
  

 

www.workplacebullyingproject.com 

 

 www.workplacebullyingproject.com 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Learn the Differences 

Between Covert and 

Overt Bullying Tactics 



  

 

www.workplacebullyingproject.com 

 

 www.workplacebullyingproject.com 

 

Workplace Bullying Project Resources  
The Workplace Bullying Project is committed to providing a plethora of resources to help anyone who is 
a Target of a workplace bully and working in an abusive environment, as well as individuals who have 
been previously abused at work. I provide full-cycle abuse. YOU ARE NOT ALONE. Please do not suffer in 
silence when there is support and resources to help you on your journey. 
 

Contact WBP 
▪ Check out our website: www.workplacebullyingproject.com 
▪ Book an initial consult with Lauri: Schedule a Call With Lauri!  
▪ Reach out to Lauri at workplacebullyproject@gmail.com if you have any questions or need 

support. She will do her best to either direct you to resources or develop new ones!  
 

WBP Website 
Browse available FREE and paid resources, secure support and sign up for WBP emails: 
workplacebullyingproject.com 

 

Social Media 
▪ LinkedIn: https://linkedin.com/company/workplacebullyingproject 
▪ YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/@WorkplaceBullyingProject 
▪ Twitter: WorkplaceBullyingProject (@WorkBullyPrjct) / X (twitter.com) 
▪ Subscribe to Bully-Proof: Truth in Action (you’ll receive the signature WBP post every 

weekday by email) 
 

Work It Out with Lauri Podcast 
▪ Submit your question, article, comment or situation here: 

https://www.workplacebullyingproject.com/coming-soon-02 
▪ YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/@WorkplaceBullyingProject 
▪ Spotify: https://open.spotify.com/show/6648Jk4jwxcbE1uhkkIUk1 
▪ Substack: https://workplacebullyingproject.substack.com/p/introducing-the-work-it-out-

podcast 
 

Please be sure to get connected with WBP and share with your colleagues and friends and family. We 
need to make more noise than the bullies and spread awareness about workplace bullying.  
 
Be kind, be good…and always keep your head on a swivel, 
Lauri 
 
Lauri Lillie, M.S. in Applied Organizational Anthropology 
Founder and Practicing Workplace Anthropologist 
Workplace Bullying Project LLC 
workplacebullyproject@gmail.com 
 
Disclaimer: Workplace Bullying Project LLC does not provide legal advice or psychotherapy, counseling, or any other mental health service. This 
document should not be resold or redistributed. The user of this document understands s/he is responsible for his/her own business, emotional life 
and actions as well as resulting experiences. User initiates the use of this guide with this in mind. Copyright ©2025 Workplace Bullying Project LLC 

 

https://calendly.com/workplacebullyingproject/45-minute-get-to-know-you-chat-with-wbp?preview_source=et_card&month=2025-05
mailto:workplacebullyproject@gmail.com
https://linkedin.com/company/workplacebullyingproject
https://twitter.com/WorkBullyPrjct
https://workplacebullyingproject.substack.com/subscribe?referrer=https%3A%2F%2Fadmin.stan.store%2F
mailto:workplacebullyproject@gmail.com
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Introduction: Understanding Workplace Bullying Tactics 
 

Definition of Workplace Bullying 
Workplace bullying is repeated, aggressive behavior that occurs over an extended period of time in the 
workplace toward one or more employees.  This inappropriate, abusive behavior is intended to cause 
physical or psychological harm to the Target of the bullying. Individuals who are on the receiving end of 
this negative and often quite subtle abusive behavior and actions are often in situations where they find 
it difficult, or even impossible, to defend against the mistreatment. Abusive conduct can take various 
forms, including, but is not limited to: 

▪ Verbal abuse (yelling, demeaning, condescending and excessively demanding communication) 
▪ Social isolation and ostracism 
▪ Applying different standards and oftentimes unrealistic expectations 
▪ Emotional manipulation including gaslighting 
▪ Threatening, intimidating, humiliating, condescending behaviors (physical, verbal and 

nonverbal) with the goal of devaluing the Target 
▪ Work interference and sabotage by withholding information and resources 
▪ Ridicule and humiliation tactics 
▪ Ongoing and relentless criticism 
▪ Excessive performance monitoring including micromanagement 
▪ Coercive control 

 

Overt Compared to Covert Bullying Tactics 
Some bullying is obvious: the yelling boss, the public shaming, the belittling comments and blatant 
threats in front of others. But just as often, the most corrosive damage is done in subtle, hidden ways 
that leave the Target second-guessing themselves and make the abuse easy to deny. 
 
To protect yourself - and others - it’s critical to understand the two faces of bullying: 
 
OVERT Bullying: the blatant, out-in-the-open attacks that everyone sees, including colleagues, other 
leaders and peers. 
 
COVERT Bullying: the quiet, manipulative tactics that work behind the scenes and are rarely seen by 
anyone other than the Target of the bully. 
 
Both types of bullying are destructive. Both types of bullying are considered abuse. And knowing the 
difference gives you language, clarity and the power to respond. 
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Overview and Examples of Overt Bullying Techniques 
Overt bullying is direct, visible and intentional behavior meant to threaten, humiliate or intimidate the 
Target in plain sight. It relies on fear and shock to control you - and often uses public settings to amplify 
the harm. Colleagues, peers, leaders and others around you are witnesses to the abuse and bullying, 
which means that the bully feels very empowered and emboldened to mistreat others without fear of 
punishment or any negative consequence. This type of behavior can still be sly but is easier to receive 
support from allies who are supportive and empathetic of your situation. 
 

Bullying Behavior Description of the Behavior 
Verbal Abuse Verbal abuse can take many different forms and can have different impacts 

on people. It includes threatening, cursing, insulting, yelling, mocking, 
belittling Targets either in private or in public with an audience. This is highly 
damaging to Targets and can lead to anxiety, fear, worry, panic as well as 
affect their mental health, self-esteem and overall positive sense of self. 

Volatile, Intimidating 
Behavior 

Bullies take Targets on an emotional rollercoaster on purpose to keep them 
in a state of uncertainty and fear so that Targets begin to fear their bully. 
They are very emotional – they may be angry, upset, happy and elated and 
then sad and depressed. Their moods are used to manipulate their Targets. 

Nitpicking Nitpicking is a method for the bully to point out silly, minute mistakes that 
needn't be addressed. It is a way for them to exert control and for you to feel 
uneasy being watched. 

Humiliating and 
Belittling Behavior 

Bullies humiliate Targets by preying on their insecurities and use them to go 
in for the attack. They humiliate Targets in private and public but get the 
most bang for their buck to humiliate Targets in public by speaking 
negatively about a work product or berating them for something silly. They 
will never miss a chance for a put down and to shame their Target. 

Insults You and 
Personally Attacks 
You 

Low-hanging fruit tactic and a very direct way for bullies to make Targets feel 
less-than their bully...simple and effective and packs a strong emotional 
punch. They are so good at drive-by insults that they throw them into a 
sentence, leaving Targets shocked and unable to respond because they just 
keep moving onto another topic. It’s gross! 

Playing Pranks and 
Jokes 

Bullies prank their Targets to harass them and to exert power over them, 
often in a public setting so others can laugh at them. The goal is to make 
Targets feel stupid and they are quite successful at doing just that. 

Hostile Body 
Language 

Bullies use hostile body language to intimidate their Targets and to appear 
strong, big and powerful. This is their way of displaying dominance and to 
elicit fear from their Targets. 

Impossible Demands A fantastic way for bullies to watch Targets squirm when they make 
impossible demands, knowing full well they will fail at a task. They pile on the 
work all day long and get great pleasure as you frantically do your best to 
keep up with their insanity. 

Baiting/Provoking 
Behavior 

Bullies are skilled at baiting which is a method used to make Targets angry on 
purpose by doing things that will certainly annoy them and solicit angry, 
aggressive or emotional responses. Bullies hope their Targets respond in 
dramatic fashion and have an outburst as it serves to prove the point they 
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are making in their smear campaign that their Target is the bad guy and they 
(the bully) are the good guy. Don’t fall for it! 

Encouraging You to 
Quit 

This one is easy! Ultimately, bullies hope Targets quit and when their 
selected Target has endured months, even years, of abuse and hasn’t yet 
waved the white flag, they may resort to simply encouraging them to quit to 
expedite the path to achieving their goal. 

Scapegoating Scapegoating is a hostile tactic used by bullies to blame Targets for 
something negative that happened that someone else was responsible for 
doing. Targets are left confused and helpless as they are left to defend 
against something they are blamed for that they didn’t do! 

Implements a Smear 
Campaign 

A smear campaign is a concerted and planned effort by bullies to damage the 
reputation, character and/or credibility of Targets. They accomplish this by 
telling lies by way of gossip and rumors and recruiting others (flying 
monkeys) to join in the bullying campaign. This is a very serious bullying 
tactic that is extremely damaging. 

Mobbing Mobbing is when a group of bullies come together at work as a mob to bully 
a Target. Incessant abuse can cause serious psychological harm, fear and 
worry. This is a very serious form of bullying. 

Stalking Bullies have stalker tendencies and may take their obsession to another level 
and begin physically stalking you – either around work and/or outside of 
work. This is very serious and if this happens, contact emergency services to 
advise them and to ensure you feel protected and safe. 

Gang stalking Gang stalking is like mobbing but different. Gang stalking is a form of 
community harassment where organized groups or community members 
STALK and monitor their Targets 24/7, inside and outside of work. This is a 
very serious form of bullying. 

Cyberbullying or 
Cybertracking 

Cyberbullying involves using digital technologies and most often takes place 
on social media – it is used to intimidate, scare, anger or shame the Target. 
In many cases, bullies or the Targets’ employer may track your social media 
behavior outside of work and use posts against the Target. 

Doxxing Doxxing is a form of online harassment that involves revealing personal 
information about someone without their consent. It could involve revealing 
someone’s real name, address, workplace, phone number(s), email 
addresses, financial and/or other sensitive data. Doxxing can have very 
serious consequences for Targets of this behavior. 

Physical Violence Workplace violence is any act or threat of physical violence, harassment, 
intimidation, or other threatening disruptive behavior that occurs at the 
work site. It can affect and involve workers, clients, customers and visitors. 
WPV ranges from threats and verbal abuse to physical assaults and even 
homicide. If you observe or experience physical threats or actual physical 
violence at work in any form, call emergency services immediately. 
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Overview and Examples of Covert Bullying Techniques 
Covert bullying is indirect, manipulative and is often hidden behind closed doors. It works behind the 
scenes - in whispers, omissions and twisted truths. The goal is to undermine your confidence, isolate you 
from support and make the abuse so subtle it’s easy to deny or excuse. This is a highly effective method 
for a bully to avoid being found out and provides them with plausible deniability. 
 

Bullying Behavior Description of the Behavior 
Silent Treatment Silent treatment is the refusal to communicate verbally and is a form of 

emotional abuse used by bullies. Very childish but it is an effective tactic for 
the bully to use to make Targets feel excluded. 

Gossiping and 
Spreading Rumors 

Bullies gleefully gossip about their Targets with colleagues to spread rumors 
that aren't true. Gossip and rumors are used as part of a larger smear 
campaign as they attempt to recruit others to bully their Targets. 

False Accusations False accusations are groundless allegations bullies make about Targets via 
gossip and rumors and used as part of a larger smear campaign. They may 
also elect to track these false accusations to use against Targets by sharing 
information with HR or the Target’s leader. 

Applying Different 
Standards 

Bullies apply different standards to Targets as a way to suppress them and 
ensure failure. For example, they may allow some employees to work from 
home and their Target may be required to work at the office, despite all 
employees being allowed to work from home. Bullies don’t care and aren’t 
held accountable to ensuring equal standards are applied to the way they 
interact with their colleagues/team members. 

Withholding 
Resources 

This tactic is used to sabotage the Target's potential success and, ideally, 
ensure failure – Targets may not get access to reports, information or any 
resources they may need to be successful at their job. 

Isolation and 
Ostracism 

Bullies isolate and ostracize their Targets to make them look unappealing to 
others and to make them feel left out, not part of the team and alone. They 
can do this through numerous methods including moving the Target’s desk, 
not including them in social activities, leaving them out of decision-making 
processes, avoiding interactions with them and through gossip and smear 
campaigns. It can be emotionally exhausting and embarrassing for the Target 
to be isolated. Ostracism validates the rumors that bullies are spreading 
about their Target. 

Stealing Credit Stealing credit is an easy way for bullies to minimize Targets and lift 
themselves up via a power dynamic. They will take credit for important work 
products that the Target completed and lie to others about their contribution 
to the effort. It’s an easy way to minimize and suppress the Target and very 
easy for them to get away with in a workplace. 

Their Way or the 
Highway Approach 

Bullies require Targets to acquiesce and do work their way for two reasons: 
power and control. Simple! Lack of autonomy can feel suffocating – the 
bully’s goal! They are unable to see or appreciate any other way of doing 
work except THEIR way and they will micromanage you until you acquiesce. 

Ignores You A Target’s good work will never be acknowledged by a bully – they will find a 
way to take credit for it or sabotage the work so it is impossible for the 
Target to do good work. The Target’s exemplary work will be nitpicked to the 
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point that nothing good will be found and the focus is completely focused on 
the negative. It is exhausting and soul-crushing. 

Micromanages You A simple method for bullies to devalue Targets and exert control and power 
to intimidate and cause stress by closely observing, monitoring and 
controlling very minute details of work. Bullies are EXPERTS at toxic 
micromanagement – huge red flag and if this behavior begins, know it will 
only get worse. 

Assigns You 
Undesirable Work 

Assigning crummy work will further isolate Targets from the team, they will 
feel small, and it will surely impact their self-esteem. It is also a way that 
bullies use to hopefully get the Target to quit because it makes upward 
mobility challenging, if not an impossibility, when Targets do crummy work 
that doesn’t allow them to shine. 

Rejects Your Ideas Constantly having your ideas and good work shot down, ignored and rejected 
is a common method for bullies to suppress their Targets that leads to harm 
and confidence issues. 

Grooming Bullies may attempt to groom their Targets by gaining their trust, 
manipulating them in order to gain control and exploit any perceived 
vulnerabilities. They groom by creating a false sense of trust, displaying 
excessive charm and flattery, developing a mentorship type of relationship, 
isolating the Target, giving excessive gifts and attention, gaslighting and 
escalating the relationship, which is based on control, over time. 

False Claims of 
Insubordination 

Bullies may claim you are insubordinate to draw attention to Targets as the 
troublemaker and away from themselves if they feel the spotlight is on them 
for some reason. This claim may come from an imposter leader/bully or from 
a peer who makes the claim to a leader. It's all part of their very devious plan 
to ensure the Target remains under the microscope and that they can 
continue their mistreatment without any barriers. 

Removes or Changes 
Your Job 
Responsibilities 

Bullies remove or change the job responsibilities of their Targets to demean, 
belittle and minimize them – they may add more responsibilities to 
overwhelm them or take them away to humiliate. It is yet another method to 
make the Target feel like an outsider and to hopefully get them to quit. 

Excessive Monitoring Keep your friends close and your enemies closer - this is the mindset of 
bullies. They are keeping tabs to keep control and to make Targets feel 
uneasy and under-the-microscope. Some will actually stand over the Target’s 
desk and watch them work or temporarily move offices because “they need 
to watch and see what you do during the day”. Disgusting behavior that feels 
stalker-esque but they get away with it because they claim they need to do it 
to manage the Target. 

Defends Negative 
Behavior Toward You 

Bullies will always defend their own negative behavior and the nasty 
behavior of others – they must so they can continue to torment Targets and 
to ensure abuse is allowed in their toxic work environment. A major sign of a 
toxic and dangerous, abusive person. 

Coercive Control Coercive control is used by bullies to compel Targets to do something they 
don’t want to do by way of force or threats of punishment if they don’t 
follow their directives. Coercion is very dangerous and will affect Targets in a 
very negative way and lead to resentment. 
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Brainwashing Brainwashing is a close cousin to gaslighting. Bullies brainwash Targets to 
systematically pressure them into believing a radical truth. They may slowly 
do this over a period of time so it isn’t obvious the Target is being 
brainwashed…it’s a slow burn and done strategically by the bully. 

Spying Bullies want to keep a close eye on their Targets because they need to be 
able to use anything they find out against their Targets. Bullies can 
accomplish this by being spatially near their Targets, but they may find other 
ways to spy by way of technology, video cameras in the office, recording calls 
or by recruiting coworkers to spy and share back details to them. 

Stonewalling Stonewalling is a refusal to communicate or cooperate. Bullies use it as a 
negative and destructive way of non-communication with Targets that makes 
it quite challenging, if not impossible, to collaborate and get work done. 
Bullies will then use this against you to say that Targets were unwilling to 
communicate with them (which is gaslighting…so, a double-whammy of 
bullying tactics is achieved with stonewalling!). 

Blocks Growth, 
Development and 
Advancement 

Bullies use this savvy tactic to ensure there is no path forward for Targets in 
terms of promotion opportunities, growth, interesting and high-profile 
projects – all done to suppress the Target. They will block the Target every 
chance they get and they ARE successful. 

Defamation Defamation of character is a method used as part of a smear campaign and 
includes making false statements that typically damage the Target’s 
reputation. They may say you are lazy, bad at [a skill], a horrible 
communicator (etc.). They will lie relentlessly with boldness. This is quite 
harmful in a workplace where professional reputation is so important. 

Recruiting Others to 
Abuse You 

Bullies are exceptionally talented at recruiting others to bully their Targets. It 
is a highly effective method because with additional bullies preying on the 
Target, their mission to take down their Target is made easier on them and is 
more quickly accomplished. They recruit others through gossip, rumors, 
defamation of character, lies and a smear campaign. 

Gaslighting Gaslighting is a form of psychological manipulation and emotional abuse that 
bullies use to make Targets question their perception of reality and induce 
incredible self-doubt. They will deny your reality and lie straight to your face 
about what are known facts. Targets may actually feel like they are going 
insane if a bully is talented in using this method. 

Praise-Bombing Bullies may shower you with excessive, often public praise to win your trust, 
only to withdraw it suddenly as punishment or to destabilize you. This keeps 
Targets off-balance and hungry for the bully’s approval. 

Breadcrumbing Breadcrumbing is a form of emotional manipulation when a bully dangles 
tiny bits of information, praise or an opportunity to keep a Target hooked 
and compliant without ever giving real support or recognition. It keeps the 
Target dependent, confused and engaged in an effort that likely will never 
come to fruition. Over time, this is exhausting for the Target and leads to 
psychological exhaustion and harm. 

Weaponizing Policies Bullies misuse workplace policies or procedures (like PIPs and warnings) to 
punish, isolate or push out a Target under the guise of “following the rules.” 
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Fake Empathy Pretending to care about your wellbeing or struggles only to extract personal 
details or disarm you - which they later weaponize and use against you at a 
time that is convenient to them. 

Feedback as 
Punishment 

Abusive leaders use so-called feedback sessions not to coach or develop but 
to humiliate and shame Targets under a veneer of professionalism. They 
provide this feedback at times that are convenient to them and they use it to 
provide opportunities for excessive monitoring, micromanagement and 
coercive control, that leads to very serious negative impacts. 

PIP Misuse Placing a Target on a performance improvement plan not to develop skills 
but to build a paper trail for forced termination - often with impossible goals. 
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