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Martyrs at work are really seductive, at least for a while. They are the first in the office in the morning 

and the last to leave at night. They not only bring the muffins and donuts for the whole team, they 

love to tell you how they stayed up till two in the morning getting amazing research to help you, and 

how they made sure to send flowers to a colleague who is ill and sign everybody's names, and on 

and on. 

Martyrs hate to delegate, they do everyone's work for them, and they jump in to take over. They love 

details and mostly, they love and need to be considered special. They make sure they are in the 

loop to discuss your problems, personal and professional.  

You will often hear a martyr say, "Well, I'm no psychologist, but I really helped Carol out of a tough 

spot." And then everyone will hear that story over and over until a new one replaces it. 

Martyrs are great to have on your team, so long as you are immune to guilt feelings. Mostly, work 

martyrs love to suffer. And, they take on the task of suffering with elegance. Although they claim they 

do everything for you, him, her, the team, the company, their need to be special is like an addiction. 

The more they get, the more they need. 

When martyrs feel unappreciated they will begin to talk behind your back. If ignored they will wring 

their hands and say "No matter what I do it is never enough" and that is true, in their own minds.  

The martyr trap is that they will make mountains out of mole hills and get back at a boss, a company 

by claiming the workplace to be hostile. Sad news is the hostility is bottled up inside a martyr who 

most likely was never given acknowledgment as a child. 

This is a "searching for love in all the wrong places" kind of scenario. Although the bottom line for 

martyrs is to know they are okay as people, they want it from bosses and colleagues who are not 

there to be the good mom or dad that was missing in the past. 

Over time, the good and overly caring martyr starts to wear thin as people begin to see the price 

they are paying for the help they have been given. So, be careful, a martyr who feels they are not 

getting what they want (which is actually impossible) will lash out and their vindictive venom can be 

deadly. 
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ARE YOU THE OFFICE MARTYR? 

Answer yes or no to these questions, devised by Dr Nathan Anthony from The Insight 

Network, to see where you are on the office martyr scale: 

1. I reply to non-urgent emails after work, at weekends or on holiday. 
2. I cannot work late without telling at least one colleague about it. 
3. I’m less productive during the day because I’m tired from working late. 
4. I feel a lot of workplace pressure to prove myself indispensable. 
5. I need constant positive feedback in order to get on with my job. 
6. I sometimes feel that imperfections in my colleagues’ work can reflect badly on 

me. 
7. There are incidents in my past – either in an old job or at school – where I feel 

I’ve been overlooked or treated dismissively. 
8. I feel lost when I’m not ‘busy’ all the time. 
9. I feel I am under constant pressure to take on more work. 
10. I sometimes feel excluded or dismissed at work. 

 

HOW DID YOU SCORE? 

0-3: “You’re just a normal, slightly overworked person who cares about their job and 

what people think about you,” says Dr Anthony. 

4-6: “You might be somewhere between workaholic and office martyr or you might just 

be having a really tough time at work. Take steps to assert yourself in the right way and 

try and be more aware of your actions in the workplace.” 

7-10:“It might be hard to admit, but you could be an office martyr. It’s not necessarily 

your fault – it’s easy to fall into the trap. Just try to work out what’s missing from your 

personal life and what steps you can take to change your behavior for yourself and those 

around you.” 

SO, what to do if you have an employee that is a Martyr? 

‘ 

 



“The Martyr’ type personality and what to do about it” 

 

This personality is one of the hardest to handle. They are the people who cannot say no 

and feel that they are responsible for everything and everyone. They work themselves 

to a frazzle, say nothing about how they are feeling except the odd sigh, slam work 

down on desks and make a huge deal about the hours they HAVE to work to get 

through the work. They never ask for help and expect everyone to know how they are 

feeling and will never delegate. Quite often they will create a health problem for 

themselves, but most of the time they become tearful, cry and behave in a victim style 

manner. They complain to their spouses, friends and to fellow employees who will 

listen. They become quite disruptive in an organization because they can split the team. 

The team members who are not performing to their own ability will side with the Martyr 

and the ones who are working to their ability will not. There is no inkling that something 

is wrong until they blow and when they do it becomes a continuous behavioral pattern. 

They will blame the organization and anything or anyone around them for the way they 

feel or the injustice they perceive is happening against them. Usually they find it difficult 

to entertain the notion that the situation has been created by them. 

Do not justify to them or sympathize with the tears. Make sure you stick to the facts; 
what is expected of them in their role and what their key performance indicators are. 

The best way to handle people like this is to monitor their work load by meeting daily 

with them. First thing in the morning and late in the afternoon to make sure that you are 

confident that their workload is reasonable to their ability. Quite often these people 

oversell themselves and their ability when interviewed for the job. They are often taken 

advantage of in an organization by workmates who can delegate and know that the 

‘Martyr’ will not say no. Do not allow their tears to control management handling the 

situation in a business-like manner. If they cry leave them alone until they stop. Tell 

them you will return to the conversation when they finish crying and leave the room. Do 

not justify to them or sympathize with the tears. Make sure you stick to the facts; what is 

expected of them in their role and what their key performance indicators are. If they are 

not able to do what is expected of them, ask what can be done for them by 

management, in order for them to perform and within an acceptable timeframe. Always 

put it back on the Martyr to tell you how they see it, rather than management giving 

suggested solutions. Allow them to think it through themselves calmly and own the 

solution. Reassure them that what they do in their role is valued by the organization. 



 


