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‘They wouldn’t dare do it to a man’
Women managers’ experience of workplace bullying

Gender remains overlooked in the mainstream literature on workplace
bullying. Most scholars represent workplace bullying as gender-neutral
and attribute bullying exclusively to organizational power on the basis
that both men and women are targets of bullying, and both men and
women act as bullies. However, this perspective is unable to provide
satisfactory explanations for why more women than men are reported as
targets of bullying, why women and men experience bullying in different
ways or why feminised industries and occupations such as health and
education are likely sites for bullying. Moreover, recent studies that
reveal that women managers are at greater risk of bullying than male
colleagues further challenge the idea that workplace bullying and
organisational power are gender-neutral.

This paper focusses on the workplace bullying experiences of women
managers in Australian public sector organisations. It draws upon
selected findings from a study of workplace bullying policy that involved
interviews with male and female policy actors from three groups: senior
managers, policy implementors and employee advocates. While
advocating and defending gender-neutral representations of workplace
bullying, many interviewees referred both explicitly and obliquely to the
bullying of women managers. In reconciling this contradiction,
explanations reflected the gendered nature of organisational power both
in terms of who occupies managerial positions and the gendered
assumptions and practices that frame and represent the process of
leadership. The study highlights how gender shapes the way that work is
distributed and organized and how key organisational themes such as
competence, leadership, effectiveness, performance and authority
interact with the practicing of gender in ways that differentially affect
women and men. When women occupy the masculine role of leader, the
feminine is brought into sharp relief, generating resistance and backlash
in forms that can be categorised as bullying. This behaviour, not only
reinforces the masculinity of leadership and the men performing it, but
also creates disincentives for women to aspire to and become leaders.
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Introduction

The majority of research literature theorises workplace bullying as
gender-neutral. Yet, there is significant evidence within this same body of
research that suggests that gender is an important aspect of workplace
bullying or at least requires further analysis. On examining existing
literature, certain questions arise such as: why are women more likely to
be bullied than men and why are women-dominated industries recurring
sites of bullying? However, few scholars have sought explanations to
these questions, ignoring the substantial evidence that the organizational

context in which workplace bullying arises is profoundly gendered.

This article challenges the gender-neutral representation of
workplace bullying by examining the bullying of women managers by
their subordinates. This situation runs counter to the prevailing
theorisation that individualises the problem and attributes the power
differential required for workplace bullying to hierarchical organizational
position. This perspective easily accounts for managers being cited as the
largest group of perpetrators. However, it provides little insight into the
bullying of women managers by subordinate workers a situation which

tests the narrowness of a functional framing of power.

Thus, this article draws attention to the need to ‘develop analyses

that can begin to reflect and comprehend the multiple, shifting but



tenacious nature of gendered power regimes as they characterize diverse
workplaces’ (Collinson and Hearn (1996: 73). The article accomplishes
this by applying a gender analysis to workplace bullying theorisations
and qualitative data gathered from 32 policy actors in Australian public
service administrations. The analysis points to more dynamic ideas of

power relations to satisfactorily explain the bullying of women managers.

The article begins with a review of the literature on workplace bullying
and gender, gendered organization theory and gender and leadership. By
using these frameworks, the paper is able to show that while defending a
gender-neutral representation of workplace bullying, policy actors’
accounts of women managers being targeted by subordinate
perpetrators, in fact point to a gendered dimension to workplace bullying

that transcends the traditional theorisations of power.

Literature Review

Several critics have charged the workplace bullying literature with failing
to provide a satisfactory analysis of gender (Simpson and Cohen 2004;
Jones 2006; McGinley 2007). Many researchers not only ignore gender
but actively maintain that sex and gender have minimal relevance to
bullying. Such scholars narrowly define gender by “ocusing on the
biological sex of the perpetrators and the victims’ (McGinley 2007: 14).

Therefore, while the majority of studies identifies men as bullies and



women as targets (Hoel et al. 2001; Salin 2001), researchers fail to either

identify this as an issue or to actively seek explanations.

An examination of these studies reveals marked differences
between men and women. For example, men are more likely to be
bullied by other men, while women are also bullied largely by men but
also by women (Einarsen 2000). Those industries and organizations
where there is a predominance of women, such as education and health,
are consistently identified as high risk working environments (Thompson
2002; Di Martino et al. 2003; Keashly and Jagatic 2003). In addition, a
number of researchers have pointed to women in senior management
roles experiencing higher levels of bullying from supervisors, colleagues
and subordinates, than their male peers (Salin 2001; Tehrani 2004;
Jones 2006). Further, there is a growing body of evidence that there are
different types of workplace bullying directed towards women and men
(Mayhew and Chappell 2001b; Salin 2001; Simpson and Cohen 2004).
For example, women are more likely than men to be subjected to what
Cortina et al. (2002) describe as ‘gender incivility’. These behaviours
include public disparagement and condescension that is often sexist in
nature such as calling women ‘honey’ or ‘sweetie’. Men, however, rarely

report this type of personalised behaviour.



It is true that the more recent conceptualizations of workplace bullying
provide greater opportunities to understand workplace bullying as a
product of more than personal characteristics or personal interaction.
Much of the recent research and commentary is prepared to attribute
workers’ enhanced powerlessness and increased vulnerability to
workplace bullying, to a range of organizational and social factors.
However, while many researchers identify that ‘...race and ethnicity are
visible markers of potential vulnerability ...” they conclude that ‘... there
is little evidence that gender influences the likelihood of non-sexual

bullying’ (Hodson et al. 2006: 386 - 387).

Simpson and Cohen (2004) challenge this simplistic notion that
‘gender’ is only associated with ‘sexual bullying’ and point to the need for
gender to be a central aspect of the analysis of workplace bullying. They

write:

While sexual harassment is ‘overtly’ gendered, bullying also
needs to be seen as a gendered activity — although at a different,
and perhaps more deep-seated level. Bullying, therefore, needs to
be put in a gendered context in order to further our
understanding of this behaviour (Simpson and Cohen 2004:

183).



This exclusion of gender as a source of power that contributes to, and
interacts with, organizational processes results in a yawning gap in the
literature on workplace bullying and fails to acknowledge the well-
developed theory of gendered organizations (West and Zimmerman 1991;
Acker 1990; Walby 1990) which has provided the framework for the
dialogue between organizational and feminist theorists and has been

supplemented to integrate the sociological dimensions of class and race.

Twenty years ago, Joan Acker (1990) identified five sets of
processes through which organizations are gendered (Acker 1990). The
first is the construction of gendered divisions of work, such as the
segregation of occupations and masculinisation of upper management,
all of which dictate acceptable behaviours, allocation of resources and
distribution of power. These divisions are linked to and actively reinforce
gendered divisions that are present within the family, the state and the
labour market. The second set of processes relates to the construction
and dissemination of symbols and images that reinforce, communicate
and occasionally challenge the divisions of work. Many of these
representations are reinforced and shaped by media and popular culture
and include images of organizational leaders i.e. managers as embodying
strong masculine attributes. The third set of processes contributes to
gendered relations between women and women, women and men and

men and men. These interactions encompass power relations and reflect



the social roles of men as being active doers and women as passive
supporters and consumers. The fourth group of processes contributes to
the gendered nature of an individual’s identity and is influenced by how
gender is represented in an organization through processes such as
occupational choice, clothing, language and the aligning of one’s self with
the gendered norms of the organization. Acker’s final set of
organizational processes is concerned with the ‘ongoing processes of
creating and conceptualising social structures’ (Acker 1990: 147).

Acker’s theory has been widely used for understanding how an
organization is gendered and to counter the production of gender
inequalities. However, Acker herself puzzles that even when the gendered
organization is represented empirically ‘...why is it so difficult to make
organizational changes that will continually generate gender equity in
work organizations?’ (Acker 2000: 625). In answering this question, a
number of researchers have developed further theoretical approaches
such as the ‘gender lens’ (Kolb and Merrill-Sands 1999: 196) to extend
our view beyond the visible organizational policies and processes to
consider the less visible gender dynamics that produce the inherent
inequalities between women and men and produce gendered power
relations. While the visible structural barriers to equity may have been
removed, a ‘gender lens’ allows us to concentrate on problems that

remain invisible and subtle. As Meyerson and Fletcher (2000: 127) state:



‘Most of the barriers that persist today are insidious — a revolution
couldn’t find them to blast away’.

The second salient feature of a gender lens approach is that it
provides a practical framework by which people in an organization
develop ‘...new ways of understanding and talking about gender equity,
norms and work practices in the organization’ (Kolb and Merrill-Sands
1999: 9). Thus, applying a ‘gender lens’ to workplace bullying in general,
and, in particular, the bullying of women managers by subordinates,
provides a way to consider how gendered power relations shape the

concepts and practice of organizational leadership.

Gender and Leadership

The study of leadership, like workplace bullying, has produced a
considerable body of literature (Grint 1997) much of which represents
leadership as a gender-neutral activity. Rather than being a gender-
neutral activity, however, leadership is embedded in a variety of social
interactions in which ‘doing gender’, ‘doing power’ and ‘doing leadership’
are linked in complex ways’ (Fletcher 2003: iii).

Leadership in organizations intersects with gender in a variety of
ways that have the potential to produce the power relations that
contribute to workplace bullying. First, the way in which leadership is
produced and exercised within organizations can encourage negative

behaviour that is harmful to women. Further, such power, used
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negatively, can be coercive. Second, women’s general exclusion from
leadership roles and the attendant authority and rewards mean women
are relegated as a group to the less influential and more commonly

subordinate positions.

Leadership is produced through a relationship between leaders
and followers that is sustained by ongoing enactment and legitimation
(Sinclair 1998; Sjostrand et al. 2001). According to Sinclair (1998:13)
‘...leadership is always accomplished. Leadership is produced in words
and actions, in images and artefacts, and it requires constant
demonstration to be sustained’. Leadership, therefore, is akin to gender
in that it is an effortful and ongoing process. Leaders and followers are
part of a social process within which certain forms of leadership are
constructed and reproduced over time (Sandberg 2001). Consequently,
leadership is not a trait to be possessed but rather it is a structural asset
exercised through a social network. The social nature of leadership
means that it is dependent on the reactions of those who assess and

engage with the leader’s actions (Wajcman 1999).

Leaders are makers of meaning who use cultural symbols and
meaning to achieve organizational outcomes (Bryman 2004). Thus, given
the gendered nature of organizations, the demonstration and

embodiment of leadership is masculinised (Collinson and Hearn; 2000;
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Schein et al. 1996; Sinclair 1994; 1998; Wahl 2001). Leadership
archetypes are masculinised. They frame what is normative leadership
identity, and within this frame feminine attributes are not considered to
be desirable (Eveline 2005). Masculinity in organizations is constructed
as behaviours that include aggression, independence, objectivity, logic,
analysis and decision-making which are seen as focused on tasks and
achievement of outcomes. Femininity on the other hand is represented
by behaviours including sensitivity, expressiveness, intuition and
emotionality which are seen as relationship orientated (Trinidad and
Normore 2005). When women occupy leadership roles they are often
vulnerable to bullying behaviours because of these gendered
assumptions and expectations (Eveline 2005). When women exhibit
those behaviours associated with masculinised leadership, they can be
seen as aggressive or bullying, while men might be described as assertive

and decisive. Calas and Smircich (1991: 595) remind us that:

...where women’s differences/no differences are assessed
under standards assumed to be neutral it is seldom
mentioned that the ‘standards’ were defined by the original
‘inhabitants’ of managerial ...positions...who were not

women.
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Leadership identity is shaped by organizational myths and stories that
give rise to the leader as ‘...a heroic and transformative leader’ (Clark and
Salaman 1998:137 in Olsson 2000). The heroic principles of stoicism,
independence, resilience, physical presence and toughness define the
dominant leadership identity in Australian organizations and remain
remarkably resistant to change (Sinclair 1998; Olsson 2000, 2002). In
this representation of leadership, women are expected to be the
handmaidens of the (male) hero, rather than being heroes themselves.
Many women are not recognised by others, or themselves, as possessing
the necessary heroic attributes required in a leader (Evans 1995). In this
context, leadership remains a contested space where women’s presence
is noted and notable because they are not male (Eveline 2005; Olsson
2002). Therefore, women who occupy leadership positions represent an

aberration of sorts. They are:

...exceptional women in an atypical context. They inhabit a
corporate world that is very male dominated, and they are
inevitably disruptive to the status quo. When a woman
occupies a position traditionally filled by a man, the
significance of her sex, for both how she operates and how she
is treated, is subjected to a scrutiny in a way that the ‘normal’

hierarchical order is not (Wajcman 1999: 2).
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As a consequence of their entry into what is the masculinised world of
leadership (Eveline 2005) many women managers experience various
degrees of hostility from peers and subordinate workers. An important
dimension of this masculinised leadership world is that it is culturally
active in resisting women who seek to enter and rejecting those who do
(Kanter 1977; Maddock and Parkin 1993; Marshall 1984; Simpson
1998). Often this resistance can be subtle and take the form of
exclusion from knowledge, networks and formal positions of authority.
Instead, these opportunities are vested in those people who fit the
model of the ideal leader and denied to those who are ‘out of place here’

(Cockburn 1991: 65).

Organizational power is gendered both in terms of who occupies
managerial positions and in the gendered nature of the assumptions
and practices that guide and represent the process of management
(Collinson and Hearn 2000; Simpson and Cohen 2004). In the context
of the New Public Management environment of the Australian public
sector, the notion that managerial prerogative gives an individual the
right to make decisions alone is part of a masculinised discourse based
on power and control (Brewis 1999; Collinson and Parkin 2000; Davies
and Thomas 2002b). Gender is present in aggressive management
approaches that underpin many bullying activities and situations as

well as in structural arrangements that legitimise the power of
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individuals to control others through performance reviews, non-tenured
employment and work intensification (Thornton 2004; Eveline 2005).
McCarthy (2001) suggests that bullying leadership behaviour
contributes to the ‘glass ceiling’ in that women who seek to overcome
career barriers need to adopt these masculinised behaviours rather
than identify with more consensual and less adversarial styles of

leadership.

However, the same behaviours expressed by women and men in
organizations can be viewed very differently as can the same behaviours
expressed in the family or social setting and repeated in the workplace.
Behaviour that is considered to be aggressive in women may be identified
as decisive in men. How behaviours and feelings are expressed,
perceived and interpreted in organizations continues to entrench
gendered notions of ‘appropriate’ behaviour. For example, being overtly
passionate about something can be seen as a positive attribute in male
managers but a sign of excess emotionality in women managers

(Wajcman 1999: 61).

Women often experience a level of discomfort when trying to fit into
cultural based on masculine values and interests (Kolb and Meyerson
1999; Simpson 2000). ‘Fitting in’ becomes even more difficult when, in

an attempt to preserve their privileged sense and place in the world,
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many men, consciously and unconsciously, work to build and maintain
work cultures that exclude women (Hearn 1992; 1998). This is
particularly true for women entering male dominated industries and
occupations such as the military, police and engineering, as well as
women aspiring to positions of leadership (Eagly and Carli 2003;
Kakabadse and Kakabadse 1999). In a study of women managers who
had left organizations, Marshall (1995) found that, despite investing
considerable effort into building constructive relationships with
predominately male colleagues, women encountered high levels of
hostility and attacks on their credibility and authority. Such hostility is
evidenced in high profile legal cases, such as the multi-million dollar
Rich v. Price Waterhouse Coopers case in which it was claimed that there
was a ‘culture of discrimination, harassment and bullying’ (Kazi 2005:
25). Itzen (1995) has described gendered cultures as ‘hierarchal,
patriarchal, sex-segregated, sexually divided, misogynist, resistant to
change and as encompassing gendered power structures’ (in Bagilhole

2002:115).

In Australian public and private sectors, women’s presence
diminishes in correlation with higher levels of authority. This is also the
case in the United States, the United Kingdom and other developed
countries, with the notable exception of Scandinavia, where women

occupy more senior positions in the public sector (EOWA 2008). This
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under-representation of women in senior management levels in Australia
and internationally has been well documented and theorised to explain
how gender power relations contribute to these outcomes (Connell.
2006). In fact the absence of women leaders itself is identified as one of
the visible indicators of an organizational culture that is hostile to
women (Simpson 2000), and hostile organizational climates are cited as
one of the reasons women leave organizations (Kazi 2005). Some of this
hostility towards women has been categorised as workplace bullying (Cox
1987; Mayhew and Chappell 2001; Quine 1999; Simpson and Cohen
2004). Such research reinforces the need to explore gender as a

dimension of workplace bullying.

Method

This paper draws material from a larger study into workplace
bullying in Australian public sector administrations (author 2008).
Rather than develop conclusive evidence, the study aimed to expand
knowledge about workplace bullying by building themes and strands of

meaning.

The term ‘public sector administration’ refers to that aspect of each
public sector jurisdiction that is concerned with how government policy
is executed. The central issues for public service administration include
the efficiency and effectiveness of public service operations, covering all

aspects of employment (Jaensch and Teichmann 1984). These agencies
17



were chosen as the site for this study for two reasons. First, although
limited, much of the Australian research into workplace bullying has
focussed on public sector organizations (Omari 2003; McCarthy 2000;
Mayhew and McCarthy 2005). Second, all public sector jurisdictions
around Australia have introduced workplace bullying policies. In order to
understand how workplace bullying is constructed within the social
policy setting context of an organization, semi-structured interviews with
32 policy actors were undertaken. The group comprised people working
in agencies from four Australian states, one Australian Territory and the
Commonwealth. All interviewees have played some role in the
development and implementation of workplace bullying policies in public
sector agencies, and thirteen were women.

The interviewees comprised three groups: eleven senior managers,
ten employee advocates and eleven policy implementors. Senior
managers are people who occupy first or second tier management
positions in an agency. Employee advocates are union organisers or
people from independent workers’ advocacy centres. Policy implementors
are professionals drawn from either human resources, industrial
relations, occupational health and safety or equity contexts. The
interviews were face-to-face and conducted over an eight month period.
As a means of identifying the informants yet ensuring anonymity, each

person was allocated a pseudonym plus an occupational descriptor.
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Findings
‘Don’t mention the G word’

Twenty-eight interviewees explicitly denied the relevance of gender to
workplace bullying. They were uninterested in exploring the possibilities
of gender as a dimension of the power imbalances that produce bullying.
Although many interviewees acknowledged that women, in comparison to
men, were less likely to hold managerial positions, attract the same
wages and conditions and be employed on a full-time permanent basis
they rarely linked these signs of lower status and organizational
vulnerability to gendered power relations. Instead they sought to
discount gender as a contributing factor in workplace bullying, by
focusing on representations of workplace bullying that relied on sex
differences. For example, Charlie, a policy implementor, rationalised that
because men are more likely to be in positions of power and authority

<

than women, ‘...it is only natural that men come out as greater bullies
than women’. While at a simple level, Charlie’s view is defensible, he
offered no insights into how the absence of women from manager roles
might itself be a product of gendered power relations.

Interviewees emphasised ‘natural’ differences between the sexes.
For example, the fact that lower numbers of men report being bullied was
attributed to men’s inherent reluctance to reveal that they had been

targeted. Carrie, a policy implementor, said: ‘Lots of men are

embarrassed to admit that someone is having a go at them’. This view
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was supported by Miguel, an employee advocate, who confided: ‘It takes
a lot for a man to say that he has been bullied because it’s a sign of
weakness.” In the same vein, Samantha, a policy implementor,
hypothesised that women are more likely to be identified as the targets of
bullying because women are more likely to speak up about inappropriate
behaviour than men: Women find it easier to talk about these things
than guys’. Similarly, Jennifer, an employee advocate, observed: ‘Women
provide each other with support when they are experiencing trouble at
work’. Greg, a policy implementor, also subscribed to this line of thought
suggesting that women ‘have had more experience than men in dealing
with things like harassment’. Again, looking to the assumptions that
underpin these representations, we see a belief that women share a
collective experience of ‘trouble at work’ (Jennifer, employee advocate),
which equips them with empathy and confidence to discuss and identify
bullying, support colleagues and to report bullying behaviour. When
asked to describe what types of experiences prepared women in this way,
twenty-five interviewees used the term ‘sexual harassment’. Yet, unlike a
number of researchers (McCarthy 2001; McGinley 2007), few of this
group thought that because women were likely targets of sexual
harassment, they might also be more vulnerable to other types of

harassment, such as workplace bullying.
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Overall, interviewees’ representations of workplace bullying were
underpinned by gendered assumptions about power. Generally, women
emerged from the data as weak, vulnerable and victim-like, familiar with
harassment and powerlessness, and, thus, equipped with certain
survival qualities. Men, on the other hand, are assumed to be strong,
authoritative and expected to exercise power in particular ways that
represent stoic, tough and heroic leadership (Sinclair 1998). Men,
therefore, were described as being ill-prepared for situations in which
they are vulnerable and which may portray them as helpless and

woman-like. Sean, a policy implementor, illustrated the point vividly:

Boys are chided when they fall over, not to cry and “be a girl”.
Well, it’s the same when we’re adults. Who wants to own up as
a man that you are weak, that you’re actually a girl...if you

know what [ mean?

While few interviewees were able to explain their reluctance to consider
gender as an aspect of workplace bullying, many were adamant in their
belief that should workplace bullying be linked with gender, or more
specifically with women, its seriousness as an organizational issue would
be undermined (Lee 2002). Kate, a policy implementor, argued: ‘If staff
thought for a moment that this was a women versus men thing, we

couldn’t get any support for our policies’. In short, the political effect of
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representing workplace bullying as gendered is that it is generally
assumed to be about women. According to Sean, a policy implementor,
the identification with women needs to be carefully avoided: ‘The reality
is that once you mention gender, everyone thinks you are talking about

women so we don’t draw attention to women at all’.

However, despite interviewees’ arguments that workplace bullying was
gender-neutral, there was a definite preoccupation with women

managers as targets of workplace bullying.

‘I'm not saying she asked for it.’

While the most common representations of workplace bullying in
the data gathered for this study related to top down, manager bullying
worker(s) situations, interviewees showed a growing recognition that
managers were also becoming the target of workplace bullying. While
acknowledging that these situations ran counter to the dominant
theorisations of workplace bullying and functional concepts of power
relations, policy actors identified certain working environments as ‘ripe
for bullying’ (Paul, senior manager). These environments were permeated
by competitiveness, job insecurity, and worker resistance to further
organizational change. However, these conditions also gave rise to a
situation described by Miguel (employee advocate) as ‘the management

sandwich’. On the one hand, managers were seen by some interviewees
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as subject to similar pressures to their workers and therefore to achieve
organizational objectives they were sometimes encouraged to use coercive
bullying tactics. However, in some cases, workers’ resisted in ways that
interviewees described as workplace bullying and included failure to
meet deadlines, withholding of information, gossip and in some extreme
cases anonymous emails or public notices. Paul, a senior manager,

explained:

The only way you can continue to meet on time, on budget
objectives, is to have a staff that will go that extra mile.
Some managers use a carrot if they have any, some a stick
and sometimes it doesn’t matter, staff just won’t do what

you ask.

Within this context, interviewees considered women managers to be
particularly susceptible to workplace bullying initiated by peers and
subordinates. Recent literature also highlights the use of covert and
insidious forms of bullying against women managers, particularly from their
subordinates (Scutt 2003; Shallcross 2004). Some interviewees described
much of this sort of bullying as being related to rumour and gossip about
women’s professional competence and their personal lives. Tom, a policy

implementor, provided a vivid account of these tactics:
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The manager of the unit left and a young woman took on his
job. Now the manager who left was a pretty tough older guy
who was considered to be a ‘slash and burn’ type. [ think
most people were a bit scared of him. He’d done most of the
cost cutting and redundancies before he left but there was still
ongoing change but not so bad. She tried to be more
consultative and open with the staff but she got the backlash.
She put up with all sorts of bad things being said about her
behind her back. One day she came to work and pinned to
the office personnel directory next to her name was a picture
of a woman’s body in a bikini with her [the manager’s] head
stuck on top. It’s hard to understand it. The old boss was
probably an old fashioned bully so nobody acted up. She was
much more approachable and didn’t do a lot of cost cutting

but she gets treated really badly by the staff.

Tom describes the previous male manager as ‘older’, ‘tough’, a ‘slash
and burn type’ and ‘a bully’ who had managed major cost cutting and of
whom people were ‘scared’. However, despite the negative description of
this manager, he appears to have experienced no resistance from
workers because, according to Tom, he was ‘probably an old fashioned
bully so nobody acted up’. Instead, a manager who appears to be the

opposite of the first manager, in that she is a woman, ‘young’ and
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‘consultative’ and who is not engaged in disruptive activities such as ‘a
lot of cost cutting’, becomes the target for workers’ bullying. The placing
of a photo of the woman manager’s head on the photo of a bikini clad
female body is an act designed to undermine the woman manager’s
confidence and authority by sexually objectifying her. Eveline and Booth
(2002) describe a similar type of bullying against a woman in authority in
a mining company. However, in their example a photo of a woman’s
head was placed on a male body, and labelled a ‘dyke’. It is hard to
imagine that workers would do the same to the ‘tougher older’ male
manager. When asked to comment on this alternative scenario, Tom

speculated:

Well, I don’t think they’d do it. It wouldn’t have the same
effect. If they put his (the male manager’s) head on a buff
male body, he’d either think it was funny or a compliment

about his sexual prowess, you know like he was a stud.

Interestingly, Tom went on to surmise: ‘If you put his head on a woman’s
body... Wow! That would be a real insult’. In short, such an act of
gender disruption would be intimidating or malicious towards a man.
While rejecting gender as an issue in workplace bullying, Tom’s
assessment reflects an implicit understanding of gendered power

relations.
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Tom finds it hard to understand why the woman manager in his story is
treated badly when she was ‘approachable’ and ‘consultative’, yet he also
suggests that this was her downfall. Tom implies that if the woman had
been more like ‘an old fashioned bully, nobody [would have] acted up.’
Similarly, other interviewees represented the problem of the bullying of
women managers as being about women’s management styles. Echoing
Tom’s view, Sherry, a policy implementor, argued: ‘Unfortunately some
women are perceived to be ‘soft managers and leave themselves open to
criticism and attack’. Sherry went on to explain the term ‘soft’ as ‘too
participative...not decisive enough’. Wayne, an employee advocate, also
described some women managers as ‘not striking staff as being tough
and give as good as you get’. Some interviewees, like Marie, a policy
implementor, pointed to the need for leaders to be seen as heroic
warriors. She considered that in an unstable and constantly changing
environment: Departments want to know that their manager is going to
fight for them and their jobs...so nobody wants to be led by a weak

manager’.

In these accounts of women managers being bullied, women
themselves are seen as the cause in that they do not fulfil expectations
about effective leadership. Good leadership is masculinised and

assumed to be combative, decisive and tough. The stereotypically
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feminised ‘soft’ approach to leadership does not compare favourably with
the heroic norm. There is considerable literature to show that when
women occupy leadership roles they are confronted by a powerful
contradiction (Eagly and Carli 2003; Kawakami at al. 2000). This
contradiction was present in my study. If, as some interviewees argued,
women managers are bullied because they do not demonstrate the
required leadership attributes, then it seems reasonable to assume that
those women managers who enacted a more masculinised style of
leadership would not attract bullying. However, this was not the case in
my study. A number of examples were provided where women managers
were targeted because they were perceived as being ‘...too bloody tough’
(Tom). Tom’s reflection on women being over-tough appears to be in
conflict with his earlier account of women managers being targeted
because they were too ‘soft’. I asked him to help me understand this
apparent inconsistency. He did so by explaining: 1 guess it’s hard for
women...they have to be careful not to be too hard like a man because
that really annoys a lot of people, but if they are seen to be too soft and a

pushover, they’re asking for trouble as well’.

Tom’s explanations are built on the assumption that leadership is a
masculinised activity. He provides a powerful insight into how gender
operates and points (perhaps inadvertently) to the dilemma for women

leaders or women who aspire to leadership. Tom’s comments underscore
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the veracity of feminist research showing that leadership archetypes are
masculinised. They frame what is normative leadership identity, and
within this frame feminine attributes are considered to be undesirable
(Eveline 2005; Sinclair 1998; Trinidad and Normore 2005). The
consequences, as Wajcman (1999: 2) observes are, that: ‘When a woman
occupies a position traditionally filled by a man, the significance of her
sex, for both how she operates and how she is treated, is subjected to a

scrutiny in a way that the “normal” hierarchical order is not’.

Other interviewee explanations for why women managers are bullied
reinforced the gendered nature of leadership and suggested deep fears
and hostility towards women managers. These fears are dramatically

expressed in a story by Cara, a senior manager:

There was a campaign in one agency where someone used to
write anonymous letters to the CEO, the Minister responsible
and the Prime Minister accusing one woman senior executive
of sleeping with a group of other senior women and plotting
the demise of senior men including the recipients of the
letters. They also left copies of the letters in pigeon holes, on
coffee tables, and all over the place. While everyone laughed

about it, it was distressing for the people [women| involved...it
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wasn’t the accusations about being lesbians that was

worrying, it was that they were disloyal.

Cara’s account suggests that the content and intent of the
anonymous letters were designed to tap into some deeper fear of a female
conspiracy, of a feminist cabal plotting to overthrow the legitimate (male)
leadership regime. Her use of the phrase ‘plotting the demise of senior
men’ represents a power struggle and the sense that men need to defend
themselves against women. Cara’s observation is reminiscent of Sinclair’s
theory (1998) that men share an archetypal fear of the mother’s capacity
to give or deny them life. The contents of the letter represent the
problem as being a group of women managers who are not to be trusted
by other leaders. As women senior managers, they are unique and are
presented as such. The women are presented in the letter as ‘lesbian’,
thus pitting them further against men’s primary heterosexual right to
women’s sexual favours. The letter suggests that these ‘lesbians’ are
dangerous and untrustworthy, engaged in a plan to overthrow the (male)
leadership status quo. The letter’s author(s) were astute in their analysis
of gendered power relations and aimed to tap into men’s fear of women
encroaching onto the masculine territory of leadership, the male territory
of heterosexual dominance. The wide distribution of the letter was also a
significant aspect of the bullying as it attempts to undermine the

capacity of this particular group of women managers to inspire
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organization-wide confidence. The process of undermining confidence
has a flow-on effect to women leaders in general. Indeed, as Cara relates
in her story, the women targeted were most concerned about the
allegations of ‘disloyalty’. They understood at some level the inherent
distrust of women leaders by their male colleagues and felt their status

as ‘female travellers in a male world’ (Marshall 1984).

Conclusion

In this article, I have applied a gendered analysis to workplace
bullying in Australian public sector organizations. First, by using a
gender lens approach to the accounts of the bullying of women managers
by subordinates, I have highlighted how traditional theorisations and
representations of workplace bullying mask the power imbalances
produced by gendered organizational processes that support and
facilitate workplace bullying. Second, there are recurring themes that
emerge in relation to the gendered organizations. These themes are
particularly strong in male-dominated occupations and industries. They
include worker resistance to women leaders through practices that
ostracise and undermine women who challenge the established cultural
and gender norms. Some of this resistance, described as workplace
bullying, has the effect of rendering women managers wundermined,
confused and disempowered’ (Morley 1999:1). Finally, notwithstanding

their identification of women managers as targets of bullying interviewees
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put considerable effort into portraying and defending the view that
workplace bullying is gender-neutral, suggesting that gender-neutrality
has strategic value for retaining the policy’s organizational status and
resourcing. These explanations of gender-neutrality, as well as their
defence and dissemination, are themselves examples of how the gendered
power relations of organizational processes and outcomes are

accomplished.
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