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When victims are on their own
Although abuse is on the rise in the office, many bosses refuse to take action, writes KATHERINE HARDING
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It started the minute Brenda Jones walked into her new sales job -- a nasty cocktail of daily

workplace bullying: sabotage, swearing, name-calling, hissing and even spitting. The perpetrator was
a co-worker.

Unfortunately, the experience of Ms. Jones (not her real name) isn't rare. Experts say workplace
violence -- which often involves psychological abuse, shouting and threats, but can escalate to
slapping, hitting and even murder -- is on the rise in Canada and many employers are leaving the
victims to end it themselves.

In a recent study, Warren Shepell Consultants found that the number of employees seeking help for
work-related conflict had increased by 29 per cent from 1999 to 2001. The company, which offers
employee assistance programs, based the study on cases it dealt with during those three years.

Because Ms. Jones's large Toronto-based company didn't have a formalized workplace violence
policy, she asked management to intervene. "They told me to ignore it," she recalls. "The message
was loud and clear: We aren't going to say anything to someone who makes a lot more money than
you do."

For the next few months, the veteran saleswoman did try to "ignore" the abuse, but soon quit when it
became too much emotionally and psychologically.

"That is my major regret. You can't pretend it's not happening," Ms. Jones says. "I wish I had called
my lawyer when it first started happening. If your gut is telling you that something is wrong, follow
it."

Fortunately, there are lots of strategies and legal remedies a victim of violence can pursue when their
boss won't defend them.

Toronto lawyer Raj Anand, a former Ontario human rights commissioner, says the first thing a
person should do is research how prevalant or persistent the problem is within their workplace.

Also try to rally other victims or witnesses behind you, he said. "Determine whether numbers can be
brought to bear."

Mr. Anand says it's important to gather evidence that proves the company knew about the abuse but
refused to act. He says that while a paper trail helps, it's not an absolute necessity. "But the reality is
that if you don't have it, it will become a case of he said versus she said. Credibility will be called
into question."

Mr. Anand says people can sue for constructive dismissal by trying to prove the company breached
its contract by imposing terms and conditions that weren't originally agreed to. But he tries to avoid
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