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Over the course of my business career, I have been fortunate to work for several great managers who created a 

productive work environment where performance flourished.  They were supportive, treated us with respect and 

motivated us to perform at optimal levels as we worked together to accomplish meaningful individual and team goals.   

Sadly, I also worked for 3 “Bully Bosses” who made coming to work a dreadful experience for me and my teammates.  

They undermined our efforts, utilized threats and other aggressive behavior, and made our work life unduly stressful. 

Since we normally do not choose our boss, it is important to understand how to recognize and effectively deal with the 

bully boss.  This is especially true in today’s business environment since the traditional image of a bully boss is becoming 

less common in the workplace, and the tactics they now use are more subtle and less obvious. 

It is also critical to appreciate what the best companies do to screen manager candidates so they do not unknowingly 

create the next bully boss. 

How can you recognize a manager who is a bully boss? 

While many of the common traits of a bully boss are obvious, there are other additional red flags to be aware of that 

may not be so apparent.  While any 1 of these character traits can be problematic for the employee, more than 1 can be 

traumatic and genuinely interfere with a healthy workplace. 

Here are some of the hallmark attributes of today’s bully boss: 

▪ Constantly criticizing members of the team even when it is unwarranted. 

▪ Blocking promotional opportunities, career progress or training opportunities. 

▪ Yelling at employees in private or in front of their co-workers. 

▪ Inconsistent treatment toward different individuals on the team, including showing favoritism toward those who 

are better liked or connected with the manager. 



 

▪ Purposely excluding targeted employees from high-profile projects, important meetings or social events. 

▪ Falsely accusing employees of making mistakes or not submitting work product by the deadline. 

▪ Removing duties or responsibilities from an employee without an explanation or justification.      

It is important to understand that the impact from bullying behavior is not just felt by the victims themselves.  It can also 

impede creativity, reduce team productivity, fuel a toxic company culture and place the organization at risk of costly 

litigation for failing to properly address the issue. 

How can an employee effectively maneuver their bully boss? 

While working for a bully boss is never an easy proposition, there are proven approaches that can reduce the likelihood 

that their tactics will make your situation unbearable and interfere with performing your job.  Chief among them are the 

following: 

▪ Demonstrate technical competence and expertise so your value to your boss, the team and the organization is 

beyond reproach. 

▪ Find a way to get along with your boss and earn their respect, so that they will be less likely to target you, and 

instead focus on your performance and value to the company. 

▪ Remain professional in all of your interactions, take the higher ground, and never utilize bullying tactics that 

mirror the boss’s approach. 

▪ If possible, have a candid conversation with them that expresses your concerns and articulates the impact that 

their behavior has on your performance and well-being. 

▪ Engage trusted colleagues, mentors and HR Business Partners who can provide guidance, support and advice on 

how to best navigate your situation. 

▪ Focus on activities that reduce your stress and promote a healthy work-life balance while you cope with the 

fallout of working for a bully boss.  Taking a long walk, engaging in a rigorous workout or going to dinner with 

friends may provide perspective and alleviate some of the stress you experience with your bully boss. 

In order to increase the likelihood of success, I suggest using a combination of the above approaches.  In addition, try a 

different mixture of tactics if the first effort fails to alleviate your situation.  As a last resort, you may need to seek a job 

opportunity in a different area of your organization, or leave the firm altogether. 

What are the best companies doing to evaluate manager candidates so they do not create the next bully boss? 

First and foremost, there is no ironclad recipe that guarantees that a new boss will not exhibit some of the behaviors of 

a bully boss.  However, the best firms have developed processes for hiring and developing managers who will act 

ethically and exemplify manager best practices.  Their hiring process is rigorous and multi-faceted, combining a range of 

assessment tools and interviews to thoroughly evaluate a candidate’s skills, experience, management / leadership 

potential and culture fit. 

This is what the best firms do when evaluating who assumes the manager role in their organizations: 

▪ For internal manager candidates, they utilize a formal nomination process.  In order to be considered for a 

manager position, the candidate must be nominated by their current manager who completes a form that 

articulates the reasons why the employee would be a good fit for the manager role.  



 

▪ They create a job description that clearly articulates the duties and responsibilities of the manager role, 

including the hard and soft skills that are required to perform the role successfully. 

▪ They utilize both behavioral and situational interview questions to predict future behavior in specific work 

situations.  Behavioral questions assess how the candidate handled past situations, while situational questions 

are hypothetical questions to assess how they would handle specific workplace challenges. 

▪ They include panel interviews involving multiple individuals from different departments and levels to effectuate 

a comprehensive evaluation of all manager candidates.  Each interviewer then offers his / her assessment of the 

candidate using an evaluation form. 

▪ They utilize assessment tools that evaluate not only technical skills and experience, but also critical leadership 

qualities, problem-solving abilities, and personality traits that contribute to managerial success.  The Myers-

Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) and DiSC Assessment are two popular personality tests that are valid and often 

employed as part of this process. 

▪ They employ manager simulations that present candidates with hypothetical management scenarios to gauge 

their decision-making skills and ability to handle / resolve difficult interpersonal business challenges. 

Implementing the above approaches for manager selection is a time-consuming process that significantly improves the 

chance of hiring effective and successful managers, and typically yields a more engaged and productive workforce that 

contributes to a successful organizational culture.  It also enhances the probability that you do not inadvertently hire the 

next bully boss who sabotages team morale and causes unwanted employee turnover. 

The Challenge 

While it is important in today’s business environment to be able to recognize and effectively deal with the bully boss, it 

is imperative that organizations develop proven approaches for evaluating manager candidates so they do not create 

the next bully boss. 

The good news is that the best companies take the hiring of managers seriously, and have rigorous processes in place to 

identify and select candidates that can perform the manager role ethically, while exemplifying manager best practices. 

In light of the significant impact that managers have on employee and organizational performance, what steps can your 

company take to ensure that the managers you select have the requisite personality, skills and emotional maturity to 

perform the role effectively? 

 

 

 

 

 

 


