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Abstract 

 

Change leaders must be capable of facilitating diverse teams toward accomplishing a common 

goal. These teams often contain individuals that are technical experts or have specialized 

expertise within a certain subject area. Individuals with great intellect may use this power 

negatively, whether consciously or subconsciously, to leverage team direction. Bullying, bias, 

prejudice, and superiority as a result of intellectual power are damaging to organizational social 

networks and impede change. This paper will explore the effect intellectual bullying has on 

professional working relationships and organizational culture within the context of change 

leadership. Intellectual bullying behavior will be reviewed as it applies to organization hierarchy, 

implications within relationships, and how change leaders can address such behaviors. The 

complexity of managing intellectual bullying behaviors between subordinates, peers, superiors, 

and customers adds a unique challenge to successful change initiatives. Change leaders must 

understand common sources of bullying behavior and utilize effective coaching techniques or 

intervention strategies to countermeasure. 
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Intellectual Bullying and Addressing the Negative Impact of “Smart People” on      

Organizational Culture 

Intellectual bullies are viral in workplace cultures and can inhibit change. Stereotypically, 

intellectual bullies intentionally bring attention to the errors and shortcomings of others only to 

promote their agenda (Dash, 2019). Their agenda is coerced using a high level of confidence and 

misdirection, yet with purported verbal eloquence. Mallick (2021) further defines behaviors of 

undermining the confidence of peers and using psychological abuse to gain power as gaslighting. 

These behaviors are symptomatic of the bully’s insecurities and fears of failure (Seltzer, 2017). 

Intellectual bullies often convey a sense of entitlement by displaying condescending, 

intimidating, and impolite behaviors (Anonymous, 2018). From their perspective, a hierarchy 

exists between those with increased mental capabilities and those that may not have perceived 

subject matter knowledge. When this individual is a change initiative stakeholder, their high 

intellect and reputation of competency can exceedingly influence the outcome of a change 

(Hayes, 2014, pp. 192-195). This does not always benefit the change leader. 

Systemically, America’s history of promoting intellectual ability may partly be at fault. 

Post-World War I - military testing showed the average American intelligence was that of a 

thirteen-year-old (Jasanoff, 2004). This sparked debate and the question of whether or not 

democracy itself could exist if the nation’s leaders would be chosen by those with lesser 

intelligence (Jasanoff, 2004). Intellectual ability was therefore a symbol of social power and only 

those with this legitimate right were perceived to be worthy of influencing others (Hayes, 2014, 

p. 191). Just as in America’s history, privilege created by IQ, education, training, experience, and 

qualifications is still a cultural trait today (Lemann, 1999). Disproportionate equity is distributed 

to those without status and educational opportunities correlate to intellectual ability. Managing 
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team dynamics to lessen this systemic privilege requires change leaders to create a sense of 

inclusivity and intellectual safety. 

Intellect itself is not the problem. The problem arises when individuals within the top of 

this hierarchy unduly belittle those perceived to be of lower standing. This position of power is 

used to gaslight employees attempting to convince others of their deficits (Mallick, 2021). 

Gaslighting is a form of psychological bullying intended at making targets believe they are 

disconnected, and even delusional, about circumstances within their environment (Sweet, 2019). 

Though intellectual bullies may try to use expert power, teammates that are unable or unwilling 

may not respect this leadership style, consequently forming negative associations (Hersey et al., 

2001). Seltzer characterizes intellectuals without emotional sensitivity to display their egos with 

“large words, loud behaviors and aloof, arrogant sentences and their offense consist of a belief 

that they are smarter than others” (Seltzer, 2017, para 6). Due to their illusory superiority, 

intellectual bullies enjoy making others feel inferior from their mental domination, especially if 

viewed as a competitive risk (Jones, 2008). Their behaviors minimize team coherence as 

divergent objectives deteriorate the ability of a change leader to establish a collective leadership 

group (Hayes, 2014, p. 181). 

Intellectual Bullying 

Definitions 

There are many terms people use when referencing acts of workplace bullying; 

harassment, gaslighting, emotional or phycological abuse, intimidation, narcissism, lateral or 

horizontal violence, mobbing, and psychological harassment (Ciby & Raya, 2018; Duignan, 

2020; Sweet, 2019). Bullying behaviors can demean, threaten, and humiliate others within a 

working group. Workplace bullying encompasses deliberate, offensive, aggressive, intimidating, 
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contemptuous, and often persistent harmful actions (Iroegbu, 2019).  Such acts are intended to 

cause anxiety, demoralize, harm, or humiliate another person physically or psychologically. 

Einarsen (1999) describes bullying as “all those repeated actions and practices that are directed 

to one or more workers, which are unwanted by the victim, which may be done deliberately or 

unconsciously, but cause humiliation, offense, and distress, and that may interfere with job 

performance and/or cause an unpleasant working environment” (p. 19). The bully intends to use 

this power of intimidation to establish control and coerce the fulfillment of a personal satisfier. 

The intended outcome and motivation for such behaviors within a team setting can vary greatly, 

however, change managers must be aware of and able to identify bullying behaviors. 

Workplace bullying is a phenomenon involving exposure to negative behavior within the 

work environment. This exposure negatively influences both the physical and psychological 

health of exposed employees (Ciby & Raya, 2018). In general, workplace bullying is stated to be 

a more disturbing and injurious challenge for employees than other kinds of work-related stress 

(Jennifer et al., 2003). All situations wherein one or more employees are exposed to repeated 

negative behaviors over a period of time constitute workplace bullying. A single isolated incident 

in the workplace that is not repeated may indicate poor judgment, but would not be considered 

bullying (Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996). Repeated or chronic negative behaviors which include 

verbal or non-verbal harassment, offensive remarks, and potentially social exclusion will 

negatively affect a target’s work tasks (Hoel & Cooper, 2000; Einarsen et al., 2003). The 

duration and frequency of exposure to negative coworker behavior is a critical distinguishing 

feature of bullying.  

When this behavior is coupled with intelligence as a means of negative persuasion, 

intellectual bullying results. Intellectual bullying can also materialize in many forms. For this 



    10 

 

paper, it shall be defined as behaviors that utilize social power from knowledge, information, and 

expertise gained through experience with the desired result to leverage change initiatives as well 

as detract from team congruence. The adage, “knowledge is power” has consequential 

associations with organizational team dynamics and their success. The adoration of “smart 

people” in American society has constructed a cultural foundation of acceptance and submission 

to those perceived as intellectually gifted. Though it cannot be refuted that “being smart” affords 

certain individuals an ability to successfully navigate life situations, overindulgent self-

perceptions of worth can lead to illusory superiority. Individuals with superiority complexes 

often use perceived power to manipulate social circles (Ni, 2019). 

Gaslighting is also a form of psychological manipulation, usually done by an individual 

of power to deceive others of a subordinate’s or peer’s lesser worth (Fraser, 2021). Research on 

this topic suggests gaslighting behaviors are often verbal, passive, and of an indirect nature 

(Einarsen et al., 2010). In the context of intellectual bullying, gaslighting is a defined action 

often taken by those with intelligence to diminish perceived threats. Again, “being smart” is not 

the root cause, it is the conscious efforts taken by individuals with intellectual power to 

purposefully harm others. For a change leader, gaslighting is an indirect passive-aggressive 

action with the potential to detract from team congruence as much as directly witnessed acts. 

Organizational Impact 

Workplace bullying is recognized to have a global prevalence and it is identified as a 

crucial problem in the work environment. Nielsen et al. (2010) state bullying is a widespread 

problem in current working life with up to fifty percent of adults encountering some form of 

workplace harassment or bullying (p. 955). Increasingly, workplace bullying is being recognized 

as contributing cause of job loss and inhospitable workplace environments (Glambek et al., 
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2018). The impact of unaddressed bullying on organizations is damaging and adversely affects 

organizational productivity (Tehrani, 2012).  

Workplace bullying reduces collaboration between coworkers and reduces the vigilance, 

communication, coordination, and job performance of affected employees (Nielsen, 2013). This 

delays the ability of change leaders to establish project priorities, develop a communication plan, 

or meet project deadlines. Additionally, new team members exposed to workplace bullying will 

perceive the organization as harboring negative working conditions, thus significantly reducing 

employee retention (Fu-Sung et al., 2019). Bullying results in an increased employee intention to 

resign which unfavorably affects long-term organizational stability, therefore, it is necessary that 

leadership takes action to reduce workplace bullying (Srivastava & Agarwal, 2020).  

Intellectual bullying diminishes a target’s sense of worth, confidence, and value. This 

produces high levels of anxiety in anticipation of being in the same environment as a bully 

(Iroegbu, 2019). At the organizational level, several negative outcomes have been shown to 

develop as a consequence. These consequences include decreased job commitment, job 

dissatisfaction, and increased turnover (Glambek et al., 2018, pp. 297-298). The most common 

consequences reported by organizations are decreased morale, higher levels of stress and/or 

depression, and lack of trust between co-workers (SHRM, 2012). Unfortunately, cases of 

bullying are underreported as individuals lack confidence in the organization’s ability to enforce 

disciplinary policies to eliminate bullying (Iroegbu, 2019). When employees fear victimization, 

embarrassment, and lack of trust in the organization, change initiatives are not effective. Trust is 

directly related to the quality of information exchanged within the organization (Hayes, 2014). 

When change managers are not able to use individual influence, due to low employee 
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commitment and lack of organizational trust, they are unable to project an adequate vision of 

change value (Hayes, 2014, pp. 221-223).  

Though personality characteristics may be a contributing factor, bullying is not simply an 

interpersonal phenomenon and must be examined in the wider context of the organization 

(Jennifer et al., 2003). This means workplace culture should be viewed through the presence of 

positive and negative functional team relationships and how organizations systemically address, 

ignore, or tolerate behaviors. If leadership overall, let alone a change-responsible leader, fails to 

manage instances of bullying properly, the efficacy of meeting organizational objectives can be 

diminished.  

Purpose of Research 

As business leaders, change leaders must facilitate diverse teams effectively. Often 

change leaders are not subject matter experts, but instead are experts in communication, 

problem-solving, and project management. When leading a team containing an intellectual bully, 

it is more challenging to establish the necessary mental security required for effective 

collaboration. Psychological security is vital for a change leader to establish. Any team 

provocation by a bully triggers the amygdala in a target’s brain and subsequently paralyzes the 

analytical and strategic reasoning needed for team collaboration (Delizonna, 2017). When 

managed properly, teammates are likely to realize mutual respect and establish the interpersonal 

trust necessary for psychological safety (Men, et. al., 2020). Safety minimizes unnecessary team 

fragmentation and propagates feedback loops vital to achieving change consensus (Hayes, 2014). 

Psychological safety is necessary to motivate employees to contribute, share, and exchange 

knowledge (Men, et. al., 2020). Knowledge hiding results when this condition is not satisfied in 

the presence of an intellectual bully. 



    13 

 

Individuals that are direct victims of intellectual bullying can suffer from self-esteem 

damage, loss of confidence, and become demoralized (Anonymous, 2018). Unfortunately, some 

individuals strongly feel they understand things "correctly," persistently insisting others conform 

to their view. This behavior is alienating and insulting to coworkers and requires intervention 

from the change leader. For their psychological gratification, intellectual bullies often find 

comfort in people who agree and consequently, oppose views that differ from their own. This 

narcissistic behavior leads to satisfaction from the enjoyment received when establishing 

superiority over others (Seltzer, 2016). 

Significance and Implications of Research 

 The significance of this research will result in defining an under-reported and overlooked 

type of workplace bullying while also providing useful mitigation strategies for change leaders. 

Bullies abuse an imbalance of power to control a situation, and negative behaviors are reinforced 

by the victim’s reaction (Randall, 2003). In high-functioning workplace environments, team 

members with intellectual ability are often encouraged by leadership through praise and 

increases in responsibility. Though these individuals often obtain results, team morale can suffer 

and occurrences of conflict increase. Through proper coaching strategies and redirection, change 

leaders can better assimilate intellectual bullies into an effective working group. 

This study will provide intervention methods to address intellectual bullying during 

change initiatives whether from a superior, peer, or subordinate relationship. Methods will focus 

on social skills training and the leadership necessary to provide teams an opportunity to increase 

self-awareness and their impact on others (Hayes, 2014). The relationship between cognition and 

behavior will be explored as a potential coaching strategy. Cognitive theories suggest 

maladaptive beliefs and expectations cause abnormal behaviors that can be modified by 
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increased personal awareness and adaptive behavior modeling (Lahey, 1989). Through proper 

adoption of intrarelationship-building strategies, a change leader can increase effectiveness and 

increase commitment toward change. 

Research Review 

Intelligence and Power Within Teams 

This research review examines literature about how intelligence is perceived by self and 

others, and how it may be used as a means of influence. This paper will address why individuals 

with perceived intelligence may be associated with negative behaviors, and how these behavior 

impact working relationships as well as progress toward change initiatives. Current literature 

about change leadership primarily focuses on the implementation of models in a forward-

thinking sense. This paper will address a specific real-world dynamic of how change leaders 

must understand and adapt to detracting adult behaviors within an organization or team 

environment.  

 Intelligence becomes a power when it is incorporated into a system of wants, or effective 

demands and actions that serve self-interest. Intellectual bullies are often narcissistic “know-it-

alls”, regularly using their charisma and coercion to influence people into giving them what they 

want (Li, 2019). This is commonly one-sided, self-serving, and unreasonable. Devey (1934) 

argues the fundamental problem is how intelligence gains increasing power when the want and 

desires of the perpetrator come to fruition. This perpetuates the desire for intellectual bullies to 

position themselves in personal or professional social circles with those who allow them to 

dominate or marginalize as the status quo. The bully feels satisfied by controlling and 

subjugating other coworkers or team members (Li, 2019). 
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During change initiatives, expertise and information are necessary for success and are 

often critical to determining novel solutions. Like intellectual superiority, expert power is the 

perception that certain individuals have an increased level of knowledge or specific aptitudes that 

others in the workgroup do not possess (French & Bertram, 1959). This perception leads to more 

social influence and subsequently power. Also related is an intellectual bully’s ability to leverage 

informational power. Informational power is the use of various types of information or expertise 

to influence the desired outcome within a social group. Individuals with informational power can 

hide, disclose, or control information to leverage the desired behavior from a target. Information 

can also be suppressed and leveraged for bargaining. This ability to provide or deny access to 

information gives an intellectual bully the power to manipulate behavior within another 

individual or group (French & Bertram, 1959). 

A History of Intellectual Adoration in America 

The subject of intelligence and its measures have a long history. It is important to 

understand how this personal attribute is perceived from a macro level to determine 

subconscious societal influence. The amount of emphasis and the value placed upon “being 

smart” as a society innately enables tolerance toward behaviors that accentuate this 

characteristic. In the United States today, most individuals have a perception that “high 

intelligence is the primary prerequisite for leading a happy, productive, and prosperous life” 

(Castles, 2012, p 4). It is natural to adore and respect those with intelligence, just as it is natural 

to depend on those that can sustain our physical needs of sustenance. Is it not true that an 

individual with a doctorate-level degree has more to offer than that team member with only a 

GED? The perception of intellectual superiority in the United States is a systemic construct 

based on privilege and opportunity within educational systems. Brim’s (1969) research 
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uncovered that most individuals have thought about how they compare with others in 

intelligence and can rank their hierarchy within groups. Most Americans regard intelligence as 

the greatest indicator of personal worth, with those perceived of higher intelligence to have more 

value than other people (Castles, 2012). This is significant as a societal construct of worth, 

related to intelligence, innately disseminates into the acceptance and perceived worth of 

intelligence within functional working groups. A natural hierarchy enables an intellectual bully 

to have a sense of privilege, and perhaps a tolerance of others when coupled with obtrusive 

behaviors. 

Today, measured intelligence is of more significance than ever before. Brim (1969) states 

measures of intellectual aptitude are commonly substituted attributes over religion, race, sex, 

strength, or wealth (p. 3). In Lemann’s (1999) observations of standardized test scores, he 

concluded comparisons of intelligence allow individuals to enter the elite end of society 

guaranteeing a path to success. In American society there is an ever-increasing emphasis rested 

on perceived intelligence as the basis on which rewards will be allocated. This preference for 

intelligence has been noted to outweigh other personal characteristics such as honesty, creativity, 

altruism, and even leadership (Brim, 1969). Unfortunately, Castles (2012) further deepens this 

American trait by stating few American influencers find a reason to challenge the assumption 

that intelligence reflects innate individual worth as most “take it for granted that they dwell 

among the cognitive aristocracy” (p. 14). 

The American view that intelligence matters most of all personal attributes, may have 

unintended consequences. It perpetuates the personal belief that intelligence, and the use of 

knowledge, may often be more important than integrity, interpersonal sensitivity, and social 

responsibility (Castles, 2012). In the modern workplace when team collaboration and respect are 
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paramount, the viral behaviors of intellectual superiority must be carefully managed. Overall, 

being “smart” has no virtue in itself when coupled with disrespect. Castles states merit can only 

come from the ability to use one’s intelligence, in congruence with character, to better a larger 

society and not for personal gain (2012).  

Systemic Intelligence Bias 

Knowledge is a type of power. When knowledgeable people are allowed to shape 

information and restrict access to information, they are enabled to strengthen their possession of 

that power (Lee, 2021). Americans believe high intelligence is the essential prerequisite for 

productive and prosperous life (Castles, 2012). Lahey (1989) stated the intellectually “gifted” are 

more intelligent than their peers and perform better in all aspects of life; whether considered 

more honest and trustworthy, of higher socioeconomic status, or possess fewer emotional issues 

(p. 280). Our society is considered Meritocratic, wherein education and knowledge should 

determine personal economic outcomes. Personal economic outcomes are primarily determined 

by the value and position within an individual’s career. 

Consequently, systems have been created to place greater value on those with higher 

foundations of education and formal training than those with experience alone. Individuals with 

high educational achievement believe strongly in meritocratic beliefs as they have the most to 

gain under such a system (Kunovich & Slomczynski, 2007). As the United States was 

industrialized on the philosophy that global competitiveness was only achievable by higher 

education, the attainment of this belief established greater regard for those within this social 

group. Richie and Trucker-Drob (2018) postulate the level of education and actual intelligence 

are an imperfect proxy and the effects of education on intelligence may increase aptitude toward 

particular skills, but may not increase general cognitive ability.  
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Though it cannot be argued a general level of formal education is required for a modern 

society to exist, for the egocentric and narcissistic intellectual, self-actualization of value 

increases as educational acumen is gained. Perhaps this is supported by countless articles and 

statistics illustrating the correlation between a well-educated workforce and prosperity. For 

example, Figure 1 shows adults with at least a college degree attain greater higher productivity 

and can be interpreted to represent a direct correlation between personal value in increased 

intelligence (Berger & Fisher, 2013). 

 

Figure 1: Productivity has a positive correlation with educational attainment of workers.  

From “A Well-Educated Workforce Is Key to State Prosperity,” by Economic Poly 

Institute, 2013 (https://www.epi.org/publication/states-education-productivity-growth-

foundations/) In the public domain. 

 

Historically, America has gone to great lengths to promote higher education as a means 

to obtain wealth and societal value. The unintentional consequence is how individuals of higher 
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education and perceived intelligence may develop a sense of superiority and source of power 

within social groups. As education, and resulting intelligence, is one of the most systemically 

promoted means to increase economic equity in America, it ironically may be under-addressed as 

a source of systemic bias. Within cross-functional work groups, these same beliefs and 

perceptions can exist in evaluating the acceptance of knowledge contributions. Those of higher 

educational standing can add perceived value with more ease than those with lesser education, 

thus perpetuating repeated and frequent bias, and intellectual bullying. Though examples 

presented focus on the perception and implications of intellectual value in America, this issue 

has been recognized in several additional developed countries that believe education is the key to 

growth. Fu-Sung et al. (2109) state the majority of Society for Human Resource Management 

members admit bullying has taken place within their organizations and that this phenomenon has 

gained a global prevalence (p. 1703).  

Why “Smart People” are Difficult for Change Managers 

As America loves “smart people”, and our value system is built around educational 

meritocracy, change managers have a significant challenge when addressing intellectual bullying 

behaviors within teams. This societal construct enables a sort of privilege, or in the least a 

tolerance, for people with intelligence despite deficits in interpersonal respect. As the perception 

of intelligence having significant value is innate in American society, a change manager will 

inevitably encounter a team member with intellectual bullying tendencies. Those with high levels 

of intelligence, or expert power, within teams may challenge a change leader’s ability to obtain 

results. Sometimes these individuals do not possess legitimate authority yet can considerably 

influence more than the change leader themself (Hayes, 2014, p. 191). Often these team 
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members are necessary experts critical to project success. The challenge lies in a perceived gap 

between change leader knowledge and ability to that of the intellectual, subject matter, expert. 

Expert Power and Illusory Superiority  

Intellectual bullies with expert power may try to lord their knowledge over the change 

leader in an attempt to make them feel inferior for not knowing as much. If allowed, it can lead 

to the change leader losing team respect and the bully gaining detractors. When fact-finding 

during change initiatives, confident and outspoken intellectuals can become uncomfortable and 

combative when asked to provide evidence of their knowledge (Castles, 2012). This can lead to 

the acceptance of assumptions and set a precedence for allowing false information to influence 

change direction. 

Illusory superiority bias is an individual’s overappraisal of positive qualities and an 

underestimation of negative qualities as compared to others. Cohen (2014) states illusory 

superiority in adults has shown a consistent bias in overestimating cognitive abilities as well as 

other abilities and attributes (p. 414). Excessive illusory superiority, or overconfidence, has been 

identified as a major cause of conflict within competitive situations (Menuet & Sekeris, 2021). In 

a conflict context, an intellectual bully’s perception of superiority perpetuates an overestimation 

of knowledge bias. Team members often believe in this superiority and minimize their risks to 

avoid conflict. 

Toxic intellectuals will intentionally create scenarios where they can regularly receive 

attention and the feeling of infallibility, often exhibiting “know-it-all” behaviors (Ni, 2019).  

Team conversations and sharing sessions may be more difficult as intellectual bullies can 

disproportionately contribute and frequently interrupt others. Due to perceived superiority, they 

believe only their opinion and contributions are of value and other team members are only there 
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to benefit from their presence. Aggression may be affective, including strong emotional 

connections, or it may be instrumental, enacted with no emotional basis (Randall, 2003).  

The intellectual bully may criticize and correct other team members' views. They may 

only listen briefly before interrupting and continuing with their thoughts sending a message that 

the contribution of others is insignificant. Team trust is commonly compromised in the presence 

of an intellectual bully. This personality can quickly become a change detractor and an active 

vehicle purposely working against change efforts. Being quick to disagree with proposed 

changes, not of their own, they will target relationships with individuals who are prone to 

manipulation (Ni, 2009). The intellectual bully is a narcissist that will continuously search for 

opportunities for self-enhancement, the denigration of others, and to support followers 

strategically maintaining a favorable power base (Holmes, 2001). 

 Intellectual bullies are often poor team contributors as they are unwilling to accept or act 

upon assigned duties. Ni (2019) observes this type of individual would rather be viewed as the 

mastermind of a project rather than involved in completing necessary tasks. For bully non-

supporters, this creates a belief of unequitable distribution of work and propagates feelings of 

injustice. Change leaders are challenged in balancing team member contributions. If the team 

believes change is being managed unfairly, there may be an adverse effect on morale, 

commitment, and performance (Hayes, 2014).  

Hierarchical Perception 

Opportunities allowing coworker measurements and comparison of intellectual abilities, 

whether deliberately or subconsciously, can result in unintentional aggressive competition 

between workers. In change projects, often only one opportunity can be explored at one time. 

Though this may be necessary to optimize resources, it has the potential to lead to perceptions of 
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competition within the team. Individual wins come at the expense of the losers, therefore 

workplace and team structures enabling such behaviors are especially prone to bullying (Namie, 

& Namie, 2000). Intellectual bullies desire to maintain their hierarchical position, often 

preferring cutthroat competition against others that allow only one winner to emerge. This type 

of employee forgoes teamwork for personal accomplishment (Brenner, 2019). They have a high 

opinion of their intelligence and assume they make better decisions than their colleagues without 

evaluating whether or not it is true. (Shaw, 2015). 

Unfortunately, the comparison of intellectual abilities had already been undertaken by 

individuals before forming teams. As addressed previously, the modern world has created an 

intellectual bias propagating the perception that a higher level of formal education, or higher 

levels of aptitude test scores, are directly associated with an individual’s societal value (Lemann, 

1999). Following the same meritocracy scale, organizations deliberately establish an intellectual 

hierarchy in job titles and through the development of highly articulated organizational charts. 

Any organizational chart illustrates who is below who, who is above who, and where all 

employees are positioned within the hierarchy of the company (Brenner, 2019). Another example 

of a perceived intellectual hierarchy is illustrated in position titles. For example, two Engineering 

employees, one with the suffix “Level 1” and the other “Level 3”, will naturally have a pre-

established intellectual hierarchy based on the perception of expertise power. Within teams, this 

can promote dismissiveness and enable intellectual bullying. 

The Problem with Expertise and Team Collaboration 

Team members that possess knowledge and expertise highly related to a change project 

are more likely to provide pertinent information, useful insight, and diverse ideas to support a 

successful completion (Franz & Larson, 2002). The ability to comprehend the value of this team 
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member is dependent on the group’s current knowledge of the subject (Cohen & Levinthal, 

1990). If the group is not as knowledgeable as the expert, it is expected there will be a greater 

level of confidence in the information shared. This can lead to a natural increase in expert power 

and potential use of leverage by the expert. The use of expert power affects the amount and 

demand of information shared within the team (Lee et al., 2011).  

Regardless of the team makeup, the core element of any successful change management 

process is collaboration. Feelings of shame or embarrassment from team members lesser 

knowledgeable than “the expert” may decrease the desire to collaborate (Gelinas & James, 

1998). If team members do not feel supported, safe, and understood, they are unlikely to change 

when asked. Team members can become wary, feel isolated, and question their own ability to 

contribute; creativity and productivity can significantly decline. When the expert defaults to 

intellectual bullying tactics, they will purposefully use this insecurity to become an influencer 

and steer change independently. The lower the level of team expertise, the greater the ability of 

an intellectual bully to disrupt collaboration. 

Some intellectual bullies have been created out of success. These individuals are difficult 

to manage in a team environment as they believe their accolades prove they do know it all, and 

as a result, it is their duty to dictate how to do things in great detail (Claman, 2017). This creates 

conflict within teams as most individuals do not participate only to be taught lessons from over-

bearing coworkers. In a study by Lee (1977), it was discovered that the greater the individual's 

experience, the less likely the leader will use centralized decision styles involving team 

participation. If the change leader is unable to redirect this power by enlisting the intellectual as a 

change agent, there is a risk of the team supporting the expert, gaining collective power, and 

potentially halting the change initiative. 
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Bullying and Organizational Influence During Change Initiatives 

During change initiatives team cohesiveness is critical. Hayes (2014) states a change 

leader must perform critical leadership tasks to ensure success (pp. 169-178). These tasks include 

the ability to establish a future state vision, align the team to work together, enable the team to 

perform by removing obstacles, and support the team by addressing concerns (Hayes, 2014, p. 

169). As a change detractor, a team containing an intellectual bully may face increased 

challenges completing these tasks. For instance, when establishing a vision, the intellectual bully 

is likely to argue flaws in the future state. The acquisition and control of territory are vital to the 

bully’s self-preservation, but this self-protective frame of mind stifles initiative and innovation 

(Randall, 2003). The intellectual bully can develop elaborate explanations about why an 

initiative has no value, fact or not, the team followers will be influenced and contribute to 

resistance. Hayes (2014) states change leaders can effectively minimize resistance through the 

use of technical evidence and rational arguments to persuade individuals to change (p. 240). 

However, the intellectual bully is often perceived to be of superior intelligence and skilled at 

challenging polemics. This strength can bias groupthink and influence the direction of a change 

initiative. 

 Removing obstacles and enabling team members becomes more challenging in the 

presence of an intellectual bully. Due to the lack of psychological safety when in the presence of 

an intellectual bully, many employees have been conditioned to repress their ideas out of fear of 

repercussion (Brenner, 2019, p. 55). The change manager can have difficulty relinquishing 

control and allowing team members to take action independently. The concern is the team may 

be too greatly controlled by the intellectual bully and a secure platform does not exist. The 

bully’s aggression is often tolerated due to technical expertise and previous ability to take 
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organizational action as needed (Randall, 2003). An influential team member like this means the 

team is more inclined to have lower motivation, resentment, and lower loyalty. It forces the 

change leader to address intrapersonal obstacles as well as the tactical aspects of the change 

initiative. 

The Role of Change Leadership in Addressing Intellectual Bullying 

There are several strategies and methodologies a change leader can use to mitigate the 

impact of a team bully. The primary skill needed is that of leadership. Leadership can be 

approached in many ways, yet a transformational style, utilizing servant leadership practices, is 

effective in building team equity and the high commitment culture necessary for trust, security, 

and increased levels of sharing (Ghannad, 2015; Hayes, 2014; Nielsen, 2013). Change leaders 

confronting intellectual bullies must also be mindful and self-aware in their approach. Initial 

reactions to a bully are often emotional (Namie & Namie, 2000, p. 165). Often by developing 

emotional intelligence, the leader’s ability to cope effectively within a negative environment is 

heightened (Lahey, 1989). 

Change initiatives often fail due to the ability of the leader in managing change itself. 

Self-serving change resisters are often quick to identify an opportunity to undermine the effort 

and will align others to resist (Kotter, 2012, p. 14). Burke and Litwin (1992) explain this 

particular set of behaviors is created when the organization uses the human capital to carry out an 

organizational strategy. However, the influence of the change manager when “encouraging 

subordinates to initiate innovative approaches to tasks and projects" may differ, leading to gaps 

in the communication of vision and the roles and responsibilities of team members (Burke & 

Litwin, 1992, pp. 532-533). As such, the role of a change leader can often be considered that of a 

“social engineer”. This term, coined by Lewin, considers the need to review individual human 
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aspects within social groups and apply techniques to effectively change the interactions (Burnes, 

& Bargal, 2017). As a change leader, awareness of team social interactions and how to influence 

dynamics increase the potential for success. Kotter’s (2012) change management step of creating 

a “Guiding Coalition” further supports this process. To gain commitment to the change initiative, 

the leader must influence others to gain a willingness to support the change regardless of 

perceived hierarchy, level, or function (Kotter, 2012).  

Leadership 

The effectiveness of managing bullying within a change initiative team depends greatly 

on a change leader’s ability to adapt leadership styles. Nielsen (2013) states an effective style of 

leadership to counteract negativity is that of transformational leadership as it empowers change 

leaders to actively involve others in creating a team culture that fosters change and a growth 

mindset (p. 127). Transformational leaders focus on helping every member of the group to 

succeed, including members portraying intellectual bullying behaviors. By stressing the 

achievement and welfare of each team member, a transformational leader exhibits low tolerance 

for interpersonal conflict and aggression (Nielsen, 2013).  

However, in practice, a transformational leadership style requires more than change 

management facilitations skills, it involves personally becoming the change. To be a 

transformative leader one must accept full responsibility and understand only full commitment 

will accomplish the goal. Ghannad (2015) stresses this can only be accomplished by 

understanding that the leader is their own biggest barrier. If a change toward a better future state 

is not realized, only the leader needs to look at their actions to determine fault (p. 89). A leader 

needs to choose between being 100% committed or 0% committed. Either a leader prioritizes 

and completes what they set out to do or they should choose not to. Anything less than full 
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commitment leads to a lack of focus and may distract from properly supporting the team through 

a necessary change. Hayes (2014) supports this theory through the commitment maximization 

approach that assumes team members are most engaged in pursuing organizational excellence 

when they are fully committed to the organization itself (p.370).  

Ghannad (2015) proclaims that one of the most important thoughts to consider as a leader 

is, “I am the one, and it isn’t about me” (p. 77). This statement epitomizes what it means to be a 

servant leader and is an effective leadership style to address organizational bullies. Results have 

shown servant leadership contributes to a stronger sense of organizational fairness and a more 

optimistic attitude toward a commitment to change (Kool & Dirk, 2012). Both aptitudes enable a 

change leader to diffuse the negativity an intellectual bully may bring to a team environment. By 

modeling selflessness, and growing team trust, a higher commitment and desire to collaborate 

will be established. 

Leadership development is a process in which leaders must compare themselves with the 

achievement of vision and subsequently determine the way to bring themselves up to scratch 

(Manning & Robertson, 2011). Transforming leaders are highly regarded by peers as they are 

role models that drive a group to work towards the benefit of the organization. This regard must 

come with a sense of humility and an understanding that a change leader must show respect and 

compassion for all team members. Ghannad (2015) stresses leadership, and the influence to 

change is not a “have and have-not” paradigm, but more so a commitment to getting everyone 

involved to deliver extraordinary results regardless of place or stature (p. 197). This leader links 

the needs of team members to an organizational mission and shows care toward individuals’ 

concerns (Pounder, 2003). Per Ghannad (2015), leadership begins with “be-there-ship” and 

physical and mental availability to all team members (p. 151). Only by being present and 
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involved in the issue, as well as involved in understanding related emotional aspects of change, 

can a leader lead the change itself (Hayes, 2014). Change leaders desire to make a difference, but 

also have the proper organizational influence and self-motivation to bring all members with 

them. 

The Burke-Litwin causal model of organizational performance and change focuses 

transformational change on the need to influence foundational cultural aspects of an organization 

(Burke & Litwin, 1992; Hayes, 2014). The model includes the necessity of transformational 

change as part of leader intervention, whereas continual improvements that are less impactful to 

structure, provide gradualist movement through lower-level transactional changes (Hayes, 2014). 

Change leaders must have the proper organizational power and ability to motivate. Transforming 

an organization to contain a high commitment culture requires leadership to possess the proper 

mindset, attitude, and approach (Ghannad, 2015).  When individuals, such as intellectual bullies, 

focus on self-interest and detract from a change initiative, the team leader must be coercive in 

creating an argument that the current state will have more negative repercussions than the future 

(Hayes, 2014). In either case, transposing the leadership type would have ineffective results. The 

effectiveness of the change leader's influence is depended on their skills and adaptation to 

situational conditions (Yukl, 2009). 

Leader Self-awareness 

Leadership is the power of creating a vision, communicating effectively, aligning others 

to the vision, as well as motivating others by satisfying their needs, emotions, and values (Hayes, 

2014, p. 168; Kotter, 2001). Whether understanding personal or positional power, a change 

leader must predetermine their approach to using power and be aware of their behavior while 

implementing. Through self-focus and self-evaluation concerning stakeholder expectations, 
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change leaders can become aware of the influence they have and more effectively determine the 

best leadership style and power base (Showry & Manasa, 2014). Being inflexible as a leader is 

counter-productive to having expectations of influencing change and does not support a servant 

mentality.  Change leaders must be able to predict outcomes, stakeholder impact, and potential 

resistance from internal and external detractors. If done effectively, a leader will self-assess 

continuously situationally matching the proper leadership style and personal power to the 

environmental condition. Unlike the intellectual bully, who is poor at pragmatic self-

actualization, this enables the change leader to increase influence and properly support their 

team. While a change leader’s expertise in facilitation may be a powerful skill, they will meet 

someone who knows more and that can do their job better. By also growing their leadership 

abilities and adding breadth to employable methodologies, self-confidence will increase as will 

success. For a majority of team members, the environment in which they do their work is heavily 

associated with their sense of worth and fulfillment, the change leader must adapt to focus on the 

well-being of each member (Randall, 2003, p. 108). 

Emotional Intelligence: A Necessary Capability for Change Leaders 

In general, intelligence is the ability to acquire knowledge and disseminate information to 

others. In context to intellectual bullying, it is also used to make a compelling argument that 

enables leveraging others negatively for personal gains. Contrastingly, Emotional 

Intelligence(EQ) is an individual’s ability to understand and manage the emotions of others as 

well as their own. Emotional Intelligence is a social intelligence that enables individuals to 

monitor their own and others' emotions, gain insight, and guide appropriate thinking and actions 

(Mayer & Salovey, 1993). Individuals deficient in emotional intelligence have an increase in 

mental health issues and often show higher levels of aggressive behavior toward others (Bracket 



    30 

 

& Rivers, 2014). Emotional intelligence allows individuals to “understand the causes of 

emotions and their consequences for thinking and behavior; label emotions with a sophisticated 

vocabulary; express emotions in socially appropriate ways, and regulate emotions effectively” 

(Bracket & Rivers, 2014, para 8). 

Emotional intelligence needs to be a central component of intellectual bullying 

prevention efforts within teams. High levels of emotional intelligence, or the ability to 

understand and manage emotions, help change leaders cope with both positive and negative 

stress. In a study by Kong et al. (2012) in which individuals were subjected to both positive and 

negative stress, those with high levels of emotional intelligence experienced more positive affect 

and less negative affect, which facilitated a decrease in mental distress. Emotionally intelligent 

adults still experience a plethora of emotions, however, use this information to develop and 

maintain positive coworker relationships (Bracket & Rivers, 2014). When a change leader 

establishes high levels of EQ within a team, team interactions are more supportive, and 

individuals perform better. 

People, and their necessity to ensure any change has personal benefit, are both a 

motivational aspect and inhibiting aspect of change (Hayes, 2014, p. 238). Change can often be 

perceived as negative by some. Change can also require extreme effort and increased workload 

for others. Both aspects can lead to both behavioral and psychological consequences if not 

properly managed. Employees under stress may develop a vice, become more aggressive, or 

withdraw from team participation. A change leader must use their Emotional Intelligence to 

identify when intervention is necessary. For the team influenced by an intellectual bully, this 

may mean instituting mental health and wellness activities as well as training team members in 

recognizing and preventing the consequences of negative behaviors.  
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A change leader well-versed in emotional intelligence can work with the intellectual 

bully to reflect on interactions with the team and find ways to improve their perception. The 

change leader can provide constructive feedback and show their expertise in team facilitation. 

Direct leader confrontation with the intellectual bully can be traumatic to the bully as they often 

lack the social awareness and personal coping strategies to process this type of feedback 

(Randall, 2003, p. 135). It is important for the change leader to specifically address the negative 

behaviors as well as avoid labels or harsh criticism. Positive reinforcement of change is 

necessary to sustain improved behavior. 

W. Edwards Deming (1989) argues that it is not enough for leaders to give their best 

efforts, they must possess the knowledge of what to change to avoid chaos (p. 19). Emotionally 

intelligent employees are more self-aware and innately understand their strengths and 

weaknesses. The intellectual bully lacks these skills and effort must be made to improve. This is 

not knowledge they possess and as a result, they can form team chaos. Increasing the bully’s 

Emotional Intelligence significantly reduces the amount of conflict in the workplace as 

employees are more apt to deescalate situations effectively (Randall, 2003). An emotionally 

intelligent team has a higher level of mutual respect and is more likely to support a change 

initiative. With employees who are empathic and active listeners, there is better communication, 

increased collaboration, and a greater sense of equity.  

Addressing Bullying Behaviors: Counter Measures and Coping Strategies for Change 

Leaders 

As change facilitators, leaders must address negative behaviors quickly and effectively. 

Change detractors grow in influence when a team culture is negative. An intellectual bully can 

decrease team cohesion; therefore, a change leader must have countermeasures available to 

minimize impact. Change managers must be committed to creating work environments that 
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foster trust, respect, and security for each employee (Randall, 2003, p. 107). This entails being 

able to identify harassment in the workplace and understanding how to properly address it.   

Research around preventing workplace bullying uses a multi-tiered strategy. These 

strategies often include the development of an anti-bullying culture, policies against bullying, 

and a system for reporting and addressing bullies (Fu-Sung et al., 2019).  In this type of 

organization, managers can address bullying, openly and fairly, and delineate their success not 

only within the change initiative but within the greater organization (Randall, 2003, p. 108). 

Direct communication with the bully, safe communication avenues for targets, documented 

escalation practices and consequences, ground rules, and policy deployment are all tools the 

change leader may need to consider when addressing an intellectual bully (Namie & Namie, 

2000; Randall, 2003). 

Confronting the Intellectual Bully 

Bullying behaviors, regardless of the individual’s expertise or influence, must be 

addressed during change initiatives. As discussed previously, as an effective change leader, is 

important to achieve a high level of expert power toward emotional intelligence. To succeed a 

change leader must learn and practice various leadership styles. They must transition from 

“specialist management”, dependent on expertise, to adopting a more generalist style (Wallace & 

Creelman, 2015, para 4). This style includes the development of other important leadership skills 

like communication, delegation, decision making, and the ability to effectively motivate others.  

The intellectual bully may have one type of expert power or informational power within a 

specific field, anyone can develop their power as a countermeasure. Expert power is situational. 

By recognizing power can be developed, and that it is situational, a change leader has the 

potential to reverse negative power dynamics within a team by using a counterpower (Linabary, 
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2021, p. 65) However, situationally, intellectual bullies may be positioned in one of many 

different organizational levels. Approaches to gain the power and influence necessary to confront 

the bully and address negative behaviors must be modified accordingly.  

Lewin argues the behavior of individuals is a result of the sum of the person, the external 

environment, and a point in time (Burnes & Bargal, 2017). A change leader needs to create the 

proper environment to stifle the ability of an intellectual bully to thrive. They must also consider 

the person themselves. A review of change climate should consider the relationship between the 

individual and resisters/detractors under investigation, and the interaction between different 

internal influences (Burke & Litwin, 1992). The organizational position of the intellectual bully 

is an influential factor in this equation. A change leader must consider different mitigation 

strategies when countering persons of varying hierarchical interrelationships. 

A commonality in effective mitigation requires the change leader to show empathy in 

understanding the bully’s frustration. Countermeasures to address workplace bullying behaviors 

often focus both on organizational and individual consequences (MacIntosh, 2006). If 

appropriate, the change leader should explain the value this team member has as part of the team, 

but additionally, clarify the negative behaviors witnessed and how they impact team progress as 

well as organizational growth. This conversation is best handled in a one-on-one setting, yet 

depending on the volatility of the team member and potential repercussions, it may be advisable 

to have Human Resources involved.  

Subordinates 

If a change leader believes their employee is an intellectual bully, they need to have 

direct and open conversations. The leader should emphasize the need to improve communication 

skills as a means for the bully to improve their nonconstructive participation (Rayner, 1999). It is 



    34 

 

necessary to gain a thorough insight into the reasons for negative behaviors. By clearly 

delineating between positive and negative behaviors the leader can potentially increase the 

employee’s self-awareness. Subordinates that are intellectual bullies are best addressed by 

establishing clear performance expectations, regular coaching, and modeling of proper 

behaviors. It may be necessary to develop a performance improvement plan to establish 

ownership of the behavioral problems and document both deficiencies, as well as commitments, 

to address them (Worry that boss is a bully?, 2011). This contract may be one-sided or may need 

to include changes in the working relationship of the subordinate as well as the leader themself. 

As the leader, engaging in performance conversations can be difficult.  Empathy and 

understanding must be shown, but at the same time, organizational impact and behavior gaps 

must be addressed. A possible conversation structure may be: “During the team meeting today 

you had many value-added contributions. Thank you for your helpful participation. However, I 

also want to provide a little direct feedback as the team facilitator. I noticed you were at times 

overly eager to participate. This unfortunately led to many instances of interrupting other team 

members or arguing their ideas before fully sharing. This makes other team members less likely 

to share and frustrates those contributing. This is not helpful for team success as everybody 

deserves to have an equal opportunity to contribute. How do you perceive the meeting's 

effectiveness? In what ways can we work together to improve respect for our peers?”  

This collaborative style of intervention is most effective when the change manager shows 

respect for the person they are working with (Hayes, 2014, p. 119). By relating behaviors to a 

timely and relevant event, by both highlighting positive and negative behaviors, the leader 

attempts to increase subordinate awareness. The use of open-ended allows the subordinate to 

know their viewpoints are being acknowledged and considered. The manager needs to maintain 
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an open mind and suspend any judgment until the subordinate’s viewpoint is clearly understood 

(Hayes, 2014). It is also important in performance conversations to specify the behaviors and not 

use labels (Randall, 2003). The coaching conversation identifies negative actions witnessed by 

being cautious not to state that the subordinate was being an “intellectual bully”. 

During performance conversations, the leader must be prepared for direct feedback from 

the subordinate. An intellectual bully subordinate may attempt to justify their actions through 

relation to performance needs. This may be the deferral of ownership, but may also be legitimate. 

The subordinate may state a fear of making mistakes, a desire to outperform others, or even that 

they believed this is what the leader expected, is contributing to their behaviors (Namie & 

Namie, 2000). A leader will need to consider all feedback presented being mindful not to 

discipline the subordinate until they have adequately self-assessed their behaviors. It is possible 

aggression toward others is created by the environment the change leader created, as change 

itself is one of the greatest sources of workplace stress (Randall, 2003, p. 141). Change leaders 

need to monitor and maintain cooperation between themselves and subordinates and help provide 

coping strategies when increased workplace performance expectations lead to a decrease in 

positive working relationships.  

Brenner (2019) states that though performance can be difficult to measure, attitude is not, 

and mean subordinates should not be kept (p. 59). Attitudes differ from knowledge as they are 

often emotionally charged positively or negatively, making them more difficult to change than 

knowledge (Heresy et al., 2001, p. 389). This works in favor of the intellectual bully expanding 

their knowledge of emotional intelligence. Unfortunately, if the change leader has done their 

diligence in supporting this employee, but bullying behaviors driven by emotion have not 

improved, it may be time to consider termination or a change to the employee’s role. 
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Determining the need to fire an employee can be difficult but necessary. Many good employees 

with bad habits can be corrected. However, if the opportunity to modify problem behaviors and 

recover a good employee is not feasible, or the effort needed to correct a problem outweighs the 

energy and the expense of replacing them, it is time to terminate (O’Donnell, 2016).  

Peers 

When addressing peers, or team members of the same organizational level, is difficult as 

legitimate power does not exist. The majority of employees encounter at least one know-it-all 

coworker, or intellectual bully, at some point in their career. Peers that exhibit this behavior are 

extremely difficult to work with because they are generally poor listeners, often thinking about 

their next statement rather than reciprocating in meaningful conversation (Smith, 2013). As a co-

worker, it can be challenging to convince them that their idea may not be the best one and that 

other options may need to be considered. It is important to not take their overbearingness 

personally. Though the peer intellectual bully is narcissistic and tries to relate everything to 

themself, when intervening in bullying behaviors, it should be more about team success than 

individual concerns. Suder (2022) observed bullies act from a place of insecurity and jealously, 

therefore looking to control that around them. The targets of peer bullies are often high 

performers that do well at work.  

Change is a social interaction impacting relationships, status, self- identity, and personal 

perception of expertise and value (Derby, 2019). How other people respond to someone else’s 

idea influences those that are witnesses. Witnessing bullying at this organizational level is 

common, however, most bystanders do not intervene. This bullying “paralysis” means others on 

the team will not act, by choice, or cannot act, for various subconscious reasons (Namie & 

Namie, 2000). Most employees report they would help a target of bullying, yet many victims of 
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bullying state they received little support from witnesses (Tehrani, 2012). A third of witnesses 

said they wanted to help a target of bullying in the workplace but did not do so due to fear 

(Bloch, 2012, p. 81). Randall (2003) states bullies lack effective social control of their behaviors, 

and when a peer imposes on these controls, especially one that has been a target, the bully will 

often retreat (p. 135). A peer must be careful not to intervene on another’s behalf. When a more 

aggressive, well-intentioned co-worker engages to provide a solution, the peer being helped may 

suffer additional consequences resulting in loss of independence (Namie, & Namie, 2000). 

Smith (2013), Randall (2003), and Namie & Namie (2000) outline several effective bully 

mitigation strategies and countermeasures that utilize empathy, direct communication, and 

modeling as intervention techniques. Showing empathy toward intellectual bullies is necessary as 

their behavior is often the result of confidence issues or deeper personal issues (Smith, 2013). 

Any given change may be a positive for some people and a negative for others, by understanding 

that the bully may be uncomfortable with the change, early intervention may reduce conflict 

(Derby, 2019). 

Direct communication with a peer about an undesirable working relationship may 

effective. Randall (2003) suggests stating something to the effect, “I’m sorry you feel you have 

to demean me in public and I have no idea why you need to do so, but I will not put up with that 

kind of behaviour, It has no place in this organization.” (p. 135).  By picking battles wisely and 

strategically, a peer can often positively influence the bully to change their behavior. They must 

show reserve by reacting in a non-accusatory manner with a focus on addressing the conflict 

directly by letting them know how their actions have a negative interpersonal consequence 

(Suder, 2022). As fifty percent of bullying is done in front of others, addressing the peer bully 
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also in front of others may make confrontation easier and aid in future escalation if necessary 

(Namie & Namie, 2000, p. 226).  

An intellectual bully will often try to divert the conversation. Remember, they have the 

ability to persuade others to see and agree with their point of view (Smith, 2013). It is important 

to be confident around a peer bully and knowledgeable before addressing them. Attempt to keep 

conversations factual and focused on the team objectives. By ensuring meetings stick to a pre-

distributed agenda, less time will be allocated for the intellectual bully to commandeer discussion 

(Smith, 2013). Intellectual bullies have a desire to use eloquent narrations and details to gain 

control. As a peer, keeping conversations simpler, or at a higher level, by publicly reinforcing the 

message that behavior and over-complicated explanations are not congruent with collaboration 

(Randall, 2003). It may also be helpful to redirect the bully’s comments with a simple, “Thanks 

for that suggestion but we need to discuss the next topic” instead of enabling the intellectual 

bully to dominate the conversation (Smith, 2013).  

Namie & Namie (2000) also suggest using an aggressive approach to direct conversation 

with a bully. They state using conversation to exploit vulnerabilities, even to the extent of 

pointing out the bully’s weaknesses (p. 229). Their “tough-talk” approach increases the target’s 

self-confidence, while at the same time changing the bully’s effort and the benefit ratio to the 

target’s favor (Namie & Namie, 2000). Though the bully will most likely target others, this 

approach allows distancing. Even in an environment containing a peer bully, the ability to create 

a safer distance enables an individual to work more effectively (Tehrani, 2012).  Dealing with a 

know-it-all can be exhausting and Smith (2013) and Namie & Namie (2000) agree that 

sometimes the most appropriate response to deter a bully of this type is to give no response at all. 

To ignore their constant barrage of information is to deny the bully’s source of leverage. In time 
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they will grow tired of the inability to influence the group and may choose to place effort 

elsewhere. 

The last peer countermeasure that can be employed to respond to peer intellectual 

bullying is that of modeling good leadership. Leading by example, instead of mirroring the 

aggression of the bully, can be an effective intervention as it grows cooperative team support 

(Randall, 2003). Any change leader working with teams needs to model humility and show that 

in many circumstances, it is acceptable for the team members to not know everything (Smith, 

2013).  The problem-solving process is about not knowing how to solve something immediately, 

it is about being creative, flexible, and open to other opinions while jointly discovering 

possibilities.  As discussed previously, adopting a transformational leadership style is imperative 

to team success when a bully is a member. This leader will get members to look at old things in 

new ways, encourage innovation through doing rather than telling, and maintain high levels of 

performance by showing the humility necessary for collaboration (Hayes, 2014). The peer 

change leader can gain increased team trust by demonstrating openness, vulnerability, and 

honesty by simply admitting they “don’t know” (Smith, 2013). This sends a clear message to the 

team, and intellectual bully, that success will not always come from being a “know-it-all”. 

Superiors 

Research findings in western society show that downwards bullying by managers is the 

most widespread form of bullying in the workplace (Pietersen, 2017). Supervisors are supposed 

to motivate subordinates, however, may depend on biting comments and gaslighting, believing 

that pointing out flaws drives employees to work harder (Bully Boss, 2012). When an intellectual 

bully is a superior, employees are treated as followers with the boss’s expertise and ideas 

trumping any contribution from the subordinate (Brenner, 2019). Non-physical, verbal, and 
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indirect bullying are the most common forms of interpersonal bullying at work (Pietersen, 2017). 

Gaslighting most commonly occurs in hierarchical relationships, because authority and coercive 

interpersonal strategies bind the victim to the perpetrator (Sweet, 2019).  Gaslighters use lies, 

false promises, and personal attacks to make you question your sanity and want you to feel upset 

and unbalanced (Devaney, 2021). Sweet (2019) argues this is a political strategy used to increase 

positional power and associate others with less desirable traits in an attempt to gain control and 

domination. 

 In addition to gaslighting, many c-suite level leaders with intellectual bullying behaviors 

are narcissistic. They possess personality traits such as arrogance, self-centeredness, and lack of 

empathy (Savchuk, 2019). Narcissistic leaders are significantly less likely to value integrity and 

collaboration. A narcissistic intellectual bully boss is more likely to claim novel subordinate 

ideas were their own, and praise for team success was a result of their contribution, not the team. 

It is challenging for a change leader to be effective without the support of their boss. Moreso, it 

is impossible to succeed with a boss who actively undermines achievements, lessens self-esteem, 

and prevents career opportunities (Abbajay, 2020). 

A self-absorbed boss can be a barrier to change initiative advancement. Pietersen (2007) 

states this type of bully creates obstructionism by blocking advancement and is characterized by 

using a lack of cooperation to impede career advancement, professional development, and 

efficient work processes (p. 59). Thought counterintuitive, an intellectual bully boss may also try 

to hamper employee performance by withholding resources, information, and feedback 

(Pietersen, 2007). This is attempted by setting unreasonable targets, disrupting standard work 

processes, and undermining change initiatives through purposefully changing the change 

initiative vision or goals.  
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Addressing a bully boss can be extremely difficult for a subordinate. Often, bully bosses 

are not accepting of criticism, suffer from a narcissistic personality disorder, and will fiercely 

protect their ego and control over others (Abbajay, 2020). Escalating the situation to the attention 

of a supervisor, the next person in the chain of command, or Human Resources is often necessary 

to successfully address. Due to potential retaliation, this should only be done when the employee 

is prepared. Detailed notes listing the time, date, and place of bullying occurrences are necessary 

and it is especially important to document if witnesses were present (Randall, 2003, p. 138). If 

possible, obtain confidence from the witnesses that they will honestly disclose if asked by an 

investigating party. It is expected an intellectual bully will deny behaviors, misconstrue your 

accusations, and even gaslight the subordinate’s attempt to report. It is common for retaliation 

from the bully as filing often leads to escalation (Naime & Naime, 2000, p. 231). The role of 

human resources and potential intervention used is discussed later. 

General Methods to Reduce the Impact of Intellectual Bullying 

Building Psychological Safety Within Teams 

One important aspect of successful change management is the establishment of a positive 

team culture for applying and implementing new ideas. In low-safety teams, concerns about the 

lack of safety lead to fear, uncertainty, and frustration among members (Nielsen, 2013). A 

provocation by a competitive coworker, or dismissive bully, is evolutionarily interpreted by an 

individual’s brain as a life-or-death threat (Delizonna, 2017). Especially in the context of change 

projects, if team members are scared by other members, they are not likely to share new ideas. 

Fears include being penalized if their participation makes them a target of a team bully.  When 

individuals can build positive relationships within the organization, they demonstrate increased 

performance and develop a more positive work attitude (Fu-Sang et al., 2019). At work, 
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employees expect to obtain grow meaningful and balanced relationships through collaboration 

and equitable sharing opportunities. These practices enable the growth of psychological safety 

within teams.  

If team members work in an environment in which sharing sessions are framed 

negatively, are more likely to not participate and become frustrated (Lee et al., 2011). Frustration 

can further cause aggression that gets displaced onto coworkers, especially when the source of 

the frustration cannot be challenged due to fear. Team members with high levels of safety are 

less frustrated with their working conditions and display lower levels of aggression (Nielsen, 

2013). Nielsen states that “according to the frustration-aggression hypothesis, this frustration is 

manifested behaviorally through acts of aggression and bullying” (Nielsen, 2013, p. 129).  

Team culture influences team member behaviors, and a safe, inviting atmosphere, best 

supports the sharing of new knowledge and allows changes to existing systems (Levinson & 

Asahi, 1995). A positive team culture promotes reciprocated team member trust and more risk-

taking in the exploration of knowledge sharing (Lee et al., 2011). Transformational leadership 

methods decrease the level of bullying as it establishes a positive safety perception among group 

members, whereas laissez-faire leadership will increase the levels of bullying in teams due to a 

lower perception of safety (Nielsen, 2013, p. 128). Transforming a team to have a high 

commitment culture requires the change leaders to possess the proper mindset, attitude, and 

approach (Ghannad, 2015, p. 25). Psychological safety in teams can be established when the 

leader promotes self-awareness, personal accountability, and service-based leadership.  

By building trust and understanding the support needed by stakeholders, a change leader 

can develop collaborative relationships to gain change influence (Hayes, 2014, pp. 193-195). 

Great leaders demonstrate excellence by treating people as valued partners, helping team 
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members complete their jobs, and earning the cooperation, commitment, and trust of those they 

serve (Caldwell et al., 2012). To be a transformative leader one must understand they are fully 

accountable but the path to achievement is never about them. From the perspective of team 

culture, addressing the intellectual bully is the obligation and responsibility of the change leader. 

Interventions to address bullying should target the entire team and not just the bully. Often to 

build team safety and address poor behaviors, it is easier to change the actions of the bully’s 

assistants and reinforcers than the inappropriate behavior of the intellectual bully alone (Jennifer 

et al., 2003). To establish phycological safety within a team, creating an atmosphere of justice 

within the team itself is an effective intervention (Fu-Sung et al., 2019). When team members 

believe there is a highly “fair” climate, overall bullying is reduced. 

Proactively Establishing Psychological Safety – Policy Deployment 

If known in advance that a team may contain members that may exhibit bullying 

behaviors, policy dissemination or deployment may be advantageous. A change leader should 

develop workplace or team norms wherein bullying-related policies can be developed to prevent 

such behaviors. Team norms are a set of guidelines a team establishes to structure the 

interpersonal interaction of the team and with employees external to the team (Miller, 2011). 

Ideally, team norms establish a code of conduct and clearly define types of bullying behaviors, 

how to report them, and the repercussions (Fu-Sung et al., 2019). This set of agreements defines 

how members will work with each other and address the behaviors necessary for the team to 

“increase its collective performance through healthy debate and clarity of purpose and roles” 

(Nawaz, 2018, para 3). Team norms are contained within a working document that is initially 

developed, but subsequently added to or adapted as the team deems necessary.  
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A change leader can use this code of conduct to guide team behavior, using the 

agreement to influence intellectual bullying. The code can also be used as an assessment to gain 

insight into team perceptions (Miller, 2011).  This assessment allows team members to 

anonymously report any behaviors that the change leader may not realize are negatively affecting 

the team. Beyond team norms, the overall workplace bullying policy should be documented 

within the organization. Employers must address conflicts proactively as an overall 

organizational strategy to prevent workplace harassment from occurring (SHRM, 2022). If 

leadership or the human resources department displays publicly, all employees will better 

understand bullying policies and more proactively address them. (Fu-Sung et al., 2019). 

Recognition 

 Recognizing the contributions of others builds trust and nurtures an environment difficult 

for bullies to succeed (Namie & Namie, 2000; Randall, 2003). Change managers must facilitate a 

friendly work environment and implement practices that are detrimental to bullying behaviors 

(Srivastava & Agarwal, 2020). All individuals want to be recognized for their hard work and 

contributions. When a change leader allows their team to feel success, they inadvertently 

empower them to work harder, find more satisfaction in participation and increase their desire to 

be a positive team contributor (Hayes, 2014).   

Recognizing contributions made by team members is important to maintain their self-

esteem and motivation (Pietersen, 2007). Team experts, in partnership with team members, 

should make decisions about what information is needed, how to obtain it, and by whom 

(Gelinas & James, 1998). The team experts must also be intimately involved in gathering and 

analyzing collected information to avoid the use of assumptions to influence team behavior. In 

Pietersen’s (2007) study of recognition as related to bullying behaviors, it was observed that 
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targets had not received verbal or indirect recognition for their contributions. It is important for 

the change leader to equally recognize all team members' contributions, especially if they are in 

the presence of an expert bully. 

Human Resource Intervention 

Unfortunately, individuals often avoid addressing interpersonal issues because these 

problems can be very difficult to resolve (SHRM, 2022). If unable to address co-worker 

challenges independently, Human Resource professionals may be able to provide guidance and 

training to the change leader when confronted with difficult coworkers. HR professionals can 

help change managers identify root problems and determine possible solutions (SHRM, 2022). 

This intervention can enable the change manager to increase coercive power, while reducing the 

intellectual bully’s expert power and potentially the collective team mentality, to obtain 

manageable proportions of detraction (Lee, 1977). A talented human resources professional can 

facilitate open communication about concerns, and focus on the negative effect on team 

productivity, wellbeing, and morale while staying professional and calm (Suder, 2022). Whether 

through outside coaching, or as an integral member of the change team itself, Human resources 

can become a valuable team partner to offer perspective on an underlying issue, or behavioral 

modifications necessary (SHRM, 2022).  

 Before engaging Human Resources all prior interactions and behaviors of concern must 

be well-documented. Suder (2022) recommends, when applicable, saving emails, recording 

meetings, and keeping a detailed log of each instance bullying behaviors were observed.  Proper 

documentation helps establish a timeline of events and also aids human resources in 

understanding if harassment is occasional or habitual. Dates, times, locations, and the 

identification of witnesses are important details to document (Suder, 2022). Unfortunately, 
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though habitual intellectual bullying may be determined by human resources, it is not prohibited 

by federal law unless the individual’s actions can be directly correlated to a protected category. 

However, in recent years several states have introduced workplace anti-bullying legislation that 

is not based on a protected category such as race or sex (SHRM, 2022).  

360 Degree Assessments 

Highly intelligent people tend to overlook their inappropriate behaviors which lower the 

ability to take personal accountability thus preventing learned behavior modifications (Shaw, 

2015). When an intellectual bully is not cognizant of a mistake or believes the mistake was not 

their fault, the mistake will be repeated until awareness is gained. To increase employee 

recognition of outside perceptions, Human Resources may choose to use anonymous surveys or 

personality assessments to provide feedback. The utilization of 360 feedback can help employees 

increase their knowledge of how their behaviors are perceived by co-workers. A 360-degree 

review requests evaluations from the target employee’s direct reports, peers, managers, and other 

team members that may work close to the employee (Chaffold, 2021).  This can often provide 

valuable information when preparing employee performance plans or considering disciplinary 

action. 

The reason self-awareness is a problem for intelligent people has to do with low self-

awareness and undeveloped emotional intelligence (Shaw, 2015).  Intelligent people suffering 

from narcissism often do not realize how others perceive them and how this is related to lower 

team performance. The research found that bullying on its own would is often not related to job 

performance and often goes unnoticed in traditional performance reviews (Alexandre, 2013). A 

360-degree assessment builds a more holistic perspective by including several appraisals. The 

team member will complete a self-appraisal, but also Human Resources will request confidential 



    47 

 

and anonymous superior, subordinate, and peer performance appraisals (Chaffold, 2021). 

Effective 360 feedback works to benefit all that participate. 360 feedback can be used to 

positively change several areas, not only the target employee’s performance appraisal, but to 

improve team productivity, and to effectively monitor the work environment and employee 

wellbeing. Consequentially, this type of feedback can uncover additional negative behaviors 

unnoticed within the change team and related co-workers. As the targets of bullying can 

anonymously share their experiences, unintentional behaviors will also be identified, and a clear 

picture of the team environment will become visible to Human Resources and management 

(Alexandre, 2015).    

Proactive Profiling and the Use of Personality/Behavioral Testing 

Taking steps to prevent hiring an intellectual bully is the most proactive approach to 

eliminating these behaviors in the workplace. Intellectually bullies often have high levels of 

achievement and a desirable resume. An interview will allow the individual to shine as this part 

of the job plays to their strengths. They are gifted at self-promotion and eloquent in how they 

explain achievement. Unfortunately, common interview methods are unable to provide a full 

understanding of a candidate’s situational behaviors. The utilization of personality or behavioral 

testing can identify an individual’s weaknesses, behavioral inclinations, and developmental 

concerns (The Right Tools to Hire the Right People, 2018). Personality assessments give an 

insight into an individual’s assertiveness, collaborative tendencies, awareness, and default style 

of interacting with others (Jones & Hartley, 2013). This enables Human Resources to make more 

informed decisions about candidates and avoid hiring a potential bully.  

 Though many types of assessments exist, tests that provide feedback about how a 

potential candidate interacts with others, as well as how they assess their abilities, will best 
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identify individuals with a propensity toward intellectual bullying behaviors. The DISC model of 

human behavior is a popular assessment using four descriptive characteristics for 

behavioral tendencies. The DISC acronym stands for four quadrants of behavior style: Dominant, 

Inspiring, Supportive, and Cautious (Jones & Hartley, 2013). A candidate with a resume listing 

high levels of technical skill, but scores extremely low in “Inspiring” and “Supportive” 

categories, may need further review. These categories represent people-oriented behaviors and 

are indicative of individuals with the ability to relate to and work with others. Of concern may be 

an individual with an imbalance toward the “Dominant” category, especially if high levels of 

self-promotion were observed during the interview.  

 Several personality and behavioral assessments exist for Human Resource professionals 

to utilize in hiring practices. The previous example was to illustrate how one commonly utilized 

assessment could be interpreted to help strengthen proactive hiring practices in an attempt to 

better identify and avoid costly hiring mistakes. Martin (2014) states personality assessments are 

not always the most predictive measure and must be used in conjunction with tools that evaluate 

integrity and cognitive ability. Human Resource professionals must research and be well-versed 

in the assessment chosen to interpret the results properly.  

Employee Assistance Programs (EAP) 

In many situations, team members that have been harassed consistently by another 

employee will feel too powerless and insecure to disclose details to others within the workplace. 

Repeated intellectual bullying lowers individual self-confidence and intimidates coworkers. 

Employee Assistance Programs (EAP) can provide individuals with counseling, support, and 

stress management strategies from an external and confidential resource. Unfortunately, EAPs 

are criticized for ineffectively helping employers resolve the problem of bullying in the 
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workplace (Crawshaw, 2016). Although organizations may have anti-bullying policies, many 

employees view them as “tokenism”, and often EAP support is more advantageous to the bully 

than the victim (Lockhart & Bhanugopan, 2019). 

A change leader dealing with an intellectual bully on a team, or in the workplace, will 

need to consider whether or not bringing concerns to the employer or EAP will be beneficial. 

EAP is legally not able to bring information to the employer as it would breach confidentiality. 

They often lack to intervene as they do not want to gain the perception of being a "bully hunter" 

and risk damaging their client relationship (Crawshaw, 2016). EAP systems often fail to provide 

the necessary support as they are unable to understand the environmental differences within 

organizations that affect employees, therefore defaulting to a generic treatment of each 

employee's bullying concern (Lockhart & Bhanugopan, 2019). However, if an organization 

works effectively with the EAP to enable them to take appropriate action, provide individualized 

support, and investigate complaints, it may be a worthwhile path for a change leader or victim to 

pursue.  

Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Intellectual bullying, and the negative impact “smart people” can have on organizational 

culture, is detrimental to change initiatives. An effective change leader should encourage team 

members to stand up for their peers by reporting bad behavior or seeking outside help when they 

confront negative bullying behaviors. The leader should feel confident in communicating about 

unacceptable conduct and possess the responsibility to determine how their team members 

should be treated. To support change initiatives, organizations must be trained in the detection of 

unacceptable conduct voiced by victims, and know-how to intervene confidently in the face of 

extreme defensiveness (Crawshaw, 2016).  



    50 

 

Unfortunately, individuals admire intelligence and innately have a tolerance for the 

negative behaviors of “smart people.” This perceived hierarchy between those with increased 

mental capabilities, and those with lower subject matter knowledge detract from an 

organization’s ability to implement change. Said again, intellect itself is not the problem. The 

problem exists due to actions and behaviors that belittle those perceived to be of lower standing. 

These behaviors minimize team coherence as conflicting objectives deteriorate the ability of a 

change leader to establish a cohesive leadership group (Hayes, 2014). As intellectual bullies 

inhibit change by bringing attention to the errors and shortcomings of others, they can build high 

levels of misdirection and detract from an established vision. For a change leader, managing 

team dynamics to lessen this systemic privilege requires the creation of a sense of inclusivity and 

intellectual safety. 

Through awareness, education, policy deployment, improved hiring practices, and 

commitment to a zero-tolerance mentality toward intellectual bullying at all levels, organizations 

can eliminate the effect these viral teammates have within the company. Intelligence and high 

levels of expertise on change initiative teams are of great value and often necessary to 

accomplish change. However, when individuals use their intellect to negatively influence others, 

creating a hostile work environment, the change leader must have the knowledge and aptitude to 

quickly address this. The most influential countermeasure is that of leadership style. By using a 

combination of servant and transformative leadership practices, a change leader can effectively 

build team psychological safety, and increase the trust needed for open communication and 

collaboration. 

Continued Research into Systemic Intellectual Bias Needs to Continue 
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Despite growing public awareness and new research adding increased awareness to 

general workplace bullying, intellectual bullying and harassment is still largely unidentified and 

misunderstood. In change management, an anti-bullying culture has to be established for 

everyone on the team, from the top down. Participants need to be able to self-assess their 

behaviors through high levels of emotional intelligence and address any tendencies they have 

that might be interpreted as intellectual bullying. Systemically, organizations have a moral 

responsibility to understand this phenomenon and consequentially provide training or introduce 

prevention methodologies to establish a positive work culture (Tehrani, 2012). 

From a more global perspective, intellectual bias may be a more systemic and under-

addressed topic outside of change management. Much research is available on this topic in the 

context of individuals with low cognitive ability, yet, very little research exists addressing the 

phenomena of intellectual harassment between high-functioning adults. Recent studies are 

starting to review this bias within medical and educational institutions, but there is a lack of 

research on how this impacts the majority of employees within trade professions. The topic of 

workplace bullying, in general, is widely reviewed, however, specific nuances of how 

intellectual ability is used to build systems of bias is lacking. My hope is for this paper to help 

others identify this nuance and inspire them to continue defining its societal impact. 

Relevance 

This paper intended to offer a secondary literary review of research and an amalgamation 

of perspectives about adult bullying, leadership power, metacognition, and intelligence within 

the context of change leadership initiatives. Available academic content on the subject of 

bullying within the workplace is minimal due to originating in the 1990s (Else, 2018). Most 

recently, publications discussing supervisor gaslighting and the use of defamation toward 
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subordinates can be found (Mallick, 2021). Innate bias toward “the intelligent” is apparent in 

academia resulting in little research on intellectual equality. As most available research reviews 

intellectual superiority in contrast to those with a cognitive disability, sources of information 

were derived from associated subjects. 

This research project provides a specific contribution to the field of change leadership 

and the effect of workplace bullying during change initiatives. The negative impact of 

intellectual bullying within high-functioning professional working relationships is under-

addressed. The research uncovers instances of intellectual bias, prejudice, and superiority within 

organizational social networks. This paper contributes to the field by defining the relationship 

between systemic intellectual privilege in Western society and individual behaviors that detract 

from successful change initiatives. It correlates these behaviors to organizational culture. 

Mitigation strategies were presented for further applied research necessary to define cultural and 

individual interventions.  

Furthermore, benefits would be gained through research into intellectual bullying 

behaviors within customer and supplier relationships as well as possible causes of, and 

mitigation strategies toward, workplace intellectual bullying.  It is my hope it will stimulate more 

investigation into adult bullying and the use of intellectual power to influence. Organizations 

have a legal duty to maintain the psychological welfare of employees and a necessity to 

continuously expand their definition of workplace harassment. Adult bullying is an “epidemic of 

intentional aggression” without necessary strategies available for victims or onlookers (Randall, 

2003). 
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