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emember the school bully who stole ltmch 
money, barked out insulting nickn.ames, 
and threatened after-school fights? Nowa
days, school bullying is a headline issue, 
with school boards, parents, social media 
websites, and others diligently working to 
prevent and respond to bullying. There's 

even a national anti-bullying campaign advocating for a 
yearly "No Name-Calling Week." 

But what happens when the schoolyard bully grows up to 
be your Chief Lending Officer? Or the president of the larg
est commercial lending client? It is hard enough dealing 
with a difficult customer, but 

ideal employees to your bank's upper management, while 
secretly torturing subordinates. 

Look for patterns of turnover and absenteeism. Is a particular 
employee the conunon denominator? Then determine what 
type of bully you have. Those who simply lash out as em in
appropriate response to stress may respond well to training. 
Those who appear to enjoy abusing their power, however, 
may only respond to discipline and threats of termination. 

DISTINGUISH BULLYING FROM BAD MANAGEMENT 

Take all complaints of bullying seriously, but do not overreact by 
asstmLi.ng that every complaint 

when the problem personality 
works for you, the fix may be 
even more challenging. 

THOSE WHO SIMPLY LASH OUT AS AN 
of bad management equates 
to inappropriate bullying. Bul
lying ranges hom screaming 
abusive language to the more 
subtle acts of starting rumors 

INAPPROPRIATE RESPONSE TO STRESS 

Deciding if and how to con
front the grown-up bully 

MAY RESPOND WELL TO TRAINING. 

may rever t some to feeling 
like confused and powerless schoolchildren. It does not 
have to be that way. Your bank can develop its own tools to 
combat these troublemakers. 

DIAGNOSE THE PROBLEM 

Bullying is generally defined as aggressive behavior in
volving the use of force or coercion, particularly when the 
behavior is ongoing and involves an imbalance of power. 
Bullying comes in many forms. Employees gang up togeth
er to challenge managers. Customers badger bank tellers. 
Co-workers tease and torment each other. Eager managers 
antagonize others sin1ply for sport. Bullies may appear to be 
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or denying access to neces
sary bank-related information. 

Howeve1~ it is not inappropriate to conduct honest, objective 
performance reviews or to require employees to work addi
tional hours when business needs require, even if feathers get 
ruffled in the process. For close calls, consider what an. objective 
outside observer would think 

A "MEAN MANAGER" IS NOT 
UNLA~ULHARASSMENT 

When faced with a complaint of bullying, tl1e bank should 
determine if it is dealing with an "equal opportunity" bully 
who attacks everyone in a non-discriminatory man.ne1~ or 
whether certain racial minorities or other protected groups 



are the targets of the bad behavior. "Equal opportunity" 
bullying does not violate employment laws and typically 
does not trigger the investigation and discipline procedures 
folmd in standard anti-harassment policies. 

RESPOND APPROPRIATELY 

Coaching and discipline should focus on the specific results 
of bad behavior, not general p ersonality traits. Advise the 
high-achieving ruffian of the true impact that his or her ac
tions have on the bank (including specific customer com
plaints and employee turnover and absenteeism data, if 
available) and how employee dissatisfaction reflects poorly 
on her role as an employee of your bank. Transferring a bul
ly to a new reporting structure may be an effective solution, 
although a repeat offender may simply find new victims. 

While it may be tempting to respond to these squabbles 
among personnel by enacting a formal anti-bullying policy, 
tread carefully. Do not inadvertently assume an obligation 
to investigate and address every complaint of so-called 
bullying where not legally obligated to do so. The bank's 
existing code of conduct outlining appropriate workplace 

ers nationwide have proposed laws to specifically prohibit 
workplace bullying. And those who have done business 
abroad may have already encountered existing anti-bully
ing laws, which began with Sweden's passage of such a law 
almost a decade ago. 

REIGN IN THE BULLYING CUSTOMER 

Bullying customers present their own set of issues. Bully
ing customers range from rude remarks to tellers to more 
serious instances such as exerting repeated pressure to 
exceed applicable overdraft authorities. The primary re
lationship manager may strive to protect the bulling cus
tomer in order to avoid a confrontation that would harm a 
significant business relationship. 

Just as for employee bullying, clarifying the bank's power 
structure and demonstrating support from upper manage
ment may go a long way toward curbing customer bullying. 
Depending on the nature of the relationship, consider coaching 
the employee on how to effectively handle the bullying cus
tomer, as opposed to undercutting the employee and remov
ing him or her from the relationship completely. Of course, 

all employees should be rebehavior should sufficiently 
cover most workplace dis
putes. Consider training all 
levels of employees about 
how to respond to and raise 
issues with management 
concerning violations of the 

APPROPRIATELY MANAGING THESE 
GROWN-UP BULLIES DOES BRING 

minded that any inappropri
ate pressure from customers to 
violate bank policies or appli
cable law must be reported to 
the appropriate manager. 

CONSIDERABLE BENEFIT TO THE BANK. 

bank's code of conduct. 

CONSIDER THE LARGER ROOT CAUSE 

Ill-defined power structures offer opportunities for rogue 
employees to flourish. Make the power structure at your 
bank as transparent as possible. Provide more public sup
port from upper management to a branch manager torment
ed by subordinates. Employees with a clear understanding 
of their own job duties are less likely to attack and question 
the authority of others . 

KNOW THE TRUE COSTS OF BULLYING 

A revenue-producing bully, although valuable to the bank 
in many respects, still negatively impacts the bank's bottom 
line - whether through employee or customer turnove1~ 
decreased loan origination, absenteeism, increased medical 
claims due to bullying-induced stress, or employee dissat
isfaction that manifests itself in negative customer interac
tions. In the rare circumstance, workplace bullying breeds 
violence. In such cases, appropriate threat assessments 
should be conducted. 

While current employment laws do not plmish the "equal 
opportunity" bully, the bank may still be forced to defend 
a lawsuit brought by an employee who claims a correlation 
between the unwelcome torment and the employee's race, 
sex, age, sexual orientation, disability, or other protected 
classification. A change in the air is also looming. Lawmak-

"Bullying" certainly is a buzz word permeating society. We 
have all seen it in one form or another in the banking envi
ronment. While it may be simpler just to brush off the bad 
behavior, appropriately managing these grown-up bullies 
does bring considerable benefit to the bank tlu·ough stron
ger customer relationships, improved morale, less employ
ee turnover, and a more productive workforce. -'" 
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