
Morteza Mahmoudi 

A Brief Guide to 
Academic Bullying

M
ahm

oudi 
A

 Brief G
uide to A

cadem
ic Bullying

“What an informative and rich resource for anyone concerned about bullying of students and 
postdocs, be they a target, their family and friends, a (potential) actor, a witness or bystander, or 
an administrator charged with responding. Drawing from the most recent empirical research and 
thinking, enriched by the actual voices and experiences of targets and others, and written in clear 
concise language with multimedia accompaniment, this book is a handy go to for understanding the 
‘what, how, and why’ of academic bullying and mobbing and most importantly ideas on what to do 
about it.”

Prof. Loraleigh Keashly
Wayne State University, USA

“In this book Dr. Mahmoudi accomplishes three important missions. He describes and gives 
examples and a name to a destructive and pervasive phenomenon that has been quietly ignored. He 
highlights power and structural imbalances allowing academic bullying to flourish. Finally, and most 
importantly he lays out how to begin to solve the problem.  It is well written and vital to making the 
culture of academia more just.”

Prof. Claudia Finkelstein
Michigan State University, USA

“This book is an important work as it seeks full attention of the scientific community on bullying, 
mobbing, and other abusive behaviors of principal research investigators toward the human work-
forces in their laboratories. The book analyzes the origin of such undesirable behaviors, provides the 
required tools for their identification, and offers potential solutions at the different academic levels. 
It is an essential reading for every researcher to eradicate such despicable misconducts from every 
lab and research group worldwide.”

Prof. Pablo Taboada
Universidade de Santiago de Compostela, Spain

Targets of bullying are often the most vulnerable members of the scientific workforce—they may be 
low-paid graduate students or postdocs, living in a foreign country, navigating a foreign language 
and culture, and whose immigration status is tied directly to their employment. They may also have 
young families, be living paycheck-to-paycheck, and have health insurance and other benefits that 
depend on a contract position that can be revoked with little to no notice or cause. Finally, targets 
on the low end of a power differential are not likely to be supported by their institutions, particularly 
institutions that rely on the big grant earnings brought in by senior “bullies.” This book is a brief  
guide to the causes of academic bullying and to their solutions.

Morteza Mahmoudi is an assistant professor at the Department of Radiology, 
Michigan State University (MSU), USA, and a member of the Precision Health 
Program at MSU’s College of Human Medicine. Prior to MSU, he was an assistant 
professor at Harvard Medical School, USA. His specific research interest is in 
nanomedicine and regenerative medicine for the development of new nano-based 
platforms for prevention and treatment of life-threatening conditions. Aside from 
nanomedicine and regenerative medicine, Dr. Mahmoudi is also very active in social 

sciences and specifically in drawing the attention of the scientific community to the rising issues of 
academic bullying and gender imbalance in science. His reports have been published in top-tier 
journals, including Nature, Nature Human Behaviour, Nature Communications, Science, and The Lancet.
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The educators, scientists, and researchers who crafted this book have 
offered their firsthand knowledge and research findings confirming 
that workplace bullying, academic bullying, mobbing, and even 
just downright abhorrent behavior compromise the lives of targets 
and their families (Hollis, 2017). The accounts in this book about 
postdoc abuse and the repercussions can leave anyone wondering 
if humanity has left the academic workspace. One might argue that 
we are witnessing a cycle of abuse. In abusive family structures, an 
alcoholic parent abuses a child and that child then grows up to be 
an alcoholic parent or a parent who enables or condones abuse. The 
next generation is subjected to the same unfortunate vicious cycle. 
The progression, unfortunately, continues until a concerted and 
direct intervention halts the sequence.
 Analogously, we at times hear the same cycle in academic 
environments. In visiting various colleges and universities, I find that 
someone eventually admits “that’s how I was treated in graduate 
school… I thought it was normal.” Another common remark is “Oh, 
that’s how s/he is…” as if a personality shortcoming makes the 
abuse tolerable. Colleagues seeking tenure and other academic 
advancements often hear of unnecessary battles and unwarranted 
competitiveness; many are told to expect the same emotional 
lashing in the midst of developing empirical research. In these not 
so hypothetical examples, leadership, faculty, and staff know where 
the bullies reign and stand silent in the face of maltreatment. This 
book reconfirms that aggression and abuse are normalized in our 
academic spaces.
 I reflect metaphorically on a myth that many in academic 
leadership harbor; academics too often relate bullying and the 
corresponding aggressive environments to child’s play in a rough 
house game during recess. Consequently, leaders hearing of 
workplace bullying often consider the behavior analogous with 
paper cuts or skinned knees. However, anyone who has faced years 
of academic bullying knows that a spritz of Bactine and band-aid 
does not make it all better. In the context of workplace bullying and 
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coercion, time does not heal all wounds. What is more disconcerting, 
often those in power in the academy dismiss or even joke about 
(Hollis, 2021) stories of emotional and psychological abuse—as 
with all ills, simply wishing it away does not dissipate the problem.
 In 1999, America witnessed a horrific landmark active shooting 
event at Columbine High School in Colorado. Thirteen people 
were killed and 20 others wounded before the two gunmen killed 
themselves (Mears et al., 2017). At the root of the problem, the 
shooters were ostracized and bullied. In the 20 years since, all 50 
states have passed legislation prohibiting bullying at the K-12 level 
(Mezey, 2020).
 From another perspective, several countries have prohibited 
workplace bullying. Canada, France, Finland, Sweden, Norway, 
France, Turkey, South Africa, and Australia, among others, recognize 
the dangers to both organizations and employees when bullies and 
tyrants undermine the workplace (Cobb, 2017). In 2021, the United 
States has yet to pass federal legislation protecting employees 
from psychological and emotional oppression regardless of race, 
gender, sexual orientation, religious difference, disabilities, or 
other protected class designations. Further, without invoking Title 
VII protected class designations, American employees cannot take 
action to combat workplace bullying unless such bullying also 
violates a federal statute.
 Many have confirmed that bullying is an insidious behavior 
that damages all involved from high school sectors to international 
spaces. What is novel about this book is the impact on science. 
Research shows that bullied workers are distracted, have more 
health problems, and make more mistakes (Conway et al., 2021; 
Else, 2018). Consequently, bullied and badgered personnel working 
on STEM grants are at greater risk to report inaccuracies; or worse, 
such personnel are coerced into rushing research or falsifying data. 
In this context, all research team members need emotional and 
psychological safety to develop their best work, even if that best 
work yields unfavorable findings. Imagine if an engineer is rushed 
through structural designs, buildings and bridges could shutter, 
killing thousands of people. If airline pilots are rushed through 
training, their passengers risk their lives in flying with an under-
trained or distracted pilot. Similarly, higher education executive 
leaders and principal investigators need to consider the public 
health consequences of coercion in the lab.
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 A Brief Guide to Academic Bullying examines a seldom discussed 
aspect of workplace bullying, the impact on science. With 
international scholars’ contributions, the book opens with true 
academic bullying accounts in the STEM fields. The first chapter 
by Morteza Mahmoudi gives the reader specific examples couched 
within the extended duration that targets experienced the bullying 
and how such abuse affected their careers. Similarly, an anonymous 
scientist bravely shares her story and the impact on her career.
 Chapters 3 and 4 by Sherry Moss analyze the social learning and 
normalization that evolve when the institution does not intervene to 
stop the bullying. Employees, professors, lab assistants, and postdocs 
soon recognize that bullying can be normalized, transforming the lab 
from a place of scientific excellence to a psychological minefield that 
annihilates people and the science itself. Sherry Moss also reviews 
how targets struggle to cope with bullying and what strategies they 
have used to find relief.
 Chapter 5 continues with a group of writers explaining mobbing 
and the types of academic mobbing. Their analysis considers the 
departmental deterioration that occurs when workplace bullying 
is unchecked. This chapter also reflects on the health problems, 
including an example of suicide resulting from the psychological 
terror disseminated through workplace bullying. Chapter 6 by 
Krzysztof Potempa presents true accounts from targets who report 
workplace bullying. Consistent with the literature on this topic, 
Potempa reports that targets face a litany of retaliation from intrusive 
monitoring to job loss. The chapter also outlines how workplace 
bullying can evolve into a Title VII violation, sexual harassment in 
this case, which the United States Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission (EEOC) can investigate. The authors of Chapter 7 
offer various solutions inclusive of conducting further studies 
on academic bullying, policy development to prohibit academic 
bullying, academic publishers’ possible role to address bullying, and 
institutional responsibility to create an emotionally safe lab.
 We have made progress in the last 20 years with more countries 
prohibiting workplace bullying. Nonetheless, I recall the mercurial 
path women traveled to ensure that sexual harassment is prohibited 
in the American context. Initially, in 1964 Title VII Civil Rights laws 
were passed to prohibit discrimination on the basis of sex/gender. 
However, in the 1970s, women began filing lawsuits to prohibit 
sexual harassment, which was not originally accepted as a Title VII 
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violation. The courts ruled in Barnes v. Train (1974) and Tomkins v. 
PSE&G (1977) that a supervisor’s personal attraction to a woman on 
the job, and the aggression that ensued, was not covered under Title 
VII (Crawford, 1994). Courts disputed such arguments for over a 
decade through Williams v. Saxbe (1976) and Brown v. City of Guthrie 
(1980).
 In 1986, the Supreme Court Case Meritor Savings Bank v. 
Vinson began a change in legal perspectives when the courts ruled 
that women should not be burdened by a hostile workplace that 
results from gender-based harassment (Crawford, 1994). Over 20 
years lapsed since the passing of Title VII before the courts began to 
accept sexual harassment charges as civil rights violations.
 Arguably, workplace bullying legislation is experiencing a similar 
yet slower trajectory to the federal government prohibiting status-
free prohibition from workplace harassment. Five states, namely, 
California, Minnesota, Tennessee, Utah, Maryland, and the territory 
of Puerto Rico, have passed some form of legislation addressing 
workplace bullying. However, these legislations do not empower a 
target to take independent action against status-free abuse (Yamada, 
1999). Just as the fight against sexual harassment extended for 
decades, the fight against workplace bullying must also continue. 
This book confirms that institutional well-being, research scholars, 
and the critical research we produce are in peril as long as power 
differentials are exploited and precipitating deleterious results for 
all parties.

Leah P. Hollis
Rutgers University, NJ, USA

March 2021
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