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Upward bullying is like an infection in 
the organisation. It spreads from one 

person to another, and the 
consequences can be devastating. 

Gary Namie 
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14% of all workplace bullying in the US is Upward Bullying, 
according to research by the Workplace Bullying Institute 

70% and 75% of employees witness or experience Upward Bullying, as 
reported by Sandra Rosner  (2018), and Sara Branch et al (2006) 

9 different papers and articles show serious impact on victims 
including: 

62% of managers had experienced Upward Bullying  
in Branch et al’s study for Griffith University (2006).  

Biopsychosocial impacts including stress, anxiety and reputational 
damage 

Withdrawing and isolating themselves within the work 
environment 

Noticeable behaviour changes, including substance abuse, odd 
working hours and increased absenteeism 

Long term mental health and trauma related issues 

  



 

Upward Bullying starts with the individual perpetrator, but they slowly build a 
mob of colleagues and coerce them into bullying behaviour – sometimes 
unknowingly. 

They are like a conductor working toward building an orchestra. They start off 
with a small band, and overtime attract more players until they have a full-sized 
orchestra.  

Like a conductor, the perpetrator tells the mob what to do and when. They 
orchestrate their behaviour. The more they get away with, the more confident 
they are. 

 

The bullying becomes toxic. Threats are made, and 
the risk of violence and criminal behaviour is real. 

It’s the act of a subordinate staff member inflicting intentional or unintentional 
bullying behaviours toward their manager. 
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Upward Bullying is a form of 
Subordinate Retaliation. 
 

Upward Bullying begins with passive aggressive in nature.   Aspects of Upward 
Bullying behaviour include: 

Refusing to accept work assignments 

Refusing to complete work 

Missing work 

Showing up late 

Refusing to attend meetings 

Not meeting deadlines 

Spreading professionally damaging rumours 

Withholding information 

Making false claims of persecution to avoid disciplinary action 

Sabotaging the manager. 

  

  



What makes a manager or team leader a target for 
Upward Bullying? 
 

There are multiple things that can make a manager a target for a subordinate.  They 
can include: 

• Unresolved disputes between the target and bully 

• Target showing vulnerability 

• Target is a new manager 

• Bully resents a lack of promotion or career progression 

• Taking over a work group where bullying existed beforehand 

• Target is highly dependent on the bully’s information/skill 

• Working in isolation – location or shift pattern 

• Bully is jealous of or resents target 

• Bully is chained to their job and cannot leave 

• Bully disgruntled with change. 
 

 
 

Upward bullying thrives when organisations struggle 
to respond to change.   
 

I have spoken with dozens of Upward Bullying targets and the trends they reported 
are: 

• Staff report feeling ‘left out of the loop’ or ‘in the dark’ when changes occur 

• Communication breaks down and people are often provided with conflicting 
information 

• Staff and management feel ‘out of control’ with the situation and challenges 
they face 

• Absence of a clearly defined strategic plan from the Executive level 

• Inadequate frameworks, systems and processes across the human resource 
function 

• Lack of structured support for the transition to remote or hybrid work. 
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Upward Bullying is insidious and malicious.   
Its impact builds over time. 

Level 1: The bullying begins with subordinate showing clear disrespect to their manager. They refuse to show 
up to work or meetings on time, they might refuse to do some work. The victim starts to lack self-esteem. 
Right now, the manager and subordinate are invisible to the wider leadership team, but there is a small 
impact on productivity.  

Level 2: The subordinate begins to deliberately sabotage the manager. They deliberately underperform, miss 
deadlines, spread rumours, and withhold important information. The victim starts to doubt themselves and 
question themselves and their ability. From the outside, colleagues and senior leaders notice something’s 
going but aren’t sure what. That’s because productivity and performance has now dropped by 25%.  

Level 3: The subordinate builds their mob. They are more relentless in their bullying and pursuit of the 
manager. They manipulate other people into bullying behaviours. The victim’s mental health is more severely 
impacted. They are anxious and struggle to cope. Often at this point the wider organisation perceives that the 
manager has lost control, and the team are out of control. Performance is well down; productivity has halved.  

Level 4: The bullying escalates to direct threats against the manager. They are often destructive and violent 
threats, accompanied by making false claims against them to HR and senior leaders. The victim is severely 
depressed and stressed. Their mental and physical health are badly impacted. The clear people issues and 
complaints create a wider perception that the manager is incompetent. The team or department are barely 
functioning, productivity has nosedived another 25%.  

Level 5: This final level sees threats carried out. Bullying becomes physical. The victim is now suicidal and 
deeply unwell.  Finally, the wider team and senior leaders see that the manager is the victim, but it’s too late.  
The team is destroyed. The manager is not well enough to return to work, resulting in a WorkCover claim or a 
resignation (or both). The perpetrator and their mob are disciplined and at this level have likely committed 
gross misconduct, resulting in their termination. 
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Three simple steps can end  
Upward Bullying… 

Education and understanding of the many ways 
perpetrators Upward Bully, the red flags, the 
behaviours and how it escalates, empowers you 
to be completely aware of your situation. 

Awareness 

With Awareness and Assessment complete, you 
are empowered to take Action and take steps to 
address the situation, protect yourself and care 
for your health and wellbeing.  

Action 

Having tools and benchmarks to assess a 
perpetrators behaviour, their impact on you and 
the people around them, provides data and proof 
of Upward Bullying behaviour. 

Assessment 

Awareness and Assessment create Clarity. You know what Upward Bullying 
looks like, and how to confirm it is occurring in your workplace. 

When you complete Assessment and take Action, you are able to move 
forward with Confidence in yourself, your abilities and your future tranquility.  

When you create Awareness and take Action, you create Congruence 
between your past crisis and a tranquil future. 

 



Ask yourself: 

Do you have up-to-date policies on bullying, behaviour and 
conduct? 

Are you confident that you understand upward bullying and how 
to explain it? 

Do you have any leaders in your business right now whose 
productivity or performance have inexplicably dipped? 

Would you feel heard or safe in your business to complain about 
how a subordinate behaves towards you? 

Ending workplace bullying is not 
just the right thing to do; it's also 
good for business. A happy and 

healthy workforce is more 
productive, more engaged, and 

more likely to stay with the 
company long-term. 

Simon Sinek 
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Maureen Kyne helps Leaders and Organisations to create Tranquil Leadership. 

With over 30 years experience Maureen Kyne is a leading authority in workplace bullying, sexual harassment 
and discrimination. With qualifications and a career spanning nursing, manufacturing, construction, transport, 
HR, IR & WHS she brings wide-ranging experiences. 

Maureen works with CEO’s and Executive teams who are faced with the following challenges: 

• Have people who bring “old school behaviour” to work – and leave people feeling disrespected, harassed 
or bullied 

• Have a team that walks on eggshells around certain people, and are visibly uncomfortable 
• Are promoting new leaders but they are quitting or “failing” because the people they lead target them 

with disrespectful, bullying behaviour 
• Have had a few “near misses” with complaints that nearly went to Fairwork or WorkCover 
• Have tried to change the approach to training on bullying and harassment but feel like it’s falling on deaf 

ears 

Maureen is a regular guest on 3AW and 6PR, and regularly contributes to 9News, news.com.au, HRD and more.  

She delivers keynotes, workshops, advisory and executive coaching programs to help bring highly experienced 
and insightful specialist advice to: 

• Save lives – physically, emotionally and psychologically 
• Increase productivity and the bottom line 
• Keep people out of jail 
• Positively impact families and communities 
• Inspire a better future 

Maureen delivers programs Australia wide, in both regional towns and capital cities; she understands the 
economic and workplace pressures faced across diverse environments from harvesting sheds in farming 
communities to metropolitan corporate boardrooms. 

Her clients include: Bega Cheese, Unilever Australasia, LGPro, Uniting Care, Hungry Jacks, Melbourne 
University, Macedon Shire Council, Gannawaara Shire Council, Cobram District Health, Australian Window 
Assoc., Kyabram District Health. 

Speaker | Coach | Facilitator 

Upward Bullying Expert 
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Let’s end Upward Bullying in your business. 

Book a discovery call with Maureen. 

Email enquiries@maureenkyne.com.au or visit maureenkyne.com.au 
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