptoms connected with prolonged anxi-
ety. These conditions, protracted over a period of time, may cause
long-term physical complications and illness. Our interview partners
mentioned many of these.

Muscular Tension Symptoms
Trembling, jumpy, shaky
Tense, aching or sore muscles
Restlessness
Unusual fatigue

Autonomic Nervous System Hyperactivity
Oxygen debt or a feeling of shortness of breath
Heart palpitations or rapid pulse
Sweating or cold wet hands
Dryness of the mouth
Dizziness or giddiness
Feeling sick, diarrhea, other gastro-intestinal difficulties
Feelings of suddenly being quite warm or cold
Frequent need to urinate
Difficulties in swallowing or “lump in the throat”

Tense Vigilance and Hypersensitivity
Agitated or “uptight”
Overreacting to unexpected external stimuli
Concentration difficulties or “completely blank mind”
Difficulties in falling asleep or uneasy sleep
Irritability
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POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS DISORDER

Following the prolonged emotional assaults of mobbing, many 
victims may experience post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
similar to that experienced by combat soldiers, victims of torture or
rape, or by persons after major disasters. This is what Leymann 
suggests, as do Wyatt and Hare in their book on work abuse.2 The
excessive threat and danger causes intense fear and helplessness
manifested in the following symptoms.

� Continually reliving the event/flashbacks
� Hyperalertness, easily startled, edgy
� Fatalistic outlook on life
� General emotional numbing
� Persisting anxiety 
� Nightmares
� Insomnia
� Poor concentration
� Uncontrolled acting out
� Attacks of intense anxiety or panic
� Feeling suicidal and/or homicidal

Because any reminder of the trauma generally provokes intense
feelings of distress, people with PTSD typically avoid situations in
any way similar to the traumatic experience. One of our interview
partners could not enter an office environment without experiencing
panic anxiety.3

Others experience an enduring personality change as a result of
the workplace trauma, and become identified as a “difficult” person.
This, more often than not, may lead to misinterpreting what has
actually happened at the workplace: the change happened as a
result–and not the cause–of workplace mobbing.4

Despair and rage may push some people to the extremes. They
commit acts of violence–directed at themselves or at the mobbers
and even at innocent people. Feeling hopeless and destroyed, some
individuals may take their lives.
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Howard: I thought about suicide. We all have our baggage in
our lives. And there is a certain amount of depression in
aging. And then you go through something like this. You
have to have an awful strong self esteem and an awful
strong sense of security and guidance and spirituality. I
used to think that I had that. But I also have been going
through divorce. It has been a challenge to the end. I see
why people commit suicide, why people jump off
bridges, and I see why people can’t put it together.

Some may feel revengeful and direct their rage at the mobbers.
Seeking revenge for their misery, they may “go postal.” 5

Joan: I am a civilized person who detests violence. But, during
this experience, I did say to my mother and a couple of
close friends, “Now I know how those postal workers
feel when they walk in and spray the entire workplace
with bullets.  Because I am that angry.”

Chapter 3 Endnotes

1. See Leymann, 1996.

2. Leymann, 1993 and Wyatt and Hare, 1997:273.

3. Hoel et. al. (1999: 20) quote two researchers who suggest an
important distinction that the PTSD definition “ought to 
distinguish between acute and enduring psychological stressors
referring to the latter as Post-Traumatic Prolonged Duress
(PTPD), and its possible implications for treatment.” 

4. PTSD has code number F 43.1 and enduring personality change
after catastrophic experiences has code number F 62.0 as identi-
fied in the International Statistical Classification of Diseases and
Related Health Problems, tenth revision (ICD -10.)

5. Not a year goes by in which we would not hear about “disgrun-
tled” employees shooting co-workers and often also ending up
killing themselves. Although the postal service seems to have a
high incidence of workplace shootings, one has to take into
consideration that they employ some 800,000 persons.
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How You Can Cope

Diana: Some can rise to the occasion of the ugliness that they
experience, perhaps because they have experienced more
of it in their lives. They have developed a “thicker skin.”
Others have lived a sweeter life, are more sensitive, and
are devastated by the experience.

Thank God for the larger world. It is the only refuge for peo-
ple burned by their employees.

—Kenneth Westhues
Elminating Professors 

We have identified some of the more common physical and psycho-
logical symptoms of the mobbing syndrome as well as some extreme
reactions. We now suggest ways that can help you overcome the
experience, strengthen your self, and help you regain control to heal
and move on. We discuss the significance of grieving, reactions to
loss, steps you can take, options you have, and the importance of pro-
fessional medical and legal help.
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GRIEVING

Howard: You are going through all the stages of grieving—the
denial, the shock, and also the dysfunctional behavior.

Diana: I could not believe how much this felt like a death. 
I grieved when my mother and father died. But this
grieving was for myself.

Similar to experiencing a death of a loved one, mobbees experi-
ence a death of their own selves. In a like manner, they feel loss and
they grieve. They also grieve the loss of “what might have been” if
their work life had not taken this unexpected course.

Grieving is an inevitable and essential process, but our culture
does not always allow for grieving. People are forever being advised
to put situations behind them and to move on. We are locked in a
place where grief is not honored either by the culture or by people
around us. We are confused and embarrassed in the presence of the
expression of strong emotions. This makes it difficult for people to
work through their feelings, and even harder for those around them
to comfortably and openly assist in the process.

If you are a victim of mobbing, give yourself time. Unexpressed
and prolonged grief is one more form of stress that can impact your
life.

Go through the grieving process. Do whatever feels right for you:
remain silent in solitary mourning; engage in constructive activity;
be more assertive and courageous. The void and empty feelings may
be filled temporarily with busywork and “running-around” tasks.
Eventually you will be able to focus and engage in reconstructing
your life.

In general, men and women deal with their grief in different
ways. Women may express their grief by talking, crying, and nurtur-
ing. As Tom Golden says, men may respond with anger, ritual, 
and action.

Many times, in working with men, I have found 
that while a man is expressing anger (and I mean
really expressing it...loudly, with movement of the
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body, etc.), he suddenly will be moved to tears. It is
almost as if touching on that profound and deep 
feeling of anger has brought him in touch with his
other feelings.

This process is reversed with women. Many times a
woman would be in tears, crying and crying. I might
ask what her tears are about, and she often would
state plainly and many times loudly, “I’m angry.” 1

How You Can Cope

99



Mobbing

100

You have options, 
mobbing does not take these

away from you.

REACTION VS. RESPONSE

DON’T ASSUME THAT YOU HAVE NO POWER

Jack: Oh, I went through a lot of the “I’m going to get back 
at you” stuff. That was counterproductive to what I
needed to do which was to focus on this business now. 
I had planned to go on vacation anyway. While I was
there, I had more time to think about where I needed to
be putting my emphasis.

We cannot control what comes into our lives. We can control
whether we react or respond. Reaction is an emotional reflex.
Response requires thought.

By assuming a victim mentality—feeling helpless, having no
recourse, nobody will listen, there is nothing one can do—you
become powerless. It is not easy to rise above this attitude when you
feel overwhelmed and do not understand what is happening.

However, you have options. Mobbing does not take these 
away from you.



OPTIONS

1. Analyze what is actually going on.

2. Attempt to work it out. In a nurturing environment
with a process for conflict management, an employee
should be able to find redress and a solution. However,
when management is involved in the mobbing, the
predicament of the situation preempts this option, and
any attempt is futile.

3. Bear with it, protect yourself, and use survival 
strategies. 

4. Plan an escape. Resign—with or without a new job. As
disconcerting as that might be, seeking other employ-
ment is eminently more reasonable than sticking it out
and having your emotional and physical well-being seri-
ously affected by continuing to suffer indignation.

5. Fight with legal means while still on the job or 
soon after. 

6. Disclose—whistle-blowing. Public whistle-blowing is
courageous and may be important for your and others’
sake, but weigh the consequences carefully. Do not
blow the whistle without an exit strategy already in
place.

7. Engage in positive action that uses your experience to
help eliminate future mobbing situations.

Yet another option that some people consider is to take revenge
through violence. Feeling depressed or angry, they direct violence at
themselves or at the mobbers. To avoid acting out on impulse, seek help
quickly. Violence is not a rational choice.

What is crucial is that you weigh all your options carefully and
realistically in light of your specific situation and your assessment of
the workplace culture. Early action and implementation of options is
the best response.
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NEIL’S STORY

Neil’s story is one example of how one’s attitude 
can function as a shield against the devastating effects

of mobbing. A senior administrator, Neil had been on
the job for three years when the mobbing started.
The former director left for a different company, and
an interim director took over.

Neil: The first thing he did was tell me
that he did not want me to send
any communications out to any
one of the divisions without his
approval. Policy issues I would
not send out without the
Director’s approval anyway, but
things concerning personnel and
budgetary issues, I would send
out routinely. I asked him
whether his directive applied to
everything. He said yes.

The interim director began a 
concerted effort to discredit and reduce

Neil’s authority and responsibility.
Having once been included in all the

division directors’ meetings, Neil
was no longer invited to them.

There were weeks when he
would not see his superi-

or. He was
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isolated and had many of his tasks taken from him. There were closed
door meetings with Neil’s subordinates.   

I thought, if I am going to sit in my office and be paid my
salary to do some paper pushing, they must be fools.

Neil used the following strategy.

1. He talked to the director’s superior who brought it to the atten-
tion of the mobber, which made things worse. Nothing was 
done about it. So it appeared that the mobbing was condoned by
higher management. This situation lasted for over three years.

Neil: Most people are fools. They cannot detect changes in
their environment. They blind themselves to change. I
have never done that. If you  feel something is changing,
you need to get yourself a notebook. Put down date,
time, place, persons, event, and what happened. 

2. Neil’s response was to document every interaction with his supe-
rior. He made sure that he documented all of the director’s com-
munications and followed his requests to the letter.

He told me that he wanted to see everything that came through
my office. So I sent him everything. Which was funny.
Because every day there were two or three dozen pieces
of correspondence. He couldn’t handle that. They start-
ed piling up on his desk. So he asked my assistant,
“Who usually handles these materials?” She told him
that I did. So he came to me and told me that I had mis-
understood his directive. And I said, “No, I have it right
here in writing.”  I had asked him to give me this in
writing. I always asked him to give me his directives in
writing.

“Well,” he said, “there is a miscommunication.”  I
asked, “Is this what your intent is?” He said, “No, I
just want to review things of the divisions.”
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3. Neil then talked with an attorney about what choices were
available. The attorney advised him to  continue to keep a
very detailed record. Initially, he felt that this would be a
waste of time, because the mobber did nothing illegal. It was
within his power, as a director, to reallocate tasks. However,
later on, this documentation could have proved useful.

4. Neil made a conscious decision that those in the organiza-
tion who were mobbing him were the ones who were “crazy”,
not himself. He was able to maintain enough of his self-
image to withstand the attempts at intimidation. He spent
less time in the office rather than more. He did not engage
in futile attempts to prove his worth. Having once spent
from 8 in the morning until 6 or 7 in the evening, even on
the weekends at times, he now stopped doing that. He 
came in at 8:30 and would leave at 5. He maintained that
they were foolish to pay him for not exercising his mental
faculties. He devoted his time to another business to chal-
lenge his mind and experience accomplishment. He waited
out the situation.

5. It is important to point out that
Neil figured out what was actually

going on, and did not take the mobbing
personally. He used his wits and followed

through with a plan of action. When one course 
of action appeared to be blocked, he turned 

to another.
Eventually, Neil’s director was asked to resign.

Neil could have been a casualty of the mobber’s
arrogance, quest for power, and attempt to oust
him. There were others who did fall prey to his
maneuverings. Neil did not experience long-term
damage to his psyche as a result of the experience
because he did not assume a victim mentality. He

was a seasoned administrator possessing prior
experience that guided him in with-

standing the mobbing.
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SURVIVAL STRATEGIES

People who have endured and survived the most extreme situa-
tions—concentration camps, torture, forced isolation—have used
mental shields and never lost hope that things would change. 

Some of our interview partners mentioned the following strate-
gies that helped them to endure the situation. They:

� Figured out what actually was going on.
� Responded to the attacks with confidence and with-

out fear.
� Did not participate in the game that was inflicted on

them.
� Refused to be a victim.
� Displayed a great deal of spiritual and mental strength

and trusted that things would change. They stuck it
out and prepared to be there for the long haul.

� Consciously took steps to leave.
� Diverted their energies to other pursuits they enjoyed

and did not invest their creativity in the organization. 

We have pointed out that mobbing affects you so deeply that
commonly used stress-relieving techniques, such as exercise and
meditation, are not sufficient, though they may be very helpful 
temporarily. They may actually distract you from seeking proactive
solutions such as finding a new job and empowering yourself.

We want to refer you to the many excellent self-help books that
focus on building your potential, your self-confidence, that help you
regain control, or deal with anger and anxiety. Examples are:
Managing Your Mind: The Mental Fitness Guide by Gillian Butler and
Tony Hope and The Feeling Good Handbook by David D. Burns.
Judith Wyatt and Chauncey Hare give specific, step-by-step thera-
peutic advice on how to empower yourself to deal with workplace
abuse in their book Work Abuse: How to Recognize and Survive It. You
can find many other excellent books in the self-help section of any
major bookstore. 
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Mobbing is a human drama that happens in many different 
guises. You may find novels such as The Scarlet Letter, or movies 
such as A Few Good Men, also helpful in giving perspective to your
personal story.2

SOME SURVIVAL STRATEGIES

� Go through grieving consciously.
� Believe in the value of change.
� Do not isolate yourself.
� Seek out friends’ and family support. 
� Have a pet.
� Gain strength from things you love: flowers,

music, “talismans” such as pictures, special jewel-
ry, stones.

� Be with people and do things that build your self-
esteem.

� Use your existing skills in another context, such
as volunteering, or part-time job.

� Learn a new skill.
� Stop “victim” thoughts.
� Realize you are in control of yourself and you

have choices.
� Distance yourself from the workplace and gain

perspective.
� Make a plan.
� Have faith.

The following are some ways to deal with the effects of your
experience that were used or suggested by our interview partners.
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DO NOT ISOLATE YOURSELF

There may be a tendency to prolong the effects of mobbing by 
isolating yourself. This may reinforce feelings of depression and
hopelessness. We find it imperative to overcome this tendency and
to ask for support, as impossible as it may seem at times. Seek help
outside the work environment with members of your family, trusted
friends or a carefully chosen therapist.

Engaging in recreational activities that help you maintain 
contact with other people, such as a bowling league, are important.
Some may choose to do volunteer work. Also a pet can contribute to
coping as well as healing. 

BUILD YOUR SELF-ESTEEM

Mobbing is humiliating and degrading. It affects your very core, the
image of yourself. These are some important ways to strengthen or
rebuild your self-esteem.

� Evaluate your many skills.
� Engage in pursuits that you enjoy.
� Pamper yourself.
� Use positive self-talk, self-affirmations. 
� Maximize the time you spend with people who

value you.

Internal talk is very important. Positive affirmations help you to
retrieve your own internal resources, your strengths. You can focus
on what strength you have and develop an attitude of gratitude. 

Joan: You wonder, ‘Why bother? What is the point?’ You go
through those kinds of feelings, up and down. I had to
get my perspective back. I had to tell myself, ‘My kids
are OK. It is warm in here. There is food in the refrig-
erator. There still is money in the bank. The dog is 
wagging his tail.’
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DEAL WITH ANGER, LOSS AND BETRAYAL

Howard: I am told by my spirituality that you cannot be vin-
dictive. That you destroy yourself if you hate. I have to
rationalize it. They could give me a million dollars. It
would not be worth what I have had to go through these
last three years.

Anger is prompted by hurt, betrayal, and fear. Anger turned
inward can be self-destructive and corroborate the effects of the
stress caused by the mobbing experience. Misdirected at innocent
others, it can destroy one’s relationships. The energy that anger gen-
erates, focused in a positive direction, can pull you along until you
are at an even and more stable place within yourself. Then the anger
must be released. Our interview partners shared some of the strate-
gies they used.

Writing 

Joan: I used my anger to enable myself  to get through this
faster, by looking  forward and not backward. It was
not easy. But sitting and feeling sorry for yourself is not
what I consider to be time well spent. 

Write about your feelings, your situation, yourself. Use whatever
language you wish however out of character it may be. It’s okay. You
can save or destroy your writing.

Create Quiet Times

Occasionally, set aside a time when you can be alone. Use dim light
or candles, perhaps with soft music. Allow yourself to fully and com-
pletely feel all the hurt and sadness and aloneness. Feel the gentle
healing that comes with grief.
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Private Screaming

Joan: There is a technique that I have used since I was a child.
I will go off by myself somewhere in the countryside,
somewhere where there is no one around. I will scream.
I will cry. I release all of it. It feels like you are losing
your mind, but actually you are regaining it. It’s sort of
a self-induced primal scream therapy. After I’m fin-
ished, I’m fine.

Movement

Regular exercise and any type of movement is important. Controlled,
strenuous exercise releases endorphins that make you feel better.
When you feel so low that you can’t make yourself work out, find
people who will go with you. Howard expressed how difficult move-
ment becomes in such circumstances: 

I eat more. I have never been so lethargic and so 
demotivated. I do believe in exercise, but I haven’t 
exercised much.

Do something that needs to be done but does not take a lot of
emotion, physical strength, or a lot of thinking. Just going through
the motions helps. Getting things started, the first steps, can take you
to the next level—the feeling of accomplishment. Getting up, mov-
ing around, cleaning the shower, doing the dishes, the laundry. Clean
out a closet, clean out the car, the basement, anything you have
wanted to do for a long time. One thing can make all the difference.
And cleaning and organizing can take on a symbolic meaning: 
You gain control and you straighten things out. And you 
accomplish something.

THINGS YOU LOVE

Surround yourself with things you love; flowers, music, special
objects. Some of our interview partners used keepsakes or talismans.
We refer to talismans as anything that exerts a powerful, positive
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influence on your thoughts, feelings, and actions. Talismans give you
a special force through the faith and love others have for you.

Some people wore or kept a ring, pin or a small item, even a card,
from a significant relative, friend, in their pocket, or on their night-
stand. These symbols signify some other place in life where the per-
son is accepted, appreciated unconditionally.

KEEP A SENSE OF PERSPECTIVE

Tragedies are part of life: illness, deaths, losing a job, natural disas-
ters, accidents, betrayal, divorce. You may never be prepared to deal
with them. We suggest that everyone should prepare to deal with
tragedies. For some, their faith might be a sufficient grounding.
Others may prepare like the Red Cross prepares for disaster—with
shelters, with helpers, with food reserves, blankets and clean water
supplies. Trust that you can deal with any situation that happens to
you, whatever might come your way. Anticipate what your options
might be, how you may react, and where you can get help.

Jack: There were some changes coming, and I thought I could
ride it out, deal with it. Four years ago we bought this
other business to develop so that eventually I could
afford to get out.

GE: So you planned an escape, four years before you left,
when you knew this was going to happen?

Jack: I intended to remain as stable as I could there until this
place got to the point that it could support us. I knew
that it was an inevitable situation. I think that helped in
the emotional part.

GE: You were building something else to go to. You 
had a plan.

Jack: Right.

Once individuals understand the mobbing process, they can pre-
pare to deal with it and work on a plan. The plan might simply be,
“I trust my experience and my capabilities, no matter what. I know I
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can do it. I can find another job, if I want to. I know I need time. I
know I need to act in a manner that values my health.” 

Jack: I feel really fortunate that we had spent the three or four
years getting ready for it because it was a natural move
then.

GE: If you hadn’t done that. . ?

Jack: Oh, God…oh, man…

Understanding that there is a name for what is happening, it is a
recognized workplace syndrome, and that the individuals are not
responsible for the evil being directed towards them, has helped our
interview partners gain a different perspective of their experience. 

Keep in mind that there may be gender differences in how 
persons can best cope. It may be more difficult for some men to try
some of our suggestions, such as screaming or gaining strength from
talismans. And it may not be easy for women to distance themselves
from the workplace. 

The most important element is to believe in change and never
lose faith in your abilities and life experience. This will carry you
through and enable you to gain strength.

THE POWER OF HUMOR

Although there is nothing at all funny about what is happening to
you as a result of the mobbing process, humor can be an effective way
of reducing anxiety, maintaining balance, and gaining distance.
Humorous experiences are pleasant or joyful and are considered to
contribute to feelings of well being and mental health.

One of our interview partners was given a thick sheaf of papers
all containing a variety of jokes pulled off the Internet by a family
member. “I got lost in the jokes,” she said, “and even if some of them
weren’t all that funny, I found myself laughing hard.”  

Laughter dilates the cardio-vascular system, increasing the flow
of blood and oxygen to all parts of the body. It exercises the respira-
tory system; the abdominal muscles contract and relax, massaging
vital organs—“internal jogging”, as Norman Cousins said. The brain
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releases the body’s natural pain-killing substances, the endorphins,
and provides access to “that apothecary inside you.” 3 This may be
why we feel better after a good laugh. 

We recommend looking for humor, not necessarily in your 
situation, but in other simple day to day life situations—opportuni-
ties to laugh. This also helps focus attention away from yourself and
onto something else for awhile.

CHOOSE PROFESSIONAL HELP VERY CAUTIOUSLY

Professional help is essential. Yet, not all therapists are knowledge-
able enough about the devastating effects of work abuse. Leymann
suggests that an extended mobbing process may cause a destruction
of the personality. He points out that it is not possible to evaluate a
victim’s original personality as long as this individual is suffering
from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). 

Consequently, professionals not trained to diagnose PTSD, or
not familiar with workplace abuse and mobbing as a possible cause
for PTSD, may make false assumptions. They may hold the patients
responsible for their situation, labeling them as having a certain sus-
ceptibility or preexisting personality problem. 

Thus, therapists might actually reinforce the patients’ distress.
Judith Wyatt and Chauncey Hare developed particular therapeutic
procedures and instructions—aimed at re-establishing personal
power and described in detail in their 1997 book, Work Abuse. They
tell how to choose a therapist, explain a possible therapeutic process,
give step-by-step instructions on how to deal with workplace abuse,
and advise therapists how they can best help their patients.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR LEGAL RECOURSE

If you are suffering through the pain and fears of a mobbing situation
at your workplace, you may wonder what legal rights you have. 

Because mobbing in the workplace and its grave impact on the
victim have not been recognized, mobbees feel that they are 
somehow at fault and therefore have little recourse. Most of our
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interview partners agonized over whether they should seek 
legal redress. 

Concerns That May Keep You From Taking Legal Action

As a mobbing victim, you may think of many reasons not to seek
legal redress.

� Since you have no written contract, you believe you
have no recourse.

� You have not documented every instance of mobbing
behavior.

� In a vulnerable state, you may find the task of finding
a competent, trusted attorney overwhelming.

� Legal recourse is expensive, stressful, and can take
several years to complete. Companies often have
attorneys on staff and the ability to fight a case for
years.

� What about your reputation? You may not find
another job in your field, if other employers learn you
have filed a lawsuit. You do not wish to undergo the
public scrutiny and add further embarrassment to the
humiliation of losing your job, especially when you
think you may have been at fault.

� Loyalty to your organization and your work and the
desire to do no harm to the employer, in spite of the
mobbing, is causing you conflict.

� Family members and friends convey the belief that
you will be worse off in the end, and will most likely
walk away with less than when you started. Their
advice—“Get out!” “Resign!” “Move on!”

� There is a real personal and financial cost to seeking
a legal remedy and the outcome is, by its very nature,
uncertain and stress-promoting.
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Considerations That May Lead You to Decide
to Take Legal Action

� You do not want to be victimized.
� You want to stand up for your rights and those 

of others.
� You have diligently documented the mobbing 

behaviors.
� You want/need a financial package that compensates

you in your transition.
� You want your employer to be more vigilant in 

preventing future occurrences.

If you weigh all of these considerations carefully, and come to the
conclusion that you want to go ahead in pursuing legal redress, then
we suggest the following.

Simply Put—Begin

If you are being mobbed, you should document date, time, place, who
was involved, and what happened. Keep a diary. Begin outlining your
mobbing issues on paper as clearly as possible. If you are unable to
write down your thoughts because you are so distraught, have an
understanding and trusted friend help, if possible. Then visit an
attorney as well prepared as you can. Good attorneys will be able to
support you empathically and will understand what you are trying to
say. 

You should ask what his/her fee and other costs will be and what
kind of payment arrangements can be made. Even if you must borrow
from family and friends, it may well be worth it, if you believe you
have cause for legal action.

It is always wise to keep your visit confidential, especially from
everyone in your office. If your employer learns you are consulting an
attorney, action may be taken to quickly terminate you. 

A Word of Caution

When an attorney agrees to take your case, it is usually with the
belief that you have a case that can be won. But no matter how com-
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petent your attorney is, nor how good your case appears to be, there
are no guarantees that you will win in our legal system. 

Mediated Settlement: A Good Option?

If you are able to mediate a reasonable settlement early on, you may
be wise to do so. Otherwise, you risk a prolonged court process which
brings further mental and financial stress and may even end in loss of
your case. Your settlement may include a severance payment, out-
standing vacation time, benefits such as health, life and disability
insurance, and pension for whatever period seems appropriate in
your case. You may also want to negotiate a letter of recommenda-
tion, references,  and other matters that may be applicable in your
case, such as an agreement not to contest unemployment benefits.

REMEMBER THE POSSIBILITIES

We are fortunate to live in a society where there are countless possi-
bilities. Success is always possible. But each person has to determine
his or her own standard of what success means. Success for one might
mean being a decent person, helping other people, and living by
one’s values. Success for another might be to have a loving marriage,
or great kids, or to be on good terms with one’s god.

Understand that you have educated yourself throughout your
life. It is not the job that makes you who you are, you make the job.
In fact, we suggest that many persons
who started their own businesses may
have been victims of mobbing.
Because they could not trust to work
within another company and they had
the strength to transcend their experi-
ence, they developed their unique gifts
and ventured out on their own.

Howard: The good news is, you are not 
going to let this destroy you. You are going 

to move on with your life.
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RECOVERING AND MOVING FORWARD

Howard: What are we doing with our lives to move on? How
do we deal with the basic premise that we are responsible
for our own behavior? I have three kids who are college
graduates. They say, “Put it behind you.”

Withstanding mobbing, and healing after its occurrence, depend
on many factors:

� How gravely were you injured? 
� How quickly were you able to realize what was hap-

pening to you? 
� Are your friends and family able to help?
� How much has your personality and health been

altered by the experience? 
� How effective is your therapy?
� Are you or have you been able to find and engage in

another employment or activity in a nurturing envi-
ronment, where you are appreciated and successful?  

Howard, following months of emotional paralysis, found a 
temporary position in which he was well respected. Jack developed
his own business, as several others did. Ron, however, never re-
entered the workforce, although he was hired as a consultant in
another country for several months.

Judy, after two years of severe depression, found an executive
position in another city that built on her past professional experi-
ence. She said:

I can’t believe how nice everyone is. And they act like I
know something. I am getting my confidence back.
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Family and Friends 
How They Are Affected
How They Can Help

Be my angel of light.  
Come, take my hand.
If I am unable to reach out,
still, I need the touch,
warm clasp, a friend.  

—Gail Pursell Elliott

You can never completely humiliate a person who is
loved at home.

—Kenneth Westhues
Eliminating Professors

In this chapter, we shift focus. We want to explain to family and
friends—the most important support system for the victims—what is
happening with their loved ones who are experiencing mobbing. We
list early warning signs and suggest ways that victims can best be
assisted to find their way out of the maze of despair. 

To the victims we want to say, “Your family and friends are not
used to you being so different and they do not know how to deal with
you. They do not really know or understand what is going on, even
if you tell them. They may feel helpless, too.”

�  FIVE �

�  



WHAT IS HAPPENING?

When someone is very ill, others can usually empathize and know
how to help. They may call, send a card of encouragement, or 
flowers. But in a mobbing, they often do not do anything.

The turmoil and confusion that mobbed persons experience for
so long affect not only their own sense of self and changes their
behavior, it also affects all their important relationships. While some
mobbees withdraw, others feel a need to talk about their experiences
incessantly. They seek approval of their thoughts, points of view, and
grasp for much needed sympathy. They reiterate their story hoping to
receive support. Partners, family, and friends can feel overwhelmed
by hearing the same story over and over again. Soon they may begin
to withdraw.

They wonder: “What is the matter?” “Why is he so irritable?”
“Why doesn’t she call us anymore?” “Why is she depressed?”

Diana: I remember when I was so distraught, I looked at my
daughters and saw that they were worried. I still remem-
ber their faces. Their inability to make me better made
them sad.

Howard:  My children can’t quite figure out what happened
to their father. My kids are saying to me, “You are 
supposed to take every one of these things as a 
challenge, Dad, as an opportunity to be better.’’

Joan: I had my crying spells. I isolated myself. I didn’t want
my children to see me cry. I don’t know if they knew it
or not.

Judy: I started going to church. There is no one to talk to.
Who do you tell about this that wants to hear? Nobody.
And of course you do not let anybody know what is
going on because you feel humiliated, isolated.
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Family and Friends

Catherine: You hide your feelings, pretend that everything is
OK. You play a game, so they act on the basis of the
game that you play.

Judy: And so you make the situation worse.

NOT THE USUAL SELF

Victims are far from being their usual selves. Feeling shame, anguish
and even guilt, some withdraw into a depression and isolate 
themselves. Some mobbees cannot reveal their agony and rarely 
do they understand the complex situation themselves. They are in
disbelief and feel confused.

Howard: So I am asking myself, why am I so dysfunctional? 
I got through life this far, and then all of a sudden I 
am not functional. I do not want to admit that I am
dysfunctional.

EARLY WARNING SIGNS—
CHANGES IN BEHAVIORS

The following are behaviors that
may seem unusual for your loved
one. Recognize that, all things
being equal, your loved one or
friend may be experiencing a major
crisis at work. If uncharacteristic
behaviors persist, they may signal a
mobbing experience. Do not ignore
them. Take them seriously.

You do not let anybody know 
what is going on because you feel 

humiliated, isolated.
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CHANGED BEHAVIORS

� Reiterating office stories or obsessing about peoples’ 
behaviors at the workplace.

� Becoming silent or talking less.
� Excessive negativism.
� Fearfulness, suspicion, anxiety.
� Crying spells.
� Irritability.
� Expressions of uncontrolled rage.
� Hiding, isolation.
� Attempting to hide feelings.
� Refusing help.
� Requesting support, becoming needy.
� Loss of concentration, unable to read for any length of time.
� Forgetfulness.
� Fatigue.
� Constant physical movement.
� Moving and speaking slower.
� Exercise, too much or no more exercise.
� Changed eating habits, too much or very little.
� Increased smoking.
� Having sleeping difficulties.
� Developing compulsive obsessive behaviors, like excessive

shopping, excessive cleaning.
� Excessive mess in their rooms, kitchens, homes.
� Failure to pay bills.
� Change in outer appearance, such as dress, hygiene, etc.
� Change in expression, looking haunted.
� Proneness to accidents, injuries.
� Developing potentially severe medical problems.
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THE DIFFICULTY OF COMMUNICATING

AND GIVING SUPPORT

As we mentioned earlier, mobbees feel that they have lost their pro-
fessional dignity and that they have experienced a death of their own
selves. The mobbing shattered the image of who they used to be. 

They often go through grieving and they experience intense
emotions as they come to grips with their loss and their uncertain
future. They will show grieving reactions: anger, fear, denial, bar-
gaining, and acceptance. Grief is a process that takes time. Some
people fall into silence and may need to isolate themselves for a
while. Others engage in any type of action or busy work as a way to
get control over some things.  They may begin to work on their legal
defense. Some people do not communicate openly, isolate them-
selves, build up defenses, and thus place tremendous strain on the
family. 

Others, not knowing whom to trust, may develop a suspicious
attitude. This, above all, compounds the confusion among their
loved ones and creates entangled communication patterns. In such
circumstances, conflicts at home may abound and escalate.

Supportive communication—listening to each other’s thoughts
and feelings—is a way to help disentangle, to share thoughts and
emotions. But often this does not seem possible, as simple as it 
may be.

Joan: I tried to talk to my mother, but she said, “You need to
tell all this to your counselor.” And I said, “You know,
if I had someone in my family I could talk to, I would
not need a counselor. But you do not want to hear it,
you do not want to listen.” She could not. Because she
became terribly upset. It has impacted her more than I
even know. It has a ripple effect on relationships.

As a crisis lingers on, partners may feel overwhelmed by 
continuously being cast into the care-giver role and being unable to
eliminate the actual problem. They too become needy and can’t
receive support. It is this imbalance, over too long a period, that may
eventually lead to seperation or divorce.
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John’s wife: I emotionally supported him for many years, and
then I couldn’t do it any longer. I started to ignore him.
I wanted to run away.  When he was at home, he just
sat on the sofa, writing down these incidents. Then he
would put in earplugs and listen to music—to stop
obsessing, I suppose. It made me crazy. He became
invisible to me because I could not stand to see him like
this. Every day he went into a crazy  workplace.  And
every day I wanted to run away.

Joan: I was still married. My husband, instead of giving me
what I needed, to just put his arms around me and tell
me, “Everything will be all right,” and hold me for a
while, told me: “Maybe you need to see a counselor.” I
did not get the nurturing that I needed. I came home
one evening from a really rough day. Immediately, my
husband said he was going to the movies and that he
would catch up with me later.

Allan’s wife:  I got really tired of hearing the same story 
over and over and over again. This went on year after
year. Finally it dawned on me that I couldn’t do this 
any longer. He needed to try to find solutions with
someone else.

It is a lot to ask of family and friends to give support over long
periods of time. They may feel overwhelmed as well. Seeing a loved
one in pain, they may feel helpless, not knowing what to make of
their behaviors, seeing them in crisis, fearful and continuously 
anxious. Both must work to understand what the other needs. This
will help and support relationships during and after the mobbing. 

Luis’ wife: I had a terrible time getting over my outrage. I’m
just beginning to cope with that. I felt it was so unjust.
In my heart of hearts I don’t want to be vindictive, but
you want to see justice done. It breaks your heart to see
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a member of your own family treated so unjustly. I find
myself angry and irritable and feeling helpless, because
there is nothing that I can do to change this. It seems so
unreal. It’s like you’re looking at a horror picture on the
late show.

Occasionally, efforts by family and friends may seem  futile. Some
individuals cannot find the strength to accept the support that is
cast like a safety net around them. We have seen several persons with
loving support systems, yet they feel continuously bad about them-
selves, paralyzed or suicidal. Suggesting professional counseling can
be helpful, even necessary. An offer to call a therapist or take them
there may be what they need. However, be aware that this, especial-
ly coming from a significant other, may reinforce the feeling of a lack
of self-worth. If the victim refuses, family members might consider
going themselves to be better able to deal with some of the out-of-
character behavior of the mobbed victim. Giving time, having
patience and faith are important ingredients to make it through this
experience.

If at all feasible, the most essential form of support could be that
which would enable the victim to leave the “battlefield.”

Catherine: It was really important that my husband immedi-
ately understood and encouraged me to get out, to resign
and develop my own business. I would not have done
this without his encouragement.

Allan: I could not have done this without my wife. She was
very helpful and supportive, and she had some good
ideas. I was very fortunate that she was in my life—and
she still is.

Luis: I think I’ve gotten all the support I can handle.  I don’t
think there’s anything my family could do differently. 
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AFFIRMATION IS KEY

Joan: I felt ashamed, I felt embarrassed, I felt confused. I felt
afraid to go downtown to go shopping because I might
run into somebody.

The most important support family and friends can give lies in
affirming the person, their strengths, their character, their courage,
their achievements. They must demonstrate their love in every way
they know how. This will help the person to rebuild his or her iden-
tity.

Joan: I went home to visit my family on the West Coast, and
it was therapeutic. They didn’t bring up the subject of a
job. I was greeted with love and acceptance. They pam-
pered me and made me laugh.

THE HELPING ART OF BEING THERE

Just knowing that there is a person who cares, understands and
accepts the individual the way he or she is, makes all the difference.

S. C. Mahoney in The Art of Helping People Effectively explains a
concept called “the helping art of presence.” Simply put, this is just
“being there” in an accepting and receptive frame of mind, well
attuned to the person’s needs at the moment, doing and saying very
little. Its effectiveness lies in what we convey through our presence
alone. 

You can take someone out to eat, to a bookstore, go for a walk—
just lending them your spirit. Ultimately, this will help them grow in
strength.

Our interview partners expressed what they found helpful:

Joan: One friend said to me, “For the next 90 days you may
say anything you want. You may repeat yourself over
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and over and over again, and I will listen to you even if
you repeat some of the same stories 18 times. And if
you do not want me to do anything but say “hum” I will
do that. I will not mind.  Just get it out.  But then after
the end of 90 days, let’s make a plan to move forward.”

Diana: What was so significant for me was having somebody
call me up and say, “Hey, what are you doing?” Well
knowing that I was not doing anything, they would say,
“Lets go out to eat, I’m buying.”  It was the idea that
someone was caring. We would go out and laugh and
eat something that tasted good. I think if that could 
happen often during this experience, it would really help.

Joan: One of the hardest things was to ask for help. I do not
ask for stuff. This is the way I was raised. I ask very 
little of people, so I did not get very much. Many people
are waiting for someone to ask. 

Judy: There was one person at church who called me often,
sent me cards. That meant something.

Luis:  Just absolute support—knowing that they are there.

Friends and family may need to attempt to influence their loved
one to seek and prepare for alternatives with questions such as: “How
long do you think you can survive in this situation? What would your
life look like if you decided to leave this job today? How would you
be different? What would change?”

Diana: I had a friend in California who called me and said,
“Remember, Diana, there is a big world out there.”
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LENDING SUPPORT

SOME THINGS FAMILY AND FRIENDS CAN DO

� LISTEN.
� Help identify the mobbing phenomenon.
� Suggest therapy and provide names of therapists.

Offer to call.
� Recommend a visit to the doctor. Suggest that

medication may be helpful.
� Suggest to seek legal advice. Offer lawyers’ names

and offer to make an appointment.
� Suggest ways to keep finances under control.
� Advise to look for other job opportunities early,

to plan the escape.
� Help work on a resume and suggest work 

opportunities. 
� Invite your friend to join you in networking.
� Suggest joint activities like going to the movies,

to dinner, or going for a walk.
� Call, send a card or flowers.
� Recommend or bring helpful books.
� Practice the helping art of presence.
� LISTEN.
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SUPPORTIVE LISTENING—
USING HELPFUL LANGUAGE

When you engage in supportive listening, it is important to be aware
that not all language, as well as it is meant, is helpful. There are some
phrases that are more affirmative than others and help individuals
find their own solutions.
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HELPFUL LANGUAGE

How are you doing with all this?

How can I help?

Please tell me what you 
are feeling.

This must be hard for you.

What’s the hardest part for you?

I’ll call you tomorrow.

You must really be hurting.

You must really feel angry.

Take all the time you need.

What do you want most of all?

Thank you for sharing 
your feelings.

Remember the possibilities.

NOT HELPFUL LANGUAGE

That just wasn’t the job for you.

You must have done something
to cause this.

You’ll feel worse before you 
feel better.

You have your whole life ahead
of you.

I don’t want to hear about 
it again.

Call me when I can help.

Just get over it!

You’ve already told me 
that twice.

It’s time to put it behind you.

Think of your responsibilities.

Be strong!





Organizations
How They Are Affected

What They Can Do

It is not a coincidence that companies that win service and
quality awards are the same ones that emphasize the ethics of
employee treatment.

—Emily S. Bassman
Abuse in the Workplace;

Management Remedies and Bottom Line Impact

Although what you call “mobbing behaviors” do exist, we do
not condone them. We have clear Principles of Behavior and
employees understand that behaviors that violate those
Principles will be addressed.

—Robin Winburn 
Human Resources Policy Planner, Levi Strauss & Co.

When the mobbing syndrome strikes an organization, the costs
measured in productivity, morale, human suffering, and dollars can
be high. Teamwork becomes difficult as people turn their focus from
the goals and tasks of the organization to internal maneuvering and
survival tactics.

In the following section, we address a number of warning signals
that may help organizations recognize mobbing.

131

�  SIX �

�  



It is important to distinguish between organizations that use
mobbing as a strategy, i.e., top management participates in the 
mobbing, and those in which mobbing happens without the intent
or knowledge of the leadership. It may be that leaders are unaware,
have been kept in the dark, or have not been informed correctly 
of the spiraling events that may have led to the expulsion of an
employee. Mobbing can only exist if management condones it. 

ALL TYPES OF ORGANIZATIONS

Mobbing can occur in all types of organizations and industries. It can
occur in large or small companies, in government, in nonprofits, in
the healthcare industry, in education. Anywhere. As noted earlier,
smaller organizations and nonprofits may be more susceptible to
mobbing because there may be fewer protective mechanisms in
place. It also appears that mobbing may be quite prevalent in health-
care and in higher education, as the title of Kenneth Westhues’ 1998
book Eliminating Professors indicates. 

However, the more organizations are striving to achieve excel-
lence through teamwork, empowerment, trust, honesty, open and
frequent communication, staff development, and established griev-
ance and conflict resolution practices, the higher the probability that
mobbing can be prevented.

WARNING SIGNALS

Significant Changes Without Preparing Employees 

Change causes fear and uncertainty. Change that happens without
adequate information and preparation, and without the cooperation
and participation of employees, may be a cause for mobbing. 

One Individual Has Suddenly Become a Target 

Most organizations have a “rumor mill.”  However, when rumors
begin to include  attacks on a person’s personal or professional repu-
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tation, made either humorously or as whispered criticism, this can be
an indication that a mobbing is in progress.

Howard sided with a colleague whom he perceived as
being mobbed. I was asked by my boss: “Why are 
you talking to her? You show compassion for her,” is the
message I got. He ridiculed her. They would laugh, roll
their eyes. Dehumanizing. Demoralizing. I was a basket
case. She was a basket case.

Sean’s  co-worker: These people did not help us that day.
They made demands. The way they stated things was
not in a nice way. They were on him like glue. It looked
like a set up. It looked like they were trying to provoke
him. It made me angry to have to sit there and keep my
mouth shut. I was afraid that I was going to be fired if I
said something to them about it. The manager told me
the next day to “Grin and bear it,” and a co-worker
added, “If you want to keep your job.”

These people came back after he was fired. They were a
lot nicer and made suggestions instead of commands and
demands. This made me even angrier. It confirmed 
my belief that they had come that day to set him up to
be fired.

Earlier, we mentioned the situation of a new boss or 
supervisor who may begin to mob individuals whom he perceives as
threatening. The mobber questions their decisions, judges and 
discredits work that up to this point had been quite satisfactory, if 
not superior.

Judy: I had been with the company since 1983 through 1994.
Most of the people targeted were my age and had a long
tenure. We had performed well, generally. The kind of
things that you quantify, we had performed well. One
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day we got these evaluations. They were all horrible.
They came from nowhere. I cried.

A new boss may convey the impression that he or she is the
authority now setting a new standard for the company.

Howard:  I had been with the company for years. From the
day the new CEO came in the door, from that day, he
treated me like dirt.

Judy: I had a new boss and his approach was very demeaning.
My meetings with him included my secretary. This is
sort of non-traditional. With my secretary present he
would say things like,  “Everybody is complaining that
you do not return calls.” And I said, “Everybody?
Who?”

Because if there is anything I did, it was to return calls.
I was on the phone eight hours a day. So for him to say
to me, “You are not returning calls,” was like, “What?”
For me, who returns calls on the weekend, in the
evenings. I said, “Who?” He said: “Everybody.”  I
said,  “I cannot respond to this. I do not know what
you are talking about.” Then he said, “You better take
good note because I am going to be watching you.”

Alliances Across the Hierarchy

The syndrome may appear as individuals on upper levels of manage-
ment begin jockeying for position or playing internal political games.
The behavior may then involve subordinates as the mobber begins to
undermine the victim.

Joan: When you’re being blind-sided, you know when people
are trying to undermine you. How to stop it, how to
confront it are entirely different things. This individual
was in a position in which he was able to become friend-
ly with my direct subordinates. And the closer he got to
them, the farther they got from me.

Mobbing

134



Subordinates may align themselves with the mobber on a higher
management level for a variety of reasons, and especially to protect
their jobs.

Joan: I knew when I established standards and they were not
followed by my direct subordinates, someone told them:
“It’s all right,” or “Don’t do it,” or “You don’t have to
listen to her. She’s not going to be around much longer.
You come to me, if there’s something that you don’t
like.”

Judy: It was obvious what was going on. I heard the CEO tell
the secretaries not to do any work for him. Then he
could not get his work done by the deadline. 

Luis: They don’t understand what they have destroyed. They
think they’re doing the right thing based upon a false
fear—based upon lies that they have been told. 

“Anarchy”

Anarchy may be a by-product or deliberately instigated as a 
mobbing tactic. Mobbers may think that once the victim is gone the
employees will extend him or her their allegiance. The focus of those
involved is no longer the work at hand or the goals of the 
organization. The focus has shifted to a personal alliance. 

Joan: This person thought he could come in and put in his
own system after destroying everything I had built. He
thought that people would then support him. He created
anarchy in order to oust me. He was not able to estab-
lish order. He was not able to establish standards. He
was not able to establish anything.

As organizations lose key individuals, experience a sudden
increase in turnover, internal dissension, and/or low morale as a
result of mobbing, they may attempt to correct the situation, without
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dealing with core issues. This can further complicate and weaken the
very structures that they are attempting to strengthen. 

Use of Consultants 

The internal problems may prompt the management to bring in 
a consultant to assess the situation. This not only creates further 
dollar costs, but may be used as an excuse for management to 
continue the mobbing.

Ironically, for the assessment to be “fair and impartial,” the 
victim may be isolated further by being removed from the workplace,
forbidden to communicate with any co-workers, or to be on 
company grounds during the assessment. A fair investigation would
contact all the people involved, and hear all people out, but this was
not what happened in Joan’s case.

Joan: I was not allowed to see a list of the concerns and 
complaints against me. I was not allowed to speak to
anybody, any current or former staff, under threat of
immediate termination. 

Many staff had no idea of what was going on, where I
was, what had happened to me. They brought in an
outside human resource person to do an “impartial”
assessment. Others were  allowed to talk among them-
selves prior to her arrival, but I was allowed to address
no one. 

I was hung before I had a chance to speak or even know
what the concerns were. 

Two of the perpetrators—they were at the corporate
level—got to the consultant and talked to her privately. I
could not speak openly with her because one of these
two sat in on our conversation, stared at me and took
notes the whole time. The letter that went out was pre-
sented in a negative fashion so that the only people who
showed up were people who had complaints, except for
one. He was later terminated by the same people who
had mobbed me. 
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The need for the assessment may be based upon rumor, 
innuendo, or hearsay. Individuals may not be made aware of the alle-
gations against them until after the process has been completed. At
that point, a determination has been made that is usually unalterable
by any information they present to defend their position. Individuals
are presumed guilty by virtue of the evidence orchestrated and 
presented by others, are offered no support or representation, and 
frequently are refused the right to face their accusers. The person
must comply or be terminated from employment. They are denied
due process.

WARNING SIGNALS CHECKLIST

1. Are the problems of a department being blamed on
one individual?

2. Is the person now accused of substandard perfor-
mance or some other unacceptable behavior 
someone whose work and behavior was previously
above average?

3. Are people, particularly in higher management, not
fully qualified or experienced to hold the positions
they hold?  

4. Are there sudden losses of key individuals?

5. Is there an unusually high staff turnover?

6. Is there increased sick leave?

7. Is the company experiencing unexplainable 
low morale? 

8. Has the company suddenly experienced change
of any kind, such as restructuring, new staff and lead-
ership, or new procedures? Has there been 
insufficient time to inform, involve, and train
employees adequately?
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A HOUSE OF CARDS

Luis: While I was out of town, an unscheduled board meeting
took place instigated by the key staff who were trying to
discredit me. They got me on the phone and confronted
me with a flood of accusations that I was able later to
refute with documented examples. Our board chairman
had a mild heart attack over it and later resigned.

It affected a lot of employees who now are leaving. Key
people, some of the best people we ever had, are now
gone. And they were not subjected to anything other
than witnessing what was going on. 

The following paragraphs describe the effects of mobbing on the
organization itself. Like a house of cards collapsing with the slightest
disturbance, organizations experience similar disintegration when
mobbing is prevalent. They have a hard time recovering, even 
after mobbing has been halted. And the repercussions affect the 
bottom line.
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Luis: I’m actually more worried about the 
company at this point than about what might
happen to me. I think that the progress of at
least the last four years has been destroyed.



REPERCUSSIONS

� Reduction in quality and quantity of work.
� Unpleasant employee relations, including breakdown of

communications and teamwork.
� Factionalism.
� Increased employee turnover.
� Increased sick leave.
� Loss of reputation, credibility.
� Cost of consultants.
� Unemployment insurance claims, workers’ 

compensation/disability, occupational stress claims.
� Settlement, litigation.

Reduction in Quality and Quantity of Work

Not only are the victims affected. It also damages teamwork and 
the cohesiveness necessary to accomplish good work. Furthermore,
losing key staff suddenly affects the core of an organization.

Diana: After I left, the number of projects that were 
completed successfully were decreased by more than
half. Affiliated organizations also started to complain
about the poor service that was now provided.

Joan: The systems and structure were destroyed so there
would be no record.

Neil: There was an important office for policy development.
He just let that languish. He took funds away from
them, and gradually four people left. He closed the
operation down, not because it was not functional and
very effective, but because it was something the former
director had devised.
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Loss of Organization’s Reputation

Catherine: The disintegration of the company was pretty 
significant. Several top people left. So significant, in
fact, that the CEO was asked for his resignation one
year after his appointment. The damage caused by his
actions continue to impact the company, which has had
to downsize due to significant losses in revenue, and no
longer holds the leadership position in the industry that it
once had. 

Increased Employee Turnover 

Sensitive employees who cannot stand to watch the mobbing doubt
that things will improve. They look for a better workplace and feel
that they cannot really trust anyone. Costs accrue due to increased
turnover, new training, loss of acquired experience.

Increased Sick Leave

Relief from the mobbing scene is often sought by legitimate sick
leave. Frequent and longer leaves are costly and disruptive, and
reduce productivity. In addition to the victim, others in the organi-
zation also require sick leave to escape the poisonous atmosphere.

Diana: An environment of fear and danger was created.
Nobody ever knew who the next victim would be. 
Some employees tried to become invisible. But the
repercussions on many staff members’ health were 
evident. One colleague lost her hair and had to wear a
wig. Another had several accidents. Others experienced
new health problems.

Unemployment Insurance Claims 

Victims of mobbing may be able to claim unemployment insurance
benefits. They must demonstrate that there was a forced resignation
or questionable termination. Such claims constitute an additional
burden on the employer.
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Workers’ Compensation

Some individuals are emotionally and physically so ill that they have
to go on disability and are unable to ever return to the workforce. 

Several states also recognize workers’ compensation claims when
job-related mental stress produces a physical or mental ailment. This
is generally called mental-mental injury, i.e., mental stress that caus-
es mental injury.

Studies published by the California Worker’s Compensation
Institute in 1994 showed a significant rise in the number of 
stress-related worker’s compensation claims being filed. In all 
probability, California reflects an emerging national trend. At this
time, we do not know how many of these may be due to mobbing.1

Litigation or Settlement 

Litigation or settlement adds further costs. A victim may have ample
grounds to sue a company based on discrimination, harassment, or
hostile environment charges, and possibly, based on mental-mental
injury. Furthermore, additional legal ground may exist when an indi-
vidual’s reputation has been slandered. This is presented in more
detail in Chapter 8. 

Luis: The slander is a tricky thing. It’s so damaging,  but
when it’s based on rumor, it’s hard to pin down who to
sue. And the rumors continue to escalate even now. 
It’s just ludicrous. My lawyer said: “You want your
name cleared. You want your money.” But when 
you’re dealing with slander, that can go on for 
years and years.

PREVENTION

What can an organization do to prevent mobbing from happening?
The following twelve components of organizational management
contribute to creating a caring and nourishing environment that can
prevent the mobbing syndrome:
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REDUCING THE RISK OF MOBBING

Twelve Components for Creating a Caring
and Nourishing Environment

1. Mission statement that includes the organizational
objectives and how employees are treated. Vision and 
values statements that align all employees.

2. Organizational structure: Clear reporting levels.
3. Job descriptions:  Defined in terms of duties and 

responsibilities.
4. Personnel policies:  Comprehensive, consistent, legal, 

simple, including expected behaviors and standards 
of ethics.   

5. Disciplinary issues: Dealt with consistently, fairly, 
and  expeditiously.

6. Employees buy into the goals and objectives of the 
organization. They have been educated regarding their role
in the achievement of those goals. 

7. New employees are not only selected based on their 
technical qualifications but also on the basis of their 
emotional intelligence, such as their capability of dealing
with diversity, working in self-directed teams, and 
managing conflict.

8. Training and staff development:  Highly valued for all
employees. The system meets the needs of the changing
organization. Training includes issues of human 
relations in addition to technical knowledge.

9. Communications:  Open, honest, effective, and timely.
10. Participation, teamwork, creativity, decision making, 

trust, empowerment: Structures that allow for the highest
possible degree of employees’ personal involvement in
achieving the company’s goals.

11. Conflict resolution/mediation: A mechanism is in place for
resolving conflict at all levels. There is follow-up to insure
that the conflict has really been resolved.

12. EAP Programs:  The company has an Employee Assistance
Program. In absence of that, a comparable program may 
be offered, including behavioral risk assessment and 
management.
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Awareness on the part of significant players in the organization,
along with a procedure to quickly intercept the activity and start 
procedures for resolution, are necessary.

Giving It a Name—Creating Awareness

Sexual harassment laws existed before Anita Hill. However, because
of the prominence of her story, a new awareness of sexual harassment
at the workplace was created. Since then, sexual harassment 
policies and behavioral rules have been established in practically
every workplace.

Likewise, emotional abuse is not a new phenomenon in the
workplace. However, by providing a name—mobbing—and creating
awareness of its ramifications, the organization can take steps
towards its prevention.

Education and Training

Employees need to be sensitized and trained to identify the first signs
of a mobbing process. Company policy should give clear guidance for
actions to take without fearing retaliation.

Practical experiences in Sweden are numerous. The National
Board of Occupational Safety and Health (NBOSH) in Stockholm
has published and distributed Leymann’s educational material 
since 1989, containing a video, overheads, manual, books, etc.
Hundreds of companies have used it, according to information 
from NBOSH. 2

Establishing an Anti-Mobbing Policy

Establishing an anti-mobbing policy can be compared to the 
development of any organizational policy that establishes the norms
of acceptable conduct, such as on sexual harassment, drug or alcohol
abuse, etc. The following is an example of an anti-mobbing policy
that companies may wish to consider.
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Example

ANTI-MOBBING POLICY

As an employee of this Organization, you are expected to
adhere to acceptable conduct at all times. This involves
respecting the rights and feelings of others and refraining
from any behavior that might be harmful to your co-workers. 

The Organization strongly supports the rights of all
employees to work in an environment free from mobbing.

Mobbing is verbal or physical conduct that over a peri-
od of time, continuously and systematically:

1. intimidates, shows hostility, threatens, and offends
any co-worker;

2. interferes with a co-worker’s performance;
3. otherwise adversely affects a co-worker.

Mobbing conduct includes, but is not limited to:
� threatening, intimidating or hostile acts 

directed at a co-worker;
� generally abrasive behavior;
� using obscene, abusive, or threatening language

or gestures;
� discrediting a co-worker;
� prohibiting due process;
� slander;
� withholding information vital to the 

co-workers job-performance;
� acts of physical isolation.

These guidelines are fundamental in nature and are matters
of judgment and common sense.

The Organization prohibits mobbing. Any violation of the
Organization’s anti-mobbing policy should be reported immedi-
ately to either your supervisor, the office manager, Human
Resources, or the President.
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All complaints will be treated confidentially to the maximum
extent possible and will be promptly investigated. 

The Organization prohibits any form of retaliation against an
employee filing a bona fide complaint under this policy or for
assisting in a complaint investigation. If the result of the 
investigation indicates that corrective action is called for, such
action may include disciplinary measures up to and including
immediate termination of the employment of the offender(s),
when the Organization believes, in its sole discretion, such action 
is warranted.3

Risk Assessment 

In recent years, increased attention has been focused on behavioral
risk assessment and management. Although the definition of 
mobbing may be as yet unknown to behavioral risks consultants, the
symptoms and results of the syndrome are not.4

Conflict Management Procedures

Strategies that allow for conflict resolution and mediation can be
put into place so that the person who thinks that s/he is a victim has
recourse. If the company has no established internal mechanisms, a
consultant or a local mediation center can be contacted. Examples
of conflict resolution procedures are in Chapter 7.



146

Mobbing

SYSTEMS THAT ALREADY EXIST

AND PROVIDE GOOD EXAMPLES

Swedish National Board of
Occupational Safety and Health

A Psychologically Safe Environment 

In the statute booklet on Victimization at Work, available in
English, the Swedish National Board of Occupational Safety and
Health provides examples of general measures employers can take
for prevention. The statute states that attitudes involved in such
offensive acts are characterized by a gross lack of respect and
offend general principles of honorable and moral behavior. These
actions have a negative effect, both short and long term, on indi-
viduals and entire working groups. The Board’s example follows:5

1. A Work Environment Policy which declares the
employer’s general aims, intentions and attitude
toward employees.

2. Procedures that ensure good psychological and social
work environments.

3. Steps to prevent people from encountering a nega-
tive response at work, e.g., by creating norms which
encourage a friendly and respectful climate at the
workplace. The employer and its representatives
should set the example.

4. Managerial and supervisory personnel training and
guidance concerning labor law, effect of different
working conditions, interaction and conflict risks in
groups, skills for rapid response to people in situa-
tions of stress and crisis.

5. Provide a good introduction to enable the employee
to adjust to the working group, including a clear
explanation of the rules applying to the workplace.

6. Give each employee the best possible knowledge of
the activities and their objectives. Regular informa-
tion and workplace meetings help achieve this.
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7. Give all employees information about and a share 
in the measures agreed on for the prevention of 
victimization.

8. Try to ensure that duties have substance and 
meaning and that the capacity and knowledge of 
the individual are utilized.

9. Give employees opportunities to improve their
knowledge and develop in their jobs. Encourage
them to pursue this end.

10. Offensive behavior or treatment can never be
accepted no matter who is involved or who is 
the target.

11. The employer must set the example and never 
subject an employee to victimization, e.g. through
abusive power or any other unacceptable behavior
or response such as deliberate insults, hypercritical 
attitudes, ridicule, unfriendliness, or supervision of
the employee without his/her knowledge and with
harmful intent. 

12. Create a reliable basis for two way dialogue, 
communication, and a genuine desire to 
solve problems. 



Levi Strauss & Co.—A Proactive Approach

Levi Strauss & Co. has an exemplary philosophy. The com-
pany has the reputation of being a great place to work. These
are their standards:

Teamwork and Trust: Leadership that exemplifies
directness, openness to influence, commitment to
success of others, willingness to acknowledge our own
contributions to problems, personal accountability,
teamwork and trust. Not only must we model these
behaviors, but we must coach others to adopt them.

Diversity: Leadership that values a diverse workforce
(age, sex, ethnic group, etc.) at all levels of the 
organization, diversity in experience, and a diversity
in perspectives. We have committed to taking full
advantage of the rich backgrounds and abilities of all
our people and to promote a greater diversity in posi-
tions of influence. Differing points of view will be
sought. Diversity will be valued and honesty reward-
ed, not suppressed.

Recognition: Leadership that promotes greater
recognition—both financial and psychological—
for individuals and teams that contribute to our 
success. Recognition must be given to all who 
contribute: those who create and innovate and also
those who continually support the day-to day 
business requirements.

Ethical Management Practices: Leadership that
epitomizes the stated standards of ethical 
behavior. We must provide clarity about our expecta-
tions and must enforce these standards throughout 
the corporation. 
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Communication: Leadership that is clear about
Company, unit, and individual goals and perform-
ance. People must know what is expected of them
and receive timely, honest feedback on their per-
formance and career aspirations.

Empowerment: Leadership that increases the
authority and responsibility of those closest to 
our products and customers. By actively pushing
responsibility, trust and recognition into the 
organization, we can harness and release the 
capabilities of all our people.6

Levi Strauss & Co. has a mission statement and an aspira-
tion statement that are relevant with respect to how the
company espouses to treat its employees. We quote excerpts
from:

Mission Statement of Levi Strauss & Co.

We will conduct our business ethically and demon-
strate leadership in satisfying our responsibilities 
to our communities and to society. Our work 
environment will be safe and productive and charac-
terized by fair treatment, teamwork, open communi-
cations, personal accountability and opportunities for
growth and development.

Levi Strauss & Co. Aspiration Statement (excerpt)

We all want a Company that our people are proud of
and committed to, where all the employees have an
opportunity to contribute, learn, grow and advance
based on merit, not politics or background. We want
our people to feel respected, treated fairly, listened 
to and involved. Above all we want satisfaction 
from accomplishments and friendships, balanced 
personal and professional lives, and to have fun in
our endeavors.7
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We interviewed the personnel policy planner from the company,
Robin Winburn, to ask how this company would address the type of
behaviors characteristic of the mobbing syndrome. 

ND:  Would you consider jealousy, taking away responsibility,
putting rumors into circulation, etc., as harassment?

RW: You mean, when a superior uses his or her power to
diminish an employee when they are jealous of their
accomplishments? 

ND: Yes.

RW: In that case, what we do is use other tools. Not our
“No Harassment” policy, but we go to our “Principles
of Behavior,” that we call our “Aspiration Statement”.
It talks about the expected standard of behavior to which
you are being held accountable. The person that you 
are talking about would be violating a number of these
standards. We are expected to express these standards,
or we are subject to discipline.

ND: What sanctions do you use?

RW: There are a couple of things short of discipline. We have
our performance review process which is mid-year and
at the end of the year. If there are problems at other
times, they are dealt with on a one-to-one basis. 

The discipline process is not a policy but a practice. We
call it Performance Improvement Counseling. It has
several steps. The process should be fair and consistent. 

Employees should be treated with dignity, respect and
compassion. You have to balance the interests of the
company with the interests of the employee. The
employees should receive direct, honest, and timely
feedback. I am not saying that we are perfect. These
are the written guidelines.
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ND:  Your mission statement impressed me. It says:  “Our
employees’ lives are just as important as the quality of
the product.” Would you stay that this is  a valid, living,
philosophy in the company?

RW:   Yes I would. It is certainly one we struggle with. We
call it the work-life balance, or work-family balance.
We embrace it in principle, various managers express it
depending on their own commitment. It is acknowledged
that to invoke it is valid.

We also have a conflict resolution policy. Conflict 
resolution should reflect our company’s aspirations. 
It should contribute to maintaining a healthy and 
productive work environment. In a way, it restates 
our aspirations. 

Employees are encouraged to be open, to react in a
timely fashion. It  does acknowledge that sometimes
for some conflicts, like harassment, direct resolution is
ineffective. Then we encourage our employees to go to
someone else, like human resources. We also have an
employee assistance program. So we acknowledge the
fact that sometimes you cannot address the conflict.8

In early 1999, Levi Strauss & Co. announced that it had to close
half of its North American plants and lay off some 5,900 workers.
More work would go overseas. There, as we said earlier, often are 
business decisions that even model companies cannot avoid. But,
true to its tradition of treating workers well, Levi Strauss & Co.’s ter-
mination package includes extended health benefits, severance pay,
and a special fund from which terminated employees can draw for
retraining or even for starting up their own small business. And, we
want to add, Levi Strauss & Co. also has a code of conduct for its net-
work of subcontractors around the globe.9
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Saturn Corporation—Respecting All Employees
The principles of the Saturn Corporation illustrate ideal
goals and may inspire other organizations. Saturn’s 
philosophy states: 

We believe that all people want to be involved in
decisions that affect them, care about their job 
and each other, take pride in themselves and in their
contributions, and share in the success of their effort.

By creating an atmosphere of mutual trust and
respect, recognizing and utilizing individual expertise
and knowledge in innovative ways, providing the
technologies and education for each individual, we
will enjoy a successful relationship and a sense of
belonging to an integrated business system capable 
of achieving our common goals which insures 
security for our people and success for our business
and communities.10

Saturn’s values on which all behaviors can be measured are: 

� Commitment to Customer Enthusiasm
� Commitment to Excel
� Trust and Respect for Each Other
� Teamwork
� Continuous Improvement

These shared values must be fundamental to all Saturn
Team Members. Our behavior must support Saturn’s val-
ues and discourage actions contrary to these shared val-
ues. Saturn Team Members must “walk the talk.”11
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INTERVENTION

Disciplinary Actions and Discharge for Severe Misconduct

We believe that mobbing should be defined as severe misconduct,
just as would be the case for fraud, theft, gross negligence, physical
assault, sexual harassment, etc., and, accordingly,  disciplinary action
should be initiated. 

The Saturn Corporation, often cited as a good example, uses 
a very comprehensive consultation process for situations which
adversely affect members (employees). The process includes counsel-
ing, guidance, and review. The purpose is to

� Help, not punish.
� Provide feedback for members.
� Improve team member behavior.

If no improvement can be seen:

Saturn will initiate disciplinary action or discharge when
behaviors of team members are contrary to the interest
and well-being of all Saturn team members. Such behav-
iors are in direct violation of Saturn’s core values, and are
considered by Saturn to constitute severe misconduct.
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REHABILITATION

Once the damage has been done, what can management do? Further
stigmatizing of the individual must be prevented. Victims must be
rehabilitated to their previous reputation and responsibilities.
Management may offer:

� An apology;
� Therapy; 
� A different position in the company, with train-

ing, if necessary;
� Encouragement and support;
� Help in finding another job.

In 1987, a Swedish business economist was able to demonstrate
that it was less costly for a company to offer employees professional
vocational rehabilitation, even a very expensive one, and to reor-
ganize working conditions, than to deal with extended sick leaves,
disability claims, or settlements.12

IN CONCLUSION—THE BOTTOM LINE

The costs of mobbing to the organization can be very high. The costs
of distrust, poor morale, and a diseased corporate culture have a 
significant impact on any organization’s ability to produce and sell a
product or service. More expenses incur because of a high turnover
rate, recruitment, and new training for the loss of the experience.
And last but not least, lawyers’ fees, court, and settlement 
arrangements are a likely hefty expense. But most importantly, what
is getting lost is the value of a healthy and humane workplace. 

Some organizations will feel they are too busy going about the
business at hand to properly address the mobbing syndrome. 
Others will view a mobbing as a one-time occurrence. For many
companies, it can result in chronic problems that debilitate the 
organization’s effectiveness in maintaining its levels of success, or
inhibit its growth. And in some cases, it may prove to be fatal to 
the organization. 
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Chapter 6 Endnotes

1. Employee Assistance Program (EAP) Digest, January/February
1994.

2. Leymann, 1993a. 

3. We worded this text for an anti-mobbing policy based on a 
sample policy against sexual harassment included in Bennett et
al., 1998.

4. The CEO of a major East Coast corporation contacted the 
company’s Employee Assistance Program representative to do a
corporate culture survey. The company had been experiencing
low morale and there had been two suicides on the management
level. The CEO, in essence, was asking for a behavioral 
risk assessment. Incidence quoted from Atkins, Gary L.:
Behavioral Risk Management, A New Opportunity for EAP
Growth and Development, in EAPA Exchange May/June 1997,
vol. 27, no. 3, p. 15.

5. AFS, 1993:17, Swedish National Board of Occupational Safety
and Health, S-171 84 Solna, Sweden; Tel .+46 8 730 98000, 
Fax +46 8 730 19 67. Note: The translation has been slightly
modified.

6. Personnel Journal, 1992:38.

7. Personnel Journal, 1992:43.

8. Interview with Robin Winburn, Human Resources Policy
Planner, Dec. 24, 1997.

9. Des Moines Register, March 2, 1999.

10. The philosophy is stated in the Memorandum of Agreement
between SATURN and the U.A.W., 1997.

11. From Saturn Corporation, Guiding Principles.

12. Leymann, 1996:174.
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The Challenge of
Conflict Resolution

Because conflict resolution is fundamental in helping to avoid a
mobbing situation, we explore the nature and dynamics of conflicts
in the mobbing context and discuss how things could play out with
the appropriate mechanisms in place.
Why do we call this Chapter “The Challenge of Conflict

Resolution?” All conflicts can be managed, and at best be resolved,
if the parties involved really want to solve the issues. However, in a
mobbing, no real attempts are made to understand or resolve the
conflict. In a company, with the unspoken rule of “Don’t think, don’t
feel, don’t trust, and don’t question,” as Hall describes such 
companies,1 and with no conflict management mechanisms in place,
conflict resolution is a futile attempt.
In ideal workplace conditions, with a mature workforce and good

leadership, conflicts are handled as learning opportunities. Such
organizations have policies and procedures in place to adhere to a
conflict resolution process and they have rules of expected conduct.
In such a workplace, people are encouraged to find ways to negotiate
conflicts in the interest of all concerned, i.e., in the interest of the
company as well as in the interest of the employees.
This is what we consider the challenge—or the dilemma.

Although conflict resolution can be a simple process it rarely 
happens when a mobbing occurs. Furthermore,  it does not really
matter what the conflict is about, whether it is a disagreement over
work procedure, a lack of recognition, incivility, harassment, a clash
of personalities, or different values. It will, for certain, not happen in
organizations that do not have conflict management mechanisms in
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place and have a culture that avoids dealing with conflict. But if
organizations have procedures for conflict resolution and are genuin-
ly interested in a resolution, a mobbing process can most likely be
prevented or halted, before it reaches a second or a third degree.

IN THE BEGINNING IS A CONFLICT

Catherine was regarded as a leader in her field and, with some 20
years of management experience, had worked successfully for several
years in a responsible staff position in an expanding nonprofit serv-
ice organization. The culture of the organization had been team-
based, self-directed, leaving ample room for initiative and creativity,
and was characterized by cordial relations among all staff.
When a new CEO came on board, numerous issues became

seemingly unresolvable conflicts for Catherine. Her quotes are an
example for how unresolved conflicts relate to first signs of mobbing.
They also illustrate a first degree mobbing and an early escape.

Catherine: Matters  over procedures and the nature of work
assignments, exclusion from important meetings pertain-
ing to my work area, special assignments concerning 
my projects given to inexperienced staff, etc., became
real conflicts for me. I felt curtailed, controlled, 
degraded, I felt not trusted. I considered it an assault on
my integrity. Was this a power play? 

I became increasingly confused, depressed, distressed,
and actually desperate. I tried to address these issues in
a conversation with the CEO. She evaded them and
accused me of not being able to deal with change and of
being insubordinate. 

Nothing could have been further from the truth. I was
speechless at the time. I had to hold back my tears. I
also felt miserable because I was seemingly incapable of
resolving the issues. I thought: “I need to be able to fig-
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ure things out, I should be able to find a solution.” Only
much later did I realize that it was not possible to find a
solution. 

I now remember the CEO’s reaction when I handed her
my resignation, three months after she came on board,
and explained my reasons for leaving. She did not seem
all too surprised and I even detected a sense of relief.
Maybe she had prepared herself for a longer haul and
was astonished that I resigned so early?

For Catherine, and for all the people in our cases, there is some-
thing that bothers them, something that interferes with them
accomplishing their task in the best way they know how. They see it
as a conflict. They think: “How can we resolve this situation? What
can I do? What would be a good solution?” They think and act with
good intent to resolve the situation in a constructive way, but they
are dealing with individuals who have a predetermined and malevo-
lent intent. 
The conflict serves the mobbers’ purpose. Their actions are 

their intent. Their logic is most often determined by the thought:
“How can I, or we, get rid of this person?” This is revealed in attacks
of various sorts: humiliation, ridicule, stigmatization, ostracism,
exclusion, and isolation. All these actions indicate: I/we want 
you out! That, the targeted individuals do not understand. Initially,
they cannot see through the mobbers’ game. They are unable to
understand and accept the reality early on. This upsets them. 
They despair. They think:  “Am I crazy?” “What is wrong with me?”
The feelings of self-doubt escalate and cause confusion, tension,
anger, and depression. Sooner or later, the mobbees sense that 
their attempts at resolving the issues are futile. The conflict goes
unresolved.

Unresolved conflicts in mobbing tend to develop a dynamic
of their own. They intensify and grow to seemingly unmanageable
proportions. One issue escalates into ever more complex 
issues, mainly through mutual accusations, through action and 
reaction. Frequently the initial conflict might even be forgotten in
the process.
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The mobbing cycle has been set into motion. Unresolved 
conflict contributes to a deterioration of performance, to emotional
distress, to temporary and then more frequent absences due to illness.
The person’s own behavior may now give management or supervisors
cause for criticism and induce mobbing behavior.
The more the injured person attempts to find recourse, the more

the mobbers create reasons why an issue cannot be resolved. Soon
they find enough reasons in the mobbees’ behaviors that prove them
right. Mutual accusations inflame the situation. When people are
unwilling to resolve core issues—and this is the case in a mobbing
situation—conflict escalation is an inevitable course of events. The
expulsion now becomes only a matter of time. 
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CONFLICT AND THE MOBBING PHASES

Conflict unresolved
First signs of mobbing may surface.

Individual feels upset, distressed, depressed. 
Physical health may be affected.

Mobbing begins.

Unsatisfactory Performance.
Mobbing intensifies.

Resignation / termination.

Conflict escalates: Mental / physical health more affected.
Intensified mobbing. 

Conflict continues. Illness precludes productive work.
Intense mobbing continues.

Conflict.



Understanding this process may help mobbees to act, conscious-
ly, on a number of choices. It is important that victims understand
their choices as early as possible. It might help them break the mob-
bing cycle before it breaks them. They might understand that they
need not be sucked into a destructive game. If they understand that
the issues will not get resolved, no matter what, and that they are not
at fault, perhaps they will not fall into despair.

A CLASH OF VALUES AND PERSONALITIES

When organizational objectives or values change, very invested and
dedicated individuals may no longer identify with the company. It is
difficult to compromise their values and beliefs. The more they
attempt to stand up for what they consider just and right, the more
the mobbing intensifies. What happens then is that they may be seen
as not being able to accept change. Not flexible. This often heard
accusation is true and false at the same time. Change as such is not
the problem. Different values are.

Catherine: It felt like the ideals and mission of the organiza-
tion were no longer important. The new CEO actually
never answered the question of where she wanted to go.
I had chosen to work for the organization because its
mission was in line with my beliefs. And what I saw
happening, I could not really support.

John, a dedicated dentist who worked in a state institu-
tion for mentally retarded persons: I had seen all 600
patients in the first six months. As I continued to see
everyone every six months,everybody was given some
type of treatment. By the end of three years I had 
developed dental care plans. This was the first time in
the institution’s history the patients received such 
thorough care. 

Later, all this lost its importance. Patients were really
not able to make any decisions, and the new philosophy
was that the patients were in fact responsible for their

Conflict Resolution

161



whole life. It was a severe disagreement with respect to
the treatment of patients, over the interpretation of the
federal laws. And that happened because the institution
was afraid of losing money. With the new mentality, less
attention was given to dental matters. Mentally retarded
patients do not brush their teeth. They can go for days
without brushing their teeth. It is something that needs
supervision. If a patient needed treatment on Friday,
they would not schedule him, but wait. And then on
Saturday, when he had an increased problem, that then
became my problem.

Catherine’s and John’s quotes illustrate a change in interpreting
the organization’s mission. For those who are highly aligned with the
organization and with their professional ethos, a drastic change may
signal “betrayal.” Their attempt to realign the organization with its
original goal or mission may be viewed as undermining change. A
clash of values becomes a triggering event.

A clash of personalities can also come about when individuals
are motivated by power hunger and ego needs. When organizational
goals are subjected to those personal needs, the organization and its
people are jeopardized. Employees who sense such insincerity may
then be eliminated through mobbing.

UNDERSTANDING CONFLICTS

We said earlier that in a mobbing situation, conflicts are not
resolved. Yet, to be able to break the mobbing cycle, it is helpful to
better understand the nature of conflicts and what conditions are
necessary for a constructive resolution.
Conflicts are a natural part of every relationship. We cannot

deny their existence. We can only accept and attempt to understand
them. Be guided by them. Deal with them.
All individuals perceive every situation from their own unique

perspective. Every human interaction, therefore, contains 
potential conflict.
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People are often bewildered and confused when conflict arises,
because they have not learned how to reconcile differences con-
structively. In a group, be it family, a workplace, or a community,
people attempt to minimize differences by focusing on an overall
goal, a legal framework, a common belief system, a “culture”  that
they share and that unifies them.
Managing and resolving conflicts are possible with open, honest,

and clear communication that follows a given process. The how-to-
resolve-conflict literature abounds and many companies and private
consultants offer training courses in this area. It is also encouraging
that all across the U.S., and increasingly abroad, programs teach stu-
dents from K-12th grade conflict management skills, including how
to deal with bullies and how not to assume bullying behaviors. In the
U.S., information on what is happening in any state can be obtained
through The Conflict Resolution Education Network (CREnet).2

As we said earlier, it does not really matter what the conflict is
about—procedures, a personality clash, control issues, different 
values, or change. What matters is, that basic psychological needs
have not been honored, such as recognition, appreciation, participa-
tion, respect, autonomy.
In Catherine’s case, it was not the fact that a new CEO took

over. It was not so much the particular changes in procedures that
were established that affected her sense of self. What she was 
deeply troubled by was that her responsibilities were curtailed and
she was excluded from participation in decisions. She needed to be
treated as a competent, self-directed, valuable and participating
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member of a team, and not as an incompetent individual that
required controlling. 

WAYS OF HANDLING CONFLICTS,
YOU HAVE CHOICES

Before approaching a person with whom one has a conflict, it is help-
ful to analyze and understand one’s own feelings and motives as
clearly as possible, as well as attempting to understand the other per-
son’s feelings and motives. Asking questions like: “Why do I feel this
way? What is it that I really want? Why am I so upset by this? Why
do the mobbers act the way they do?”  helps one not to be controlled
by one’s feelings  but to stand back and examine the situation.
It is a process that directs a person out of confusion onto a clear-

er path. This is a position of strength. Persons who find themselves
in a mobbing situation may need assistance from others to help them
analyze this more clearly. They may be too hurt and upset by the
attacks they have suffered to go through this process unguided.

There are five ways to handle a conflict: avoiding or living 
with it, giving in, imposing one’s way, compromising, and working
things out to everybody’s satisfaction. Which approach individuals
choose depends on different factors: their character and experiences;
how they have learned to deal with conflict; the particular 
circumstances; the type of conflict; its importance for the person; in
what way they relate to the other person, or how they predict the
other person will react.
It may be helpful to point out that, generally, men and women

have different resolution styles. Women, more often than not, want
to discuss the issues and work them out cooperatively. For men, con-
flict in itself becomes a competition. As we know now, from studies
done by John Gray and Deborah Tannen, men fear loss of status,
whereas women in a conflict often fear the loss of relationship. Not
dealing with conflicts directly, then, often stems from those particu-
lar fears.3

In any case, conflict resolution that honors all parties is only pos-
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sible if the individuals involved genuinely want to find solutions. In
a mobbing, people will resort to the power of their position, or to
their evil intent, to get things done their way, irrespective of the
employees’ wishes, possibilities, viewpoints, wants, or needs. Therein
lies the challenge for the injured party to realize that conflict resolu-
tion may not be possible. 

Catherine: I did not realize at the time that the disagreements
about my work assignments were not disagreements.
They actually were power plays and part of a plan to
force me out. Consequently, my attempts to have a 
constructive dialogue ended in despair. I did not 
understand. Not then. The only solution that I saw 
was to get out. As quickly as possible.

Would it have been a solution if Catherine had just subjected
herself to whatever her new boss wanted from her, by just giving in,
assuming an inferior role, not living up to her capabilities and her
strength? Perhaps, but the costs would have been compromising her
own ideals. Others, like Neil, are better able to shield themselves and
for a longer period of time.
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People, who have become mobbing targets cannot be saved 
from the painful experience of an emotionally unhealthy work 
environment. But they can be saved from the self-doubt that leads 
to depression and illness, or from feelings of revenge.
With that realization, they might have the strength to prepare

and seek employment elsewhere. It would mean leaving a work envi-
ronment that is detrimental to their health to work in a nourishing
environment that hopefully values and appreciates them.
When victims see the mobbing situation at their workplace for

what it is, they might gain strength from this insight. They can gain
some distance and muster their forces and strength to stick it out a
few more weeks or months while preparing for a transition. They can
gain inner strength and act on the conviction that they will find
another opportunity. It is always easier to find another job while still
on the job. They might need the help of family and friends and a
therapist. But they will understand that they worked in an unhealthy
environment, that it is not their fault, and that they need to find a
healthy one if they want to survive. 
In any event, what are your options when you find yourself 

in a mobbing environment? What can you do when no structural
avenues are open and no one seems to want to listen? Earlier we 
listed some options:

1. Stay on and hold on. Possible course of events:
Illness, prolonged sick leave, more conflicts, 
eventual forced resignation or termination. In severe
depression, suicide has been a choice as well.

2. Emotional, inner resignation. Emotional or inner 
resignation is a temporary, practical change of 
attitude, of distancing yourself from your personal
investment in the job. By directing emotional 
energies on activities outside of the job, such as 
hobbies, family, or other work you can gain distance,
perspective, and even joy.

3. Escape. Separation by resignation. Leaving 
the job and escaping to a different and healthy 
environment.
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4. Bring legal action as an attempt to gain financial
redress and justice.

In the course of events, you may choose more than one of these
options. Catherine escaped early on. Diana decided to leave and
bring legal action that ended in a settlement. Joan was discharged
but brought legal action that ended in settlement as well. Judy
escaped and found another job. Neil and Robert, as we saw in
Chapter 4, decided to hold on, because they felt strong enough and
had developed some survival mechanisms.

A postscript to Catherine’s story. Catherine’s boss, after one year,
was asked to resign. The reasons for the board’s decision have not
been made public.

POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS FOR ORGANIZATIONS

It is the culture of the organization that determines whether 
potential mobbing behavior has a chance to escalate or is being 
curtailed at any one point in the cycle. There are many different
ways of actually addressing a conflict when it arises. Any organiza-
tion or company, no matter how small or what it does, can have
mechanisms and policies in place that fit their specific culture. The
following structural strategies for conflict management can help to
halt mobbing early on or bring redress to the injured party.

1. Create an open door policy.

2. Create company procedures. A good example are the
conflict resolution procedures adopted by Saturn
Corporation, see Box.

3. Train selected employees, or better still, all 
employees, in conflict management and/or 
mediation.

4. Establish a mediation center within the organiza-
tion.4
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5. Contract with an outside mediator/ombudsperson on
a retainer basis, so confidentially can be maintained. 

6. Contract with a mediation center in your 
community.

7. Have a professional mediator on staff, just as 
companies also have lawyers or medical personnel
on staff. 

Generally, employees feel most valued and are more productive
if they can work cooperatively, in teams, as self-directed as possible,
where they feel trusted, where they can be honest, and where their
creativity is valued.

SATURN’S CONFLICT RESOLUTION PROCEDURES5

The philosophy and mission of Saturn and the roles and 
responsibilities of all concerned stress the need for decision 
making and problem solving at the most appropriate level of the
organization.

STEP 1

Should members encounter problems in the Work Unit relation-
ship, the Work Unit members will attempt to solve the problems,
with the assistance and cooperation of the Work Unit Counselor
and Operation Module Advisors (OMA), where appropriate. In
those rare instances where Work Unit problems cannot be resolved,
the matter will be referred to the next step.

STEP 2

The OMA will notify and discuss the issue with the member and
the Crew Coordinator or Skilled Trades Advisor. The Crew
Coordinator or Skilled Trades Advisors will seek resolution of the
issue, which will include informing and discussing the issue with
the Business Unit People Systems Advisor where appropriate.

If unresolved the issue shall be reduced to writing on a form with a
heading “Member Conflict Form” which will be signed by 
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the member and presented to the Business Unit People Systems
Advisor by the Crew Coordinator or Skilled Trades Advisor.
Thereafter, a meeting will be scheduled within seven working 
days between the Crew Coordinator or Skilled Trades Advisor and
the Business Unit Advisor, and the Business Unit People Systems
Advisor to stipulate the  agreed to facts, and seek resolution of 
the issue.

STEP 3

If unresolved within 14 working days of the agreed to statement of
facts, the issue will be reviewed in a meeting of all Advisors. The
consensus technique will be utilized in the effort to resolve the
issue. Minutes from the meeting will be issued within seven work-
ing days. If unresolved, an appeal must be made within seven work-
ing days, using a form supplied by Saturn, to the Vice President of
People Systems stating their desire to appeal the conflict. Both par-
ties will exchange statements within 14 working days from the date
of the appeal.

Any conflict not appealed by the Regional Director within 30 days
will be considered settled on the basis of the last answer. The
Conflict will then be reviewed at an appeal meeting by the Vice
President of People Systems for Saturn and the International
Union. If consensus resolution is not reached, Saturn and the
Union will exchange final statements within 14 working days fol-
lowing the meeting.

STEP 4

The issue may be appealed to an impartial Umpire if unresolved at
Step 3. The Regional Director or GM Department may submit an
appeal for the Umpire within 21 working days of the final exchange
of statements or the issue will be considered settled on the basis of
the last written answer. If appealed, the issue will be referred for
final and binding decision by the Umpire. The parties will share the
cost of the impartial Umpire on a 50/50 basis.

Note: Time limits can be extended by mutual agreement at any
step of the procedure.
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Chapter 7 Endnotes

1. Hall, 1991:55
2. CREnet, 1527 New Hampshire Avenue, NW, Washington 
DC 20036, Tel. 202-667-9700, FAX 202-667-8629,
<www.crenet.org>.

3. John Gray, Men are from Mars and Women are from Venus;
Deborah Tannen, You Just Don’t Understand; and Talking 
from 9-5.

4. There are several universities with a mediation center on
campus for staff, students and faculty.

5. Saturn Member Conflict Resolution Procedure, In: Guiding
Principles, pages 36-37. We slightly altered the text, mainly by
deleting company-specific abbreviations. We thank Saturn
Corporation for granting permission to reproduce these Conflict
Resolution Procedure.
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Mobbing and the Law*

When injuries result from worksite exposure to chemical sub-
stances, the offending institutions are compelled to introduce
remedies. When the injuries originate from toxic human
behavior, no less should occur.

—Harvey Hornstein
Brutal Bosses and Their Prey

In this Chapter we speak to mobbing victims about rights they have
in existing laws. We alert employers to these rights and urge them to
prohibit mobbing behavior in their organizations or risk legal action
and financial loss. And we appeal to lawmakers to develop new 
legislation—an anti-mobbing law—that will more explicitly cover
the abuses inflicted on victims of mobbing.

PRESENT RIGHTS AND STATUTES

We wish to emphasize that mobbing is a new cause of action, and a
need for anti-mobbing legislation is paramount, as has been long rec-
ognized in some European countries. Although “mobbing” per se is
not covered under present laws in any of the 50 U.S. states, there are
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laws that have been used successfully to argue the mobbing victim’s
case, particularly civil rights laws. The following discusses some
rights and statutes that may pertain to your case.

CIVIL RIGHTS LEGISLATION

Most American workers believe they have some protection as an
employee because of our country’s civil rights laws. However, nearly
all of us are unclear about the specifics of these laws. Beginning with
Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, it became “an unlawful
employment practice for an employer. . .to discharge any individual,
or otherwise to discriminate against any individual with respect to
his compensation, terms, conditions, or privileges of employment,
because of such individual’s race, color, religion, sex, or national 
origin.” 1

Later federal and state acts, including The Age Discrimination in
Employment Act of 1967, The Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973,
and The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, protected age, preg-
nancy, and disability. Although there is presently no explicit federal
statute protection for sexual orientation, several states include this
protection in their employment discrimination statutes. In Oncale v.
Sundowner (1998), the Supreme Court held that same-sex harass-
ment can be actionable under Title VII.

In the most recent legislation, The Civil Rights Act of 1991, major
changes were implemented that expanded existing federal anti-dis-
crimination laws and overruled previous court decisions that had
limited employees’ legal recourse.

Your particular mobbing complaint may fall under one of these
laws because of your protected status. For example, you believe you
have been mobbed because of your age. Since there is no specific 
legislation at this time regarding mobbing, you decide to file a claim
under the Civil Rights protection against age discrimination. In
order to proceed with your complaint, you will need to file a claim
with your state’s Civil Rights Commission and the Federal Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC). 
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Also, at this time you may decide to seek legal counsel. However
you proceed, make certain you follow the time frames allowed in the
Civil Rights laws or you may lose your opportunity to file a case. 

HOSTILE ENVIRONMENT

The Supreme Court has found that Title VII is not limited to 
economic or tangible discrimination but is also intended to protect
people from having to work in a hostile or abusive environment.
Title VII is violated when the workplace is permeated with intimi-
dation, ridicule, and insult which alter the conditions of the victim’s
employment. 

The claim of a “hostile environment” has often been used in the
context of sexual harassment and other Title VII cases. In mobbing
cases, however, a hostile workplace environment is often based on
general (nonsexual/nonracial) harassment. Because the mobbee
always experiences a hostile environment, as defined under Title VII,
we believe it is a strong argument in mobbing claims.

The Supreme Court further identified the following factors to 
be considered in determining a hostile environment:

1. Frequency of the conduct;

2. Its severity;

3. Whether it is physically threatening or humiliating
or a mere offensive utterance;    

4. Whether it unreasonably interferes with an
employee's work performance.2

We have previously noted these as prevalent in workplace 
mobbing.
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The Supreme Court also concluded:

1. This conduct must create an environment that is 
sufficiently severe or pervasive that a reasonable
person would find it hostile or abusive; and   

2. The victim subjectively perceives the environment
to be abusive.3

Whether used as an expanded interpretation of Title VII or a
new law, this clarification of what defines a hostile work environ-
ment should constitute clear protection for mobbing victims.

Voluntary Resignation or Constructive Discharge?

“Constructive discharge” occurs when an employer
intentionally renders working conditions so intolera-
ble that an employee is essentially forced to leave the
employment. . .The working conditions are deemed
intolerable if a reasonable employee would find them
to be so.4

To have a good cause for your defense, you must have “resigned,”
but be able to demonstrate that you were, in fact, “constructively 
discharged.” Some circuit courts of appeal have treated “constructive
discharge” as proof that the employee’s resignation was not really
voluntary.

Retaliatory Discharge—Protection to File a Claim 

If you assert a claim against your employer under Title VII and your
employer responds by terminating you, you may have a claim of retal-
iation. This protection should also extend to mobbing victims.

TORTS RELATING TO ACTS OF MOBBING

Torts are wrongful acts resulting in injury to another's person, property, or
reputation for which the injured party is entitled  to seek redress. The fol-
lowing torts may apply to mobbing victims.
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Intentional Infliction of Emotional Distress 

Because of the grave mental injury inflicted on mobbing victims, 
the tort of intentional infliction of emotional distress should offer a mob-
bing victim another basis for legal action. This argument 
must prove that the conduct was extreme, severe, enduring 
and/or outrageous.

Liability has been found only where the conduct
has been so outrageous in character, and so
extreme in degree, as to go beyond all possible
bounds of decency, and to be regarded as atrocious,
and utterly intolerable in a civilized community.

Generally, the case is one in which the recitation
of the facts to an average member of the commu-
nity would arouse his resentment against the actor,
and lead him to exclaim, “Outrageous!” 5

As seen from our interview partners and the mobbing literature,
victims suffer such severe distress, caused by cumulative outrageous
behaviors, that depression, panic attacks, and even strokes or heart
attacks are linked to workplace mobbing. 
Bennett et al., state: “Although severe emotional distress is often

accompanied by some physical and bodily harm, the rule is not 
limited to such cases. Where the conduct is sufficiently extreme and
outrageous, there may be liability for emotional distress alone.”6

However, Professor David Yamada cautions, “I wish to emphasize 
that many Intentional Infliction of Emotional Distress claims in
workplace settings lose because the courts find that the behavior in
question was not severe and outrageous. Some very serious instances
of mobbing/bullying go unpunished as a result.”
Yamada  continues, “Also, some courts have held that workers’

compensation provides the “exclusive remedy” for work-induced
stress. Therefore intentional infliction of emotional distress claims
may not be brought in such situations.” 7
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Defamation—Libel/Slander Statements

Defamation may have relevance in your mobbing case. Defamation
includes dissemination of false information to a third party, usually
other employees, clients or customers, or prospective employers,
which injures the person's reputation and questions his or her skills.
Written defamatory statements constitute libel, whereas oral

defamatory statements are slander. As an example, in 1991, Lutz v.
Royal Insurance Company, the court noted the following.

A false statement is defamatory if it exposes a person
to hatred, contempt or ridicule, or subjects him to a
loss of good will and confidence of others, or so harms
his reputation, as to deter others from associating
with him.8

Although you must provide proof that the libel or slander has no
merit in fact, some courts have found defamatory those statements
which merely imply incompetence or inability to perform.

THE AT-WILL DOCTRINE,
CONTRACTS, AND PUBLIC POLICY

Because most states are employment at-will states, often cited is the
employer’s right to terminate an employee at will. Employees, and many
employers, interpret this to mean the employee can be terminated
for no cause.
However, all employment is an agreement or contract between

the employer and the employee and there are certain rights you do
have, regardless of the at-will doctrine or whether or not you have a
written contract.
A written agreement that sets down the terms of employment is

usually considered preferable. However, you may have only an oral
agreement, or even unstated assumptions, based on one or more con-
versations with your employer, that state you can only be terminated
for “just cause.”
In a few cases, employees may have rights under one of 

the following.
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1. Express contract limitations. This is an expressed
(written) agreement that alters the terms of the 
at-will relationship by laying out in writing your 
specific agreement.

2. Implied-in-fact contract limitations. An example is an
employer's promise not to fire an employee except
for just cause. This is often found in the 
policy manual.

3. Implied-in-law contract limitations. An example is
the implied covenant of “good faith and fair 
dealing,” which imposes upon both parties to the
contract “that neither do anything that might have
the effect of destroying or injuring the” right of  the
other to receive the fruits of the contract.9

Employment-At-Will  Rule

The at-will rule is more than 100 years old and was originally 
written by the Tennessee Supreme Court in Payne v. Western Atlantic
R.R. as the following:

Men must be left, without interference, to buy and
sell where they please, and to discharge or retain
employees at will for good cause or for no cause, or
even for bad cause without thereby being guilty of an
unlawful act per se. It is a right which an employee
may exercise in the same way, to the same extent, for
the same cause or want of cause as the employer.10

However, in recent court decisions the rule is often stated:

Unless an employment contract expressly specifies a
term of employment, an employer may discharge an
employee for a good cause, a bad cause, or no cause at all,
that is not contrary to law.

That is not contrary to law recognizes that exceptions, as 
well as state or federal anti-discrimination laws, may prohibit certain
reasons for dismissal regardless of at-will  employment.11
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Wrongful Discharge in Violation of Public Policy

The most widely recognized exception to at-will employment 
is wrongful discharge in violation of public policy. This generally 
prohibits two kinds of terminations—abusive and retaliatory. 
Abusive discharge is motivated by the employer’s animus 

(hostility, strong hatred) towards the employee because of the
employee's status or knowledge. A court ruled abusive discharge
where the employee's termination “was motivated solely by [the
employer's] desire. . .to conceal improprieties and illegal activities
which plaintiff might have disclosed.”  This cause of action was based
on the employee's knowledge of the employer's improprieties.
Another case recognized as “abusive discharge in violation of

public policy” was where the employer's motivation was the employ-
ee’s status—race, color, religion, marital status, etc.

Retaliatory discharge is motivated by the employee’s conduct. In
such cases, an employee has been discharged because s/he:

a. Refused to commit an illegal act, such as perjury;

b. Performed a public duty or obligation, such as 
serving on a jury;

c. Exercised a legal right or privilege, such as filing a
workers’ compensation claim;

d. Reported the misconduct of an employer or 
co-employee—“whistle-blowing.”

In the court case of Thompto v. Coborn’s Incorporated, Nov. 23,
1994, the former employee sued her employer for discrimination,
breach of contract, and tortuous conduct, based upon the termina-
tion of her employment. When the former employer moved for a
summary judgment, the judge ruled:

1. Iowa public policy precluded the termination of the
employee for inquiring about cancer insurance 
coverage and requesting information for why 
coverage was not available;

2. Iowa public policy precluded termination of 
employee for threatening to consult with attorney to
obtain such coverage or explanation;
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3. Employer’s conduct was sufficiently outrageous to
support claim for intentional infliction of emotional
distress;

4. Qualified privilege enjoyed by employer with regard
to defamation claim extended to self-publication 
by employee.12

It is important to note that in some jurisdictions, the employee's
at-will status may heighten the required outrageousness. In other
courts, the focus may shift from the reasons for discharge to the 
manner in which the discharge was carried out. This may be espcial-
ly relevant to arguing mobbing cases.

WORKERS’ COMPENSATION

NONTRAUMATIC MENTAL INJURIES

MENTAL-MENTAL

Another cause for action for victims of mobbing may fall under 
mental injury suffered on the job. Several states including Arizona,
California, Iowa, Wisconsin, and Wyoming have enacted rules and
regulations that acknowledge the mental injury that workers can suf-
fer on the job as a result of mental stimuli or stress. These types of
injuries are called nontraumatic mental injuries and are referred to as
mental-mental injury. 
Legislatures in those states have passed laws stating that mental

illness, with no accompanying physical ailment, such as a 
back injury, may be considered for compensation as a cumulative
effect caused by work-related stress. Through workers’ compensation
insurance, such injuries can be compensated and damage claimed.
An example of this is the Francis C. Dunlavey case. This case

became noteworthy when Francis Dunlavey was awarded a workers'
compensation claim in 1996 based on a decision by the Iowa
Supreme Court. 
The court ruled that Dunlavey should receive compensation for

a mental-mental injury. All of the physicians giving an opinion in this-
case agreed that the claimant's work environment was the major
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cause of his depression. Under previous Workers’ Compensation
claims, employees have been awarded compensation for mental ill-
ness only when a result of the physical injury on the job.
This is the first case in Iowa which established that mental-men-

tal injury is compensable if, after proving medical causation, the
employee establishes that mental injury was caused by work stress 
of greater magnitude than day-to-day mental stresses experienced 
by other workers employed in same or similar jobs, regardless 
of employer.14 

WORKPLACE PROTECTION STATUTES

OCCUPATIONAL SAFETY

AND HEALTH ACT—OSHA

Although occupational safety and health regulations do not 
expressly include psychological and emotional safety, the statutes
that regulate workplace safety can be interpreted as an intent by 
legislatures to protect employees from any type of injury or 
victimization. 
For this reason, we believe that mobbing should be covered by

workplace safety rules and regulations, particularly pertaining to 
preventive measures in the context of occupational safety and
health. We propose that anti-mobbing rules should be included in
future OSHA regulations, as has been realized in other countries,
particularly in Sweden.
At present, a specific OSHA standard has not been adopted 

covering psychological or emotional hazards in the workplace.
However, the “general duty clause” contained in Iowa Code Section
88.4, allows OSHA to cite and penalize for workplace health and
safety hazards that are not covered by a specific OSHA standard, but
only if they cause or are likely to cause physical harm.
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PROCEDURAL CONSIDERATIONS

Timing—When Should You File Your Claim?

Presently, the time limits for bringing discrimination claims are very
short, often as little as six months or 180 days after the last act of
harassment or discrimination. If you miss the deadline, even by one
day, your claim is dismissed. Therefore, it is important to discuss your
legal concerns with a qualified attorney or the appropriate civil rights
enforcement agency, such as the EEOC, as soon as possible.

Individual Liability  vs  Employer Liability

Whom should you file a claim against, the individuals who are
involved in the mobbing, or the organization?  Under Title VII, the
majority of discrimination cases that have been appealed have found
that individual employees cannot be held liable. 
Employers have been held responsible for acts of individuals who

serve in a supervisory position and exercise significant control over
hiring, firing, or conditions of employment. Other issues considered
have included whether the employer provided reasonable avenues
for complaint, and whether the employer knew of the conduct but
did nothing about it.
Because of this, the claim is usually filed against the employer.

Payment of Damages 

The humiliation, wounded pride, anger, hurt, frustration, discomfort,
and mental anguish caused by mobbing should be considered 
emotional harm that justifies, by standards of fairness, emotional 
distress payments. An amount of compensatory and punitive 
damages for the emotional pain and future financial losses should be
established.
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APPEAL TO LAWMAKERS

. . . all of the weapons in the federal statutory arsenal should
be viewed . . . as examples of Congress’s concerted effort to
protect employees from all forms of workplace abuse. 

—Mark Bennett, Donald Polden, Howard Rubin 
Employment Relationships:Law and Practice

Mobbing as emotional assault in the American workplace
has not yet been recognized as a separate cause of action.
Consequently, there are no laws that explicitly deal with
this type of injury.

Victims of mobbing are insufficiently protected, even
though mobbing cases could be  dealt with under a number
of different legal arguments, especially under “protected sta-
tus” where applicable. However, since mobbing can happen
to anyone, individuals should not need to be identified as
members of a specific class to receive protection. 

We, therefore, urge lawmakers, because of the preva-
lence of workplace mobbing and its traumatic nature, to
consider new legislation that:

1. Specifies the circumstances of mobbing; 

2. Recognizes the grave emotional and physical 
illnesses that ensue;

3. Serves as a preventive instrument; and

4. Constitutes a better protection for potential victims.

New content needs to be developed to shape legal concepts
that protect victims and compensates the harm inflicted 
on them.
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THOUGHTS FROM ONE REVIEWER

Your book stimulated my memory as I absorbed it over the past few
days. Since I have personal experience with mobbing, I approached the
material from several perspectives.

First, I read as a manager and executive where I reviewed my own
behavior when I was in those positions. I asked myself, “Did I partic-
ipate in the activity of mobbing? Did I support this kind of behavior in
others? Did I intervene if and when I observed it?”

I determined that I did not participate nor support mobbing. I did
not observe mobbing within my realm. At the same time realizing that
I have shared a human tendency to “build a case” against an idea or
even a person to support my choices, I see that in myself and others as
a means of self-protection. I have felt that way and may not have acted
that way.

Second, as an individual who experienced mobbing early in my
career as a supervisor, this information was helpful for me to see what
was occurring at that time. It is a very distant memory now. However,
more recently I was mobbed as an independent consultant. I have a
sense of completeness about this latest event because I made responsi-
ble choices for myself in concluding those relationships. This was not a
pleasant experience. It gave me the opportunity to know, without a
doubt, narcissistic personality disorder.

Third, as a sister, I have watched a brother agonize over impossi-
ble mobbing on the job. Losing status, demeaned by unannounced
work schedule changes, ridiculed by supervisors and managers in front
of co-workers, blamed for events that did not occur on his shift, etc.
Yet, he stays. Why? He loves the work, he fears being too old to secure
a job of comparable salary and benefits, and staying has become a cru-
sade of honor, even if it hurts.

Fourth, as a child, I was shamed by mobbing behaviors towards
me within my family. I recognized the experiences of your interview
partners as equivalent to much of what I repeatedly faced in 
my youth.1



Acting on Awareness
..there will be no meaningful change in either the occurrence
or consequence of abuse unless the structure of the workplace
is reformed according to a new social compact, one that
encourages cooperation, justice, and a heightened and broad-
ened sense of community.

—Harvey Hornstein
Brutal Bosses and Their Prey

We must work to uncover and reverse the atrocities, one per-
son, one company, and one law at a time.

—Gary and Ruth Namie
BullyProof Yourself at Work

We emphasized throughout this book that mobbing is essentially a
group phenomenon. Yet, to act responsibly, individuals need to
strengthen their own awareness of the nature and consequences of
the mobbing syndrome and understand the role they may play in per-
petuating it. This requires personal vigilance not to be caught in a
collective craze. On the opposite page is an example of such careful
self-examination.
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In the preceding chapters we analyzed the mobbing syndrome
and discussed what it is and why it occurs. We described how 
emotional assaults affect the victimized person, what friends and
family can do, what happens in organizations and what precautions
can be taken. In this chapter we ask, How does mobbing affect our
society as a whole? How can we all—as members of a civil society—
help prevent mobbing? The impact on one individual has a negative
ripple effect on families, the organization, communities, and the
wider society. 

Earlier we pointed out the link that exists between mobbing and
the tension it causes in personal relationships, sometimes even 
ending in separation or divorce, not to speak of the harm this causes
to children. It creates emotional hardship for everyone involved. 

Communities lose the creativity and productivity of the mobbed
person who for months and years may be mentally occupied with past
events on the job and not free to contribute to society in as 
meaningful a way as s/he did previously. When mobbing occurs,
everyone pays.

The social and economic impact of the mobbing syndrome has
yet to be measured in quantitative terms in the United States. There
is no research to substantiate these costs. Yet, the Bureau of National
Affairs estimated  in 1990 that five to six billion dollars annually is
lost by real or perceived abuse at the workplace.2

To protect the Swedish national budget from heavy financial
burdens caused by mobbing, the Vocational Rehabilitation Act went
into effect in 1994. This law states that employers are obliged to pres-
ent a vocational rehabilitation plan to the Social Insurance Office as
soon as an employee has been on sick leave one month, or ten times
within a twelve-month period. The purpose of this enactment is to
transfer costs for rehabilitation to the origin: the workplace where
the mobbing—the emotional injury—occurred.3

Other  data from Sweden indicate that highly abused employees
tend to request early retirement.4
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Leymann estimated that some 15% of all suicides in Sweden
could be attributed to workplace mobbing.5 Although this is some-
what uncertain, as actual data are almost impossible to come by,
other researchers have confirmed, that almost half of the victims in
their surveys have contemplated suicide.6

Currently there are more than 30,000 suicides annually in the
U.S., about 12 per 100,000 persons, or 1 suicide every 17 minutes. If
we used the conservative Swedish percentage of 10% of all suicides
attributable to workplace issues, there would be some 3,000 suicides
in the U.S. directly linked to the workplace.7

As far as workplace homicide is concerned, employers and
employees are killed every year because of arguments over money,
property, or other reasons. Every so often, the media inform us 
of workplace shootings by disgruntled employees, but there is rarely
a report that identifies the deeper background of these tragedies. 8

The following table is a partial list of the psychosocial impact
and social costs of mobbing and of the actual financial costs that
ensue to the individuals, their families and communities.
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Mobbing

Impact on

INDIVIDUALS

FAMILIES

ORGANIZATIONS

SOCIETY/
COMMUNITY

Psychosocial Costs

• Stress
• Emotional illness
• Physical illness
• Accidents
• Disability
• Isolation
• Pain of separation 
• Loss of job-identity
• Loss of friendships
• Suicide/homicide

• The pain of feeling helpless
• Confusion and conflicts 
• Pain of separation 

and/or divorce
• Impact on children
• The costs of separation or

divorce

• Dissent
• Diseased corporate culture
• Poor morale
• Curtailed creativity

• Unhappy members
of society

• Political apathy

Financial Costs

• Over the counter medication 
• Therapy
• Doctor bills
• Hospital bills
• Cost of Accidents
• Insurance premiums
• Lawyer bills
• Unemployment
• Underemployment
• Job Search
• Relocation

• Loss of family income
• The costs of separation 
or divorce

• Therapy

• Increased use  of sick leave
• Costs of higher turnover
• Lowered productivity
• Lowered quality work
• Loss of expertise
• Workers’ compensation 
payments

• Unemployment costs
• Legal/settlement costs
• Early retirement
• Increased personnel 
management  costs

• Health care costs
• Insurance costs
• Loss of taxes due to un- or
underemployment

• Increased demands on public
assistance programs  

• Increased demands on com-
munity mental  health programs 

• Increased demands on disability

PSYCHOSOCIAL AND FINANCIAL COSTS



Various segments of society can play important roles in helping
to prevent mobbing. In the following we address what researchers,
the media, the health care industry, help-hotlines, employee assis-
tance programs, insurance agencies, unions, state and federal agen-
cies, educators, organizational consultants, the legal community can
do in unison to prevent mobbing from occurring.

RESEARCH

BUILDING A FOUNDATION FOR ACTION

The research on mobbing and bullying was initiated in Scandinavia,
from where it moved into other European countries. As yet, very lit-
tle research on the extent, nature, and costs of mobbing in the work-
place has been undertaken in the U.S. Researchers in healthcare,
economics, organizational psychology and development, etc., should
add important data for proposed action in this country.9

THE MEDIA—BUILDING AWARENESS

Change is also fostered by public awareness, and the media are
instrumental for creating awareness. Journalists can alert people to
the existence of the mobbing syndrome. They can initiate public
debate and education.

If you experienced a mobbing situation, you might want to 
consider sending your story to a newspaper or to a business publica-
tion together with a reference to this book. If you know of someone
else experiencing what appears to be mobbing, you might want 
to encourage them to do the same. You will have to weigh the pros
and cons of such a step quite carefully, so as not to create more 
personal harm.  However, the more stories are told, the greater the
momentum for change.
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HEALTH CARE SERVICE—A KEY

Nurses, doctors, and therapists have a crucial role to play. Everyday
they deal with people coming to them with stress-related illnesses.
As we have stated throughout this book, people who work in a mob-
bing environment over long periods of time can become very ill.
Treating the stress-related illness itself may not be sufficient.

We recommend that healthcare professionals do the following:

1. Find out what is going on at work and whether the
cause of the patient’s symptoms might indeed come
from workplace mobbing.

2. Educate yourself and train colleagues to understand
the mobbing syndrome so that they can recognize
the cause of the symptoms and can give appropriate
advice.

3. Help patients understand the mobbing syndrome.

4. Apply post-traumatic stress treatment protocols to
victims of workplace mobbing.

HELP-HOTLINES IN THE COMMUNITY

FIRST RESPONDERS

Many communities have 24-hour help-hotlines usually operated by
social service agencies. In many instances they are staffed by well-
trained volunteers. It is essential to further train them about the
mobbing syndrome so that they can better understand and give
appropriate advice and make referrals.

EMPLOYEE ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS (EAP’S)
A CRUCIAL ROLE AND A WORD OF CAUTION

Employee Assistance Program (EAP) professionals are often the first
to whom an employee with psychosocial problems turns or is
referred. They play a crucial role in identifying the cause of the men-
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tal health problem and can therefore act quickly and appropriately.
Many EAP professionals are especially trained in behavioral 
risk management. It is therefore indispensable that they become
aware of  the consequences of mobbing at the workplace as a 
possible high risk factor for behavioral problems and for the person’s
feelings of distress, depression, and possibly for their suicidal
thoughts. Only by understanding the workplace environment can
they offer appropriate help.

Because of their connection to the employer, they may also be 
in a good position to alert management to what is actually going on
in any given organization. However, if management is involved in
the mobbing, this becomes a major predicament. EAP professionals
protect the rights of the client and thus they should maintain strict 
confidentiality. However, not all employers endorse the same level of 
confidentiality. As a client of an EAP, you should ask for a written
explanation of your employer’s policy regarding confidentiality.10

You might want to be cautious for another reason also. Wyatt
and Hare, in their book Work Abuse, express a warning in requesting
the help of EAP professionals as “they are paid to operate from the 
presupposition that any conflict is your fault, owing to a personal
problem you are having or a personality characteristic that you need
to change. They will not look at the system in which you work
because they do not have permission (or perhaps knowledge) to deal
with it.” 11

HEALTH INSURANCE COMPANIES

SOUNDING THE ALARM

Mobbing increases the need for health care. Insurance companies
might be alerted to workplace mobbing if increased claims are filed
from employees of a particular company or from a particular division
within a company. 

Behavioral Risk Assessments are a matter of course for insurance
agencies to determine premiums. Merely the threat of review 
may cause organizations to take greater preventive measures against
mobbing.
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Insurance agencies might also wish to develop informational
materials on mobbing for employees as well for the employer to
direct greater attention to this problem with the hope of reducing
their cost.

UNIONS—ANOTHER KEY

Where unions exist today, they too are indispensable in bringing
about positive change. When workers bring complaints that 
cannot easily be categorized as sexual harassment or discrimination,
representatives should be made aware that it could be caused by
mobbing. If  you are a unionized employee, make sure that you 
contact your representative and let them know what is going on.
Specifically, union representatives can:

1. Investigate workplace mobbing. 

2. Help establish conflict resolution/mediation teams to
work with the employer on behalf of the individual
employee experiencing a mobbing situation. 

3. Make responses to mobbing a necessary part of the
contract.

4. Lobby for changes to employment laws to include
recourse for an unhealthy psychological environment
including mobbing as another form of harassment.

STATE AND FEDERAL WORKFORCE AGENCIES

ENFORCING LAWS

At the state level, the Labor Commissioner’s task is to safeguard
adherence to the labor laws and ensure job safety based on OSHA
(Occupational Safety and Health Act) rules and regulations. The
focus of OSHA laws has been the protection of the physical safety of
employees. Workplace safety, however, requires also protection from
emotional injury.
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A person who has been mobbed, and as a consequence has 
suffered mental-mental injuries, a mental injury caused by mental
trauma, can submit a complaint to the state Industrial Commissioner
for investigation. 

The State Civil Rights Commission investigates complaints
based on discrimination under Title VII laws. When a complaint has
substance but cannot be readily identified as discrimination, it might
very well be a mobbing case. Consequently, the case may be referred
to the state Industrial Commission.12

EDUCATORS—TEACHING RESPECTFUL

CONDUCT AND CONFLICT RESOLUTION

Educators prepare the next generation of the workforce. In thou-
sands of school districts across the U.S., educators in state agencies
and private organizations have worked together over the past
decades to bring conflict resolution skills into schools. Hundreds of
thousands of students in the K-12 system have learned skills that
help them deal with conflict constructively. They learn to deal with
their anger to avert violence, to listen, to respect others’ opinions, to
adhere to a dialogue process, and to ask for help when they cannot
work things out by themselves. They learn that there often are mul-
tiple truths. These are important skills essential in dealing with mob-
bing(should they ever be involved in the dynamics of mobbing in
their future workplaces. The U.S. is leading in these endeavors
worldwide.13

Programs are also introduced in many schools that deal quite
specifically with bullying behavior. Students are taught how to 
deal with bullies and how bullies can be helped to transform their
behaviors. An example for such a program is the No-Bullying Program
developed by Beverly Title and Lana D. Leonard from Teaching
Peace.14

These endeavors must continue and be increased because 
they build an indispensable foundation for our youth to be better
able to deal with conflicts at the workplace, at home, and in their
communities, including those that occur in mobbing.

Acting on Awareness

195



ORGANIZATIONAL CONSULTANTS AND

TRAINERS—AT THE FOREFRONT

Nobody has quite as much insight into the core of an organization as
organizational consultants. They can assume a great responsibility in
spotting weak points in a structure that would allow for mobbing 
to occur. It is therefore of considerable importance that they under-
stand the mobbing syndrome thoroughly and do not mistake it as a
manifestation of simply difficult people.

And what about the role of trainers? In the context of mobbing,
their work in alerting organizations to the syndrome and help in 
preventing it is crucial. They can carve out a whole new training
field. These are some of the workshop, seminar and training topics 
that could be offered: 

� How to Prevent Mobbing at the Workplace
� How to Deal with Mobbing
� Don’t Succumb to Mobbing—Maintain Your

Identity and Self-worth
� What Management Needs to Know about

Mobbing
� Mobbing and the Law

LEGAL COMMUNITY—BEING BETTER PREPARED

Lawyers have a crucial role to play in the defense of mobbing victims.
How many individuals come to them with a request for representa-
tion for a civil rights suit when, in fact, it is a mobbing case? How can
they, based on the presently existing law, make a case for mobbing?

Legislators can begin to develop new laws or expand the existing
laws to better deal with the reality of work abuse. Ideas the legal
community may wish to consider:

1. Research how current laws can be interpreted to
assist individuals subjected to mobbing in the 
workplace. 
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2. Assist in setting up a branch of legal aid, perhaps in
cooperation with state job service and unemploy-
ment professionals to provide assistance with legal
recourse to those victimized by mobbing, either with
educational information involving recourse or with
representation. 

3. Make recommendations through the State Bar
Associations to address mobbing issues, both with
changes in existing laws and with reference material
for attorneys representing employees victimized by
mobbing.  

4. Publish case stories in law journals.

5. Organize continuing education classes on the sub-
ject. 

6. Invite victims of mobbing to speak at meetings and
conferences.

7. Develop informational materials for state agencies
such as the Labor or the Industrial Commissions.

As an example, we refer again to what occurred in Scandinavia
as a result of increased awareness of mobbing. Sweden, Finland, and
Norway now legally recognize the employee’s right to both a physi-
cally and a mentally healthy work environment. The Swedish
National Board of Occupational Safety and Health has approved
three statutes to enforce this legislation, one of them especially
regarding mobbing.  One obligates the employer to internal control
of the work environment on a regular basis in order to be able to take
measures at an early stage. Another enforces direct interventions if
mobbing occurs at the workplace. A third ordinance enforces the
employer’s responsibility for vocational rehabilitation once an
employee has been on sick leave very often during one year or has
been on sick leave for at least one month.15

In summary, it is our belief that the costs of mobbing must and
can be considerably reduced with a concerted effort by all of us.
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Chapter 9 Endnotes

1. Quoted with permission from a personal communication by
Marie Lynette Hanthorn, November, 1998. M.L. Hanthorn is
co-founder of Visibiliti, a communications and publishing com-
pany in Tuscon, AZ.

2. As quoted in C. Brady Wilson’s article U.S. Businesses Suffer
from Workplace Trauma. In:Personnel Journal,  July 1991.

3. The Swedish Occupational Safety Ordinance, 1994.
4. In 1991 as much as approximately 25% of the work force above

the age of 55 were retired early. Between 20% and 40% of the
yearly number of early retirements was caused by poor psychoso-
cial environments. Approximately every third to fifth early
retiree in this age group had suffered from extensive mobbing.
Quoted from Leymann’s The Mobbing Encyclopedia; Bullying;
Whistle-blowing. File 15100e on the Internet and based on per-
sonal discussions by Leymann with officials from the Swedish
National Board of Social Insurance, 1993.

5. Leymann, 1998.
6. Quoted in Hoel et. al., 1999:204.
7. American Association of Suicidology, Washington, DC 20008,

Tel. (202) 237-2280; <www.cyberpsych.org>.
8. It is almost impossible to accurately identify murder directly

attributable to workplace issues from the federally available mur-
der statistics as provided from the Department of Justice, Federal
Bureau of Investigations, National Criminal Justice Reference
Service, Tel. 304/625-5394.

9. See Loraleigh Keashly’s article “Emotional Abuse in the
Workplace: Conceptual and Empirical Issues” that summarizes
the major research in the U.S. and Canada with respect to the
definition and conceptualization of emotional abuse at the work-
place. Keashly, 1998. See also Hoel et.al., 1999.

10. Quoted from Confidentiality Brochure, printed in the EAP
Association Exchange, May/June 1996.

11. Wyatt and Hare, 1997:262.
12. The names of Industrial and Labor Commissions vary from state

to state.
13. The Conflict Resolution in Education Network, CREnet, 

supports and advocates for the teaching and modeling of conflict
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resolution skills in every educational setting. For more informa-
tion you may wish to contact: CREnet, 1527 New Hampshire
Avenue, NW, Washington, DC 20036. Tel 202-667-9700, Fax
202-667-8629; e-mail: nidr@crenet.org

14. Title, Beverly, 1995.
15. Swedish National Board of Occupational Safety and Health,

AFS, 1992; 1993:17; AFS 1994:1. These ordinances and statutes
can be obtained at: Swedish National Board of Occupational
Safety and Health, S-17184 Solna, Sweden. Publishing Services,
Fax + 46-8-7309817. 
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Creating a Civilized
Work Culture

Tacit rules of behavior exist to regulate interpersonal relations
and help define civility and fairness. Although the precise rules
vary across the spectrum of world communities, their function
is the same everywhere: They protect people in social encoun-
ters from damaging insults and personal harm.

—Harvey Hornstein
Brutal Bosses and Their Prey

The purpose of our existence is to help other human beings. 
If we cannot do that, the least we can do is not to hurt them.

—The  Dalai  Lama

Taking a historic perspective, we must acknowledge that the culture
of work in Western Civilization, and in the U.S. specifically, has
developed in a phenomenal way. In the past 150 years, we have
moved from acceptance of slavery to laws that protect employees and
to companies that provide benefits.

Yet, today, this is not sufficient. The culture of work today also
means creating a nourishing environment.

�  EPILOGUE �

�  
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In such a workplace, leaders empower, affirm and appreciate
their co-workers. They encourage creativity, cooperation, team-
work, trust, problem solving, open and honest communications, and 
conflict management. They provide employees with personal 
development opportunities and create an emotionally healthy and
psychologically safe workplace. Employees, in such a workplace, 
participate in decision making, feel appreciated, and have a sense 
of belonging.

Companies that do just that do thrive. This is widely recognized,
researched, and has been proven to be quite profitable.

This is without a doubt an important indication of how the work
culture can become a reflection of a civil society, a society in which
all people are valued and are treated with respect. All human beings
are entitled to be treated in a respectful and helpful way to ensure
their dignity. This is what is called civility. In such an environment
mobbing is very unlikely to happen and if it does it will be 
stopped before it spreads. In such an environment individuals are not
sacrificed for the greater good or for the greater good of only a few.

It is our belief that once mobbing awareness is raised, people will
not be willing to accept demeaning behaviors as a normal part of any
job. Employees will expect fair, just, and respectful treatment. Just as
employees have come to expect benefit plans, a workplace respectful
of diversity and free of sexual harassment, so they will demand a
mobbing-free environment.

It is hoped that mobbing will be considered severe misconduct 
in the same way as assault, sexual harassment and discrimination,
negligence, theft, and the  sale and use of drugs have become a 
matter of the law to which individuals are held accountable.

Our exploration into workplace mobbing has also opened our
own eyes to mobbing in other contexts as well. We believe that mob-
bing also happens in families, communities, in tightly knit organiza-
tions, and in politics. What is the difference in essence if a person is 
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humiliated, ostracized, and forced out of a workplace to mobbing in
these other contexts? Although circumstances are different, mobbing
behaviors impact victims in a similarly destructive way as workplace
mobbing, behaviors that produce great pain and distress, illness, 
misery, and social costs. Vigilance is required to safeguard human dig-
nity, integrity, and creativity no matter what the context of human
interactions is.

We hope that through awareness building, good education, 
and early warning, people who are caught up in the dynamics of
mobbing—as perpetrators or as victims—will understand what is
happening. Hopefully they will be able to acknowledge their own
role in bringing about change.

If we can outlaw discrimination, we can also outlaw mobbing.
Developing civility in the workplace will impact civility in society.

�  
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