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Research into workplace bullying has continued to grow and mature since emerging
from Scandinavian investigations into school bullying in the late 1970s. Research com-
munities now exist well beyond Scandinavia, including Europe, the UK, Australia, Asia
and the USA. While the terms ‘harassment’ and ‘mobbing’ are often used to describe
bullying behaviour, ‘workplace bullying’ tends to be the most consistently used term
throughout the research community. In the past two decades especially, researchers
have made considerable advances in developing conceptual clarity, frameworks and
theoretical explanations that help explain and address this very complex, but often
oversimplified and misunderstood, phenomenon. Indeed, as a phenomenon, workplace
bullying is now better understood with reasonably consistent research findings in
relation to its prevalence; its negative effects on targets, bystanders and organizational
effectiveness; and some of its likely antecedents. However, as highlighted in this review,
many challenges remain, particularly in relation to its theoretical foundations and
efficacy of prevention and management strategies. Drawing on Affective Events Theory,
this review advances understanding through the development of a new conceptual
model and analysis of its interrelated components, which explain the dynamic and
complex nature of workplace bullying and emphasize current and future debates. Gaps
in the literature and future research directions are discussed, including the vexing
problem of developing an agreed definition of workplace bullying among the research
community, the emergence of cyberbullying, the importance of bystanders in address-
ing the phenomenon and the use of both formal and informal approaches to prevention
and intervention.

Introduction

Workplace bullying, because of its severe personal
and organizational effects, detracts from the devel-
opment and maintenance of vital, diverse and pro-
ductive workplaces. Interest in workplace bullying
emerged over three decades ago, with considerable
research conducted by scholars throughout the world
in the past 20 years. In this time, researchers have
developed a better understanding of the nature of
this complex, but often misunderstood phenomenon
(see Wheeler et al. 2010). While different terminol-
ogy exists, ‘workplace bullying’ tends to be the most

consistently used term, with Einarsen et al. (2011)
asserting that ‘harassment, bullying, and mobbing’
can be used interchangeably (p. 5), although calls
have been made recently to examine the differences
between related concepts such as incivility and bul-
lying (Hershcovis 2011). With workplace bullying
now acknowledged as an identifiable research area
of growing interest, we felt that a critical review of
academic enquiry sourced from scholarly papers
and conferences from around the world was timely.
Following a brief review of the more traditional
areas that focus on the prevalence of workplace
bullying and its definition, we turn to conceptual
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developments and current debates that have shaped
academic enquiry. From this review, we develop and
present a new model that enhances understanding of
the complexity of workplace bullying and provides
direction for future research.

Prevalence of workplace bullying

Regrettably, research suggests that a significant
number of people are exposed to persistent abusive
treatment within the workplace (Keashly and Harvey
2006), with the majority of studies within Europe
indicating that between 10% and 15% of the work-
force are exposed to workplace bullying (Zapf et al.
2011), with North American research reporting
similar prevalence rates (Keashly and Jagatic 2011).
However, depending on the definition of work-
place bullying used (discussed below), its reported
prevalence can vary quite dramatically. While some
researchers define bullying as having occurred if the
target has experienced bullying behaviours at least
once or twice a week for six months (e.g. Leymann
1996), others measure less frequent occurrence
of the behaviours, sometimes with no nominated
time duration (Zapf et al. 2011). This is a significant,
ongoing dilemma for researchers and practitioners,
for which an agreed resolution would be useful
because of legal and policy implications (Einarsen
et al. 2011; Nielsen et al. 2011).

Despite this, extensive research has occurred into
those who may be most at risk of being a target of
workplace bullying. The majority of the research has
focused on downwards bullying (as perpetrated by
managers against subordinates); to a lesser extent on
horizontal bullying (one colleague bullying another);
and more recently on upwards bullying (a sub-
ordinate bullying a person in a managerial position;
for a review of prevalence rates, see Zapf et al.
2011). Thus, bullying can occur within all levels of
an organization. Additionally, despite some possible
concentration in particular industries (Hubert and
van Veldhoven 2001; Zapf et al. 2011), workplace
bullying can occur in most organizations and indus-
tries (Lewis and Gunn 2007).

Definition of workplace bullying

Perhaps owing to the complexity of the phenomenon,
researchers and practitioners continue to struggle
to develop an agreed definition of workplace bully-

ing (Saunders et al. 2007), with some researchers
questioning whether a uniform definition is possible
(Rayner et al. 2002). Fevre et al. (2010) recently
identified a ‘constant tension’ in locating a definition
that appropriately reflects the nature of the phenom-
enon across a range of cultural contexts and also
retains acknowledgement of the original academic
work in the area (p. 75). Nevertheless, there does
appear to be agreement in the academic community
as to the essential characteristics that determine
the phenomenon (Branch 2008; Nielsen et al. 2008).
These elements are captured in a widely used
definition, which emanated from Scandinavia and
was adapted from Olweus’s (1978, 1993) research
into schoolyard bullying.

[Workplace bullying is] a situation in which one
or more persons systematically and over a long
period of time perceive themselves to be on the
receiving end of negative treatment on the part of
one or more persons, in a situation in which the
person(s) exposed to the treatment has difficulty
in defending themselves against this treatment.
(Matthiesen and Einarsen 2007, p. 735)

In relation to the definition provided, ‘period of
time’ first reflects the characteristic of persistence,
or a pattern of behaviour (Einarsen et al. 2011),
which distinguishes bullying from a ‘one-off clash’
(Hoel and Cooper 2001; Saunders et al. 2007). Thus,
workplace bullying is often subject to escalation
over time (Caponecchia and Wyatt 2009; Zapf and
Gross 2001). However, the intensity of some one-off
events, their potential for ongoing threat (Einarsen
et al. 2011), and/or single incidents being repeated
with different individuals (Caponecchia and Wyatt
2009) means the issue of one-off events remains
subject to debate.

Second, ‘negative treatment’ relates to the occur-
rence and perception of significant, inappropriate,
negative or unreasonable behaviours as opposed to
trivial behaviours (Einarsen et al. 2011; Hoel and
Cooper 2001; Saunders et al. 2007). Reaching abso-
lute agreement on what are bullying behaviours,
however, is virtually impossible because issues such
as context, intensity and the existence of patterns
of behaviour are important (Rayner 1997), as is a
person’s ‘subjective perception of being bullied’,
which can vary quite substantially across individuals
(Agervold 2007, p. 163). Thus, for researchers,
practitioners and, most importantly, targets of bully-
ing, labelling specific workplace behaviours as acts
of bullying is difficult. Furthermore, as technology
develops, the tactics used by perpetrators are also
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likely to vary, requiring ongoing examination. For
example, an Australian study that explored bullying
in the manufacturing sector found that 10.7% of
respondents had experienced cyberbullying (Privit-
era and Campbell 2009).

Targets’ ‘difficulty in defending themselves’ is
the final, commonly agreed definitional element,
which can be conceptualized as an imbalance of
power between the parties. According to the defini-
tion, interactions between parties with equal power
would not be labelled as workplace bullying
(Einarsen et al. 2011; Hoel and Cooper 2001; Rayner
et al. 2002). Importantly, a target’s diminished power
to defend him/herself could be due to either formal
and/or informal power structures in which they work
(Branch et al. 2007b; Lamertz and Aquino 2004), or
to the perpetrator’s continuing inappropriate, nega-
tive behaviours, which wear down the target’s ability
to defend him/herself (Einarsen 2000).

Conceptual development

In order to understand a phenomenon as complex as
workplace bullying, a dynamic theoretical framework
is required so that organizations can ultimately
prevent and/or intervene in the relevant processes.
However, scholarship in the area of workplace
bullying has not been grounded in a strong theory base
(Einarsen 2000). Indeed, according to Wheeler et al.
(2010), ‘we have yet to explain the phenomenon with
a comprehensive theory’ (p. 554). Within this section
of this paper, we review a number of the theoretical
frameworks that have been presented in the literature,
and then introduce a model developed from a syn-
thesis of the workplace bullying and related litera-
ture. This model will then be used to review key
elements of the workplace bullying research, namely:
contributing factors; onset; effects on well-being;
individual and organizational responses; and con-
tinuation versus possibilities of cessation.

While the workplace bullying field has been
acknowledged as largely atheoretical in its orienta-
tion, there have been notable concerted attempts
to redress this situation. Hoel et al. (2002) argued
that, on the evidence available, workplace bullying
could be conceptualized as a significant ‘psycho-
social hazard’, and demonstrated its relationship to
the stress literature both in terms of antecedents
and outcomes for individuals and the organiza-
tion. Accordingly, Baillien and colleagues assert
that, while Karasek’s Job Demand Control Model

(Karasek 1979) has been successfully applied to a
wide range of issues, there has been little attention
to social behavioural concerns such as workplace
bullying (Baillien et al. 2011a,b). Applying Kara-
sek’s model to workplace bullying, Baillien et al.
(2011a) found significant main effects (but not inter-
actions) for high workload and low job autonomy
at Time 1 to be associated with self-identification as
a target at Time 2 (as indicated by the Short-Negative
Acts Questionnaire). Additionally, significant inter-
action effects (but not main) for high workload and
low job autonomy at Time 1 were associated with
self-identification as a perpetrator at Time 2. They
conclude that their research generally supports
the work environment hypothesis and contributes to
understanding of both target and perpetrator roles.
Also, the Job Demand Control Model is relevant to
both explaining workplace bullying and identifying
areas of prevention, including avoidance of high-
strain jobs, with a focus on increased autonomy and
reasonable workloads.

Another important perspective relates to the con-
ceptualization of workplace bullying as a particular
and severe type of escalating conflict. Using the Con-
flict Escalation Model of Glasl (1994) (as cited in
Zapf and Gross 2001) and a series of quantitative
and qualitative studies, Zapf and Gross found that
most bullying cases could be tracked according to
the escalating process described by Glasl. Escalation
moves though various phases, commencing with
attempts to cooperate and moving over time to
increasingly higher levels of dysfunctionality. As well
as individual effects, they discuss the wide range of
intervention strategies and possible outcomes that
reflect a similarly escalating frame throughout the
bullying process (e.g. rational discussion through
to departure from the workplace by the target), noting
that preventive measures and intervention in early
stages of conflict escalation are highly recommended.

One perspective which may advance the con-
ceptualization of workplace bullying as an escalating
conflict relates to the area of hostile workplace rela-
tionships (see Aquino and Lamertz 2004; Keashly
and Harvey 2006). In their relational model of work-
place victimization, Aquino and Lamertz (2004)
highlight the interaction between context, target
and perpetrator. They assert that ‘a person [who]
perceives himself or herself to be a [target] during
one social encounter may retaliate in a later encoun-
ter, thereby enacting a perpetrator role’ (Aquino and
Lamertz 2004, p. 1025). Historically, this perspective
has been fraught with difficulty, as researchers and
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practitioners have understandably wished to avoid
‘blaming the victim.’ Nonetheless, this point of view
is important, as it demonstrates the complexity of
workplace bullying, in that identifying a ‘true’ target
or perpetrator may not be possible in many cases (see
Glomb 2002). Moreover, this relational perspective
enables research from the wider field of communica-
tion to be applied to workplace bullying.

Another important perspective and central defini-
tional element of workplace bullying is that of
‘power’. Initial research in this field commonly
identified managers as the perpetrators of bullying,
often linking ‘top-down’ bullying to organizational
structures, including the role of overseeing others
and relational power differentials, particularly the
misuse thereof (Roscigno et al. 2009, p. 1562). A
target’s powerlessness, in this case, results from
the imbalance of power seen in the organizational
hierarchy. By contrast, others propose more complex
conceptualizations of the relationships between
power and workplace bullying. Branch et al. (2007b)
propose a power and dependency approach in
explaining findings where subordinates were able to
derive sufficient informal power to bully a person in
a higher organizational position. Along similar lines,
Lamertz and Aquino (2004) report on the ‘precarious
position of managers’ unable ‘to draw effectively
upon their formal powers’ as one interpretation of
their finding in relation to the amount of perceived
victimization towards managers (p. 814). Indeed, the
recognition of upwards (e.g. Branch et al. 2007a) and
horizontal bullying (e.g. Schat et al. 2006) empha-
sizes that processes beyond formal power are in
play. That is, personal power, or power derived by a
person’s access to informal sources of power (e.g.
expertise, information and networks of people;
French and Raven 1959; Raven 1993), can be used to
gain sufficient power to bully others in the workplace
(Branch et al. 2007b; Hutchinson et al. 2006b).

Alternatively, in an attempt to emphasize the
dynamic nature of workplace bullying, Hutchinson
et al. (2006b) applied Foucault’s (1977) and Clegg’s
(1993) conceptualization of power. Using this
approach, bullying was depicted as a dynamic and
complex interaction of organizational and social
structures, rather than a formal relationship or an
interpersonal dispute. Using this conceptualization,
bullying is a process where implicit social and organ-
izational rules, group membership and informal net-
works of personal connections are involved, thereby
tapping into the informal or personal sources of
power available in the workplace. Moreover, on the

basis of a large qualitative study focused on work-
place mobbing, Shallcross et al. (2010) analysed a
number of cases where individuals were publicly
humiliated and seemingly terrorized through the
tactics of gossip, rumours and false accusations
of bullying. According to the authors, ‘power was
enhanced’ through the use of these tactics because
‘the implied threat to the recipient [was] that they
too may become the target’ (p. 29). Powerlessness in
this case results from ongoing gossip, rumour and
humiliation that can be associated with an accusation
of bullying, with the accuser obtaining power
because of the reactions that the term ‘bullying’
evokes. These studies highlight the perspective that
‘informal sources of power are not to be underesti-
mated in their capacity to deliberately perpetrate’
bullying (Shallcross et al. 2010, p. 29).

Indeed, Branch et al. (2007a) found that a ‘lack
of a legitimizing agent from the organization during
change may result in staff perceiving the manager as
lacking legitimate power’ (p. 275), thereby reducing a
manager’s ability to influence others. Similarly, in her
study of gender harassment in the US Army, Miller
(1997) found that women in positions of authority
were often not respected owing to a perception that
their power was illegitimately obtained (e.g. via a
quota system). Branch et al. (2007a) also found that
a lack of respect for the manager’s role, as well
as subordinates’ advanced knowledge and skills
(reflecting their information, expert and referent
power; French and Raven 1959; Raven 1993), creates
dependence on subordinates that could reduce a man-
ager’s ability to respond to inappropriate behaviour.
Thus, through these explorations, the concept of
power goes beyond the notion of an abuse of authority,
presenting a more complex explanation of informal
power processes where dependence by a manager is a
key factor that can result in a power imbalance that
enables the onset and escalation of bullying.

What these explorations demonstrate is that all
actors in workplace bullying potentially have access
to power, as seen in Lutgen-Sandvik’s (2006) inter-
view study with 30 witnesses and target-witnesses.
Notwithstanding concerns about the risks involved
with resisting bullying, interviewees engaged in a
range of resistance strategies such as confronting the
bully, using a collective voice, embracing labels such
as ‘troublemaker’ and developing links to others as
allies. Despite interviewees perceiving an escalation
of abuse as a result of their resistance, the authors
emphasize ‘the power-as-commodity frame presents
power as something bullies “have” and targeted
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workers do not . . . [and] overlooks circumstances in
which workers resist and eventually alter organiza-
tional systems’ (p. 427). Indeed, it is for this reason
that many scholars within the field do not refer to
targets as ‘victims’, which can be seen as a label that
adds to a person’s feeling of helplessness (Magley
et al. 1999).

In summary, despite many people within an organ-
ization having access to various types of power that
could enable bullying of another person, the initial
approach to workplace bullying was to look at the
manager as a bully. However, Branch et al. (2007b)
warn that taking a narrow view of power risks over-
looking the complex role that power plays in work-
place bullying. Clearly, all within the workplace
have access to a range of power sources (that could
be used inappropriately) and, by exploring power
dynamics, a more complex explanation of workplace
bullying emerges. However, to date much of the
literature on power and workplace bullying has been
conceptual (Keashly and Jagatic 2011) with research
that applies these conceptualizations restricted to
only a few studies (e.g. Branch et al. 2007a; Lamertz
and Aquino 2004). This theoretical area of workplace
bullying has the potential to be highly informative of
prevention and management strategies.

One of the most widely known and comprehensive
frameworks of workplace bullying was proposed by
Einarsen et al. (first introduced by Einarsen 2000;
Einarsen et al. 2003, 2011), wherein societal, organ-
izational and individual characteristics are presented
as dynamic processes that can either hinder or
contribute to the occurrence and continuation of
workplace bullying; and result in individual and
organizational reactions and effects, that loop back to
influence factors present in the environment. How-
ever, within this framework, the group level (which
represents an important structural conduit between
the individual and the organization) and the charac-
teristics of perpetrators are not visually represented
on the model, although these are both briefly dis-
cussed in the explanation, perhaps reflecting the lack
of attention that currently exists in the literature in
relation to the group level of analysis (see Ramsay
et al. 2011) and perpetrators (see Zapf and Einarsen
2011).

Several other models have also focused on the
interplay between individual and organizational ele-
ments, ultimately highlighting the importance of the
interactive processes of workplace bullying within
an organizational culture (e.g. Harvey et al. 2006;
Heames and Harvey 2006). Aquino and Lamertz’s

(2004) model of victimization similarly emphasizes
the importance of context, suggesting that certain
characteristics of an organizational culture and power
differences within dyads can increase ‘the likelihood
of victimization occurring over the course of an
ongoing workplace interaction’ (p. 1024). Recently,
Parzefall and Salin (2010) argued that Social
Exchange Theory can be used to highlight the impor-
tance of exchange relationships in promoting
(or otherwise) a ‘justice climate’ within organiza-
tions. Perceptions of injustice can lead to attitudes and
behaviours being adjusted downwards, which can
explain the negative impact upon the work environ-
ment, including bystanders (Parzefall and Salin
2010). In essence, the above models propose similar
processes: characteristics of the work environment
along with those of individuals play a part in the
occurrence and continuation of workplace bullying,
which then has effects on individuals and the work-
place, feeding back to encourage or, less probably,
deter further bullying.

One interesting conceptual development in the
field is the exploration of emotions and, in particular,
the application of Affective Events Theory (AET;
Weiss and Cropanzano 1996). While the application
of AET to the field is an important and only recent
addition to the workplace bullying literature, there
has been use of the theory within the broader antiso-
cial behaviour literature. Developed by Weiss and
Cropanzano (1996), AET suggests that people often
react emotionally to incidents, which influences their
subsequent behaviours, attitudes and ultimately their
well-being. Thus, incidents in the workplace, such as
bullying, can be considered affective events (see
Ghosh et al. 2011; Glasø et al. 2011; Lee and Broth-
eridge 2006; Lim et al. 2008). In one of the few
studies directly linking AET and bullying, Broth-
eridge and Lee (2010) examined the emotional reac-
tions to specific bullying behaviours, proposing that
each bullying event will produce an affective reac-
tion. They found that belittlement, having one’s work
undermined and verbal abuse were all associated
with the negative emotions of sadness, restlessness,
anger and, most often, confusion. Brotheridge and
Lee’s (2010) research also indicates that repeated
negative events may sensitize targets to further nega-
tive events, thereby increasing the level of emotions
experienced.

Indeed, the AET literature highlights the impor-
tance of the duration and intensity of conflict events
rather than the individual events themselves (Ayoko
et al. 2003). For instance, Fuller et al. (2003), using
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time series modelling, found that regularly experi-
encing low-level stressful events ‘has the potential to
cause workers to experience gradually increasing
levels of strain over time’ (p. 1028). This may explain
how someone in a stressful work environment who
is already experiencing strain may not be able to
respond effectively to bullying when it occurs,
thereby beginning the negative cycle of escalating
events that can lead to ongoing bullying. Lutgen-
Sandvik’s (2008) interview study highlights this
process, with targets experiencing a range of emo-
tions, beginning with low levels of discomfort and
nervousness in the pre-bullying phase, moving to
more extreme feelings of shame as the process con-
tinued. The ongoing destabilization of the target’s
self-identity as a result of the escalation of bullying
meant ‘many [targets] reported being unable to
rebound fully between attacks’ (p. 109). D’Cruz and
Noronha’s (2010) study of ten targets also highlights
the emotional strain that ongoing negative events
can have with ‘depression, anxiety, hopelessness
and helplessness’ prevailing (p. 525). This, in turn,
resulted in decreasing positive feelings about work
and people, often leading to withdrawal and quitting
the organization considered the best or only solution.
Thus, workplace bullying could be considered an
affective episode consisting of a number of affective
events, ‘where it is not so much particular events that
result in outcomes, but rather the accumulation of
(positive or) negative events in an episode that deter-
mines how we feel’ (Ashkanasy 2003, p. 21) and
results in detrimental outcomes for individuals
(Kanner et al. 1981). This conceptualization accords
with the definition of workplace bullying presented
earlier (especially in terms of persistence).

Further highlighting the importance of emotions
to the field, Grandey et al. (2007) found that verbal
aggression from supervisors, co-workers and cus-
tomers ‘all had significant and unique associations
with emotional exhaustion’ (p. 75). They argued
that verbal abuse from customers can have a negative
effect on targets who are expected to control their
negative reactions, and have fewer response options.
Similarly, Sliter et al. (2010) found ‘that customer
incivility was positively related to emotional exhaus-
tion through the perceived emotional labor demands
of one’s job’ (p. 476). Thus, limited ability to express
emotions or respond to aggressive behaviour influ-
ences emotional exhaustion, which may explain why
support is so important to targets of anti-social
behaviour. Indeed, one study found that positive
support from colleagues as well as friends and family

could counteract the accumulation of negative events
(Grzywacz and Marks 2000).

Drawing on the literature reviewed above, includ-
ing the recent inclusion of affective events, we present
a model to both highlight and extend our current
understanding of workplace bullying (see Figure 1).
While this is reflective of existing frameworks in
terms of the societal, organizational and individual
characteristics and interactions, it also seeks to make
more salient the processes of workplace bullying as
depicted via individual responses, group dynamics
within organizations and the interactive and cyclical
nature of interactions that ultimately lead to the label
of workplace bullying. As such, the model consists of
seven elements: (A) society; (B) the work environ-
ment, which includes characteristics of the organiza-
tion (including group characteristics), target,
perpetrator and bystanders; (C) the onset of affective
events or bullying; (D) the individual and organiza-
tional response (highlighting the dyadic interaction
between perpetrator and target, as well as relevant
groups); (E) individual and organizational well-
being; (F) the possible continuation of affective
events; and (G) the possible cessation of affective
events. Importantly, we believe that this model
highlights and contributes to current understanding
of the processes involved in workplace bullying
and makes important additions in terms of its dynamic
and cyclical nature, which assists in the identification
of intervention points that may minimize its occur-
rence. Each of the elements in the model will now
be reviewed, highlighting potential areas for future
research.

Society (A)

While it is recognized that society can influence
bullying in the workplace, very little is known about
how this occurs (Einarsen et al. 2011). Nevertheless,
Einarsen and colleagues state that bullying needs
to be viewed against the background of societal
elements such as culture, legal context and socio-
economic factors (as acknowledged in their frame-
work). Most references to society in the literature
centre on how the rate of change in today’s society can
influence the occurrence of bullying (Einarsen et al.
2011), how workplace bullying can potentially affect
society as a result of the costs associated with the
phenomenon (e.g. Coyne et al. 2000; Leymann 1996;
Salin 2003b) and how pressures in society can bring
about change to recognize and address bullying
(Namie 2003).
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Recently, Beale and Hoel (2011) argued that work-
place bullying may be reinforced by the very nature
of the ‘capitalist employment relationship’ (p. 5),
which in essence seeks to control employees through
hierarchical structures. In some cases, this can be
linked to negative downward pressures to gain com-
pliance and increased productivity, perhaps promot-
ing a ‘climate of fear’ (Rayner 1999). Beale and Hoel
(2011) argue that employers and managers may not
fully support anti-bullying intervention initiatives,
which essentially seek to redress power imbalances
in the workplace and therefore interfere with the
status quo.

Another perspective in the workplace bullying
literature is the possibility of broad differences based
on national culture. While the cross-cultural perspec-
tive presents a complex area that is difficult to
research, one recent study has investigated percep-
tual differences of workplace bullying in two world
regions (Central America (Costa Rica) and Southern
Europe (Spain); Escartín et al. 2011). Whereas there
were many similarities in the understanding of work-
place bullying, employees from Central America
placed more emphasis on the physical component of
bullying, compared with their European counter-
parts. Further research is needed into this level of
understanding of workplace bullying.

Work environment (B): Interaction between
individual and organizational characteristics
(including groups)

Even though there are overlaps and complex inter-
relationships among the antecedents of workplace
bullying, they can be largely viewed as individual,
interpersonal, group and organizational factors (see
Einarsen et al. 2011). Indeed, the literature increas-
ingly portrays workplace bullying as a multi-faceted
phenomenon, with its antecedents integrally related
to interactions between characteristics of individuals
such as the perpetrator/s and target/s (see B1 in
model) and the organizational environment (see B2
in model; Harvey et al. 2006; Heames and Harvey
2006; Salin and Hoel 2011; Zapf 1999). Baillien
et al.’s (2009) and Salin’s (2003b) research empha-
sizes this interaction. Within Baillien et al.’s (2009)
global model of antecedents, three pathways are
identified: bullying due to ‘intrapersonal frustrations
(“strains”)’ (such as dissatisfaction with recent
changes); the closely related conflict escalation
of either personal or work-related conflicts; and
‘explicit or implicit stimulation through team and
organizational characteristics (intragroup aspect)’
such as a climate that accepts gossip or backbiting
(p. 7). In addition, within this study, individual and

A: Society

B: Work Environment
B1: Individual 
Characteris�cs  

(Target, Perpetrator, 
Bystander)

B2: Organiza�onal 
Characteris�cs      

(including Group) 

E: Well-being
Individual 

Physical and 
Psychological Health

Organisa�onal 

Job Sa�sfac�on, 
Absenteeism, 

Inten�on to Leave 

G: Cessa�on of 
Affec�ve Events 

C: Onset of 
Affec�ve Events

D: Individual, 
Group and 

Organiza�onal 
Response

F: Con�nua�on of 
Affec�ve Events

Figure 1. Cyclical framework of workplace bullying
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organizational characteristics were found to influ-
ence each of these pathways by either being ‘the
basis for frustrations, conflict and direct encourage-
ment of bullying’ or affecting how well an individual
is able to manage the conflict or frustrations (p. 10).

Similarly, Salin (2003b) identified three classifi-
cations for explanations of bullying which often
interact with each other. First, she identified enabling
structures including elements necessary to the occur-
rence of workplace bullying, such as a power imbal-
ance, a perception of low costs to the perpetrator
for their behaviour, dissatisfaction and frustration.
Second, motivating structures are the characteristics
of the environment that encourage bullying, includ-
ing competition for jobs and an organizational
culture that rewards aggressive or bullying behav-
iour. Indeed, research suggests that job insecurity
(see De Cuyper et al. 2009), organizational change
resulting in role conflict and job insecurity (see Bail-
lien and De Witte 2009), a stressful work environ-
ment (see Hauge et al. 2009), ‘poorer psychosocial
work environments’ (see Agervold 2009, p. 274),
high workloads, workgroup disharmony and accept-
ance of inappropriate behaviour (see Branch et al.
2007a), high job ambiguity and job complexity as
well as low autonomy (Baillien et al. 2009) are asso-
ciated with workplace bullying. Third, Salin (2003b)
identified precipitating processes that trigger bully-
ing, such as a restructure or other forms of organiza-
tional change.

While the above reflects the importance of the
work environment in workplace bullying processes,
historically, most researchers initially focused on the
individual factors that may precipitate occurrences
of workplace bullying. Indeed, according to Zapf and
Einarsen (2011), the study of workplace bullying
would be incomplete without consideration of the
various personality and individual attributes related
to targets and perpetrators. In a recent study how-
ever, Lind et al. (2009) concluded that differences in
personality were too minimal to be able to ‘differen-
tiate targets of workplace bullying from nontargets’,
indicating that explanations of workplace bullying
that only refer to singular explanations, such as
personality, are inappropriate (p. 231). Nevertheless,
some findings have been noted with regard to con-
tributing individual factors related to either the target
or the perpetrator, such as personality traits. Identi-
fied personality traits of targets include being
relatively more introverted, anxious, conscientious,
neurotic, submissive (Coyne et al. 2000), less agree-
able (Glasø et al. 2007) and having low self-esteem

(Matthiesen and Einarsen 2007). These characteris-
tics may well be linked to reportedly lower social
competence and could make targets vulnerable to
bullying (Zapf and Einarsen 2011). Alternatively,
characteristics such as conscientiousness could
contribute to the behaviour of targets clashing with
prevailing group norms (e.g. putting in more effort or
following rules more closely than the group (see
Ramsay et al. 2011; Salin 2003a). However, contra-
dictory findings with regard to personality persist.
What is clear is that owing to the complexity of the
phenomenon, a singular portrait of a target does not
exist (Glasø et al. 2007; Zapf and Einarsen 2011).

Notably, much more is known about targets than
perpetrators, the latter perhaps being more reluctant
to come forward (Zapf and Einarsen 2011). However,
the literature does suggest that perpetrators may
bully because of a need to protect their self-esteem
(Baumeister et al. 1996) and/or because of a lack of
social competencies, such as emotional control and
perspective-taking (Zapf and Einarsen 2011). Indeed,
Baillien et al. (2009) identified nine characteristics
of perpetrators, such as ‘intolerant and being very
strict’, which may suggest an inability to accommo-
date and adopt flexible attitudes and behaviours
(p. 9).

Keashly and Harvey (2006) also highlight the
interaction between actors in the escalation of work-
place bullying with ‘prolonged exposure to abuse
[resulting] in the target behaving in a hostile and
aggressive manner’ (p. 98). Indeed an understanding
of workplace bullying must include the reciprocal
nature of communication, with research (e.g. Zapf
and Gross 2001) indicating that the reactions of
targets may play a part in workplace bullying
experiences (see Aquino and Lamertz 2004 for a
relational model of workplace victimization). As
highlighted previously, the target–perpetrator rela-
tionship is complex, with an accusation of bullying
linked ‘to a series of interactions that are built up
over a period of time’ (Tehrani 2003, p. 280). Accord-
ing to Tehrani (2003), as relationships become more
negative and stressed, seemingly small issues (e.g.
not saying hello in the morning) can be interpreted
as aggressive acts. As a result, the communication
literature may be useful in understanding the deterio-
ration of workplace relationships to the point where
they become hostile. Additionally, this perspective
highlights potential interventions that can promote
the use of effective communication skills that may
be valuable in de-escalating bullying processes (see
Hess 2000, 2006).
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While these interpersonal communicative pro-
cesses are clearly important, with individual and
environmental perspectives the focus of significant
research, group characteristics have only recently
begun to be expanded (see Ramsay et al. 2011).
The literature indicates that group-based differences
sometimes appear to be the only reason people are
bullied (e.g. minority groups who have race and
ethnicity as ‘visible makers’ are likely to be more
vulnerable; see Cortina 2008; Fox and Stallworth
2005; Lewis and Gunn 2007; Roscigno et al. 2009).
More broadly, Roscigno et al. (2009) found that
groups occupying structural positions associated
with little power (which are also more likely to be
linked with minority groups) were at greater risk of
being bullied. In addition, the intra-group perspec-
tive has been considered by researchers. In a study of
diverse teams in large organizations, it was found
that communication openness, defined as the ease of
talking and extent of understanding within the group,
was important, with low levels of communication
openness associated with higher levels of destructive
reactions to conflict, bullying behaviours and emo-
tional reactions to bullying (Ayoko 2007).

While these teams are part of the formal structure
(Ayoko 2007), informal groups have also been con-
sidered, with certain groups seen as strategic players
in bullying processes. Accordingly, Hutchinson
et al.’s (2006a) qualitative research within hospitals
identified powerful informal networks among perpe-
trators of workplace bullying. Their findings suggest
that strong social, cooperative relationships contrib-
uted to ‘the continuation and proliferation of work-
place bullying’ (p. 246). They found that legitimate
organizational processes (e.g. promotion) were used
to help conceal bullying and simultaneously allow it
to flourish. Similarly, Salin (2003a) demonstrated
that bullies could be rewarded through overt pro-
cesses such as performance review and promotion.
Alternatively, from the targets’ perspective, Lutgen-
Sandvik (2006) found that targets were sometimes
able to turn to each other and to sympathetic
co-workers for support, and seek to increase their
power base through a collective voice and coordi-
nated, group-based resistance measures. Importantly,
the role of groups and bystanders in contributing
to, or tacitly supporting, workplace bullying is
still largely unclear and is another vital area for
future research (Keashly and Jagatic 2011). In a
recent paper, Namie and Lutgen-Sandvik (2010)
emphasized the role that upper management, human
resources (HR) and colleagues, can play by either

overtly joining in or passively supporting the bully-
ing through inaction. Overall, this section highlights
the importance of interactions between individuals
and their environment, including groups, in work-
place bullying processes. However, the future
research agenda needs to focus on further delineation
of such interactions, with regard to the role of formal
and informal groupings, targets and perpetrators.

Onset of affective events (C)

As highlighted earlier, a range of factors can result in
the onset of affective events, with particular triggers
such as conflict escalation (Baillien et al. 2009) and
organizational change (Branch et al. 2007a; Salin
2003b) identified. Additional research also points to
the value of AET in understanding the onset of work-
place bullying. For instance, one study found that
emotional reactions to workplace bullying predicted
counterproductive behaviour (e.g. sabotage by delib-
erately doing one’s job incorrectly; Ayoko et al.
2003). Similarly, negative emotions were found to be
an antecedent to incivility (Reio and Ghosh 2009).
In their application of AET in the mentor–protégé
relationship, Ghosh et al. (2011) found that ‘distanc-
ing behaviour by mentors can be an affective event
that elicits negative emotions in protégés that then
prompt them to instigate incivility against their
mentors (e.g. affect-driven behaviour)’ (p. 33). Thus,
the reactions of others can influence the escalation of
inappropriate behaviour, possibly leading to work-
place bullying (see Zapf and Gross 2001).

Individual and organizational responses (D)

Although the dual themes of prevention and manage-
ment of workplace bullying are emphasized repeat-
edly within the literature, understanding the processes
of how best to move from conceptualization to good
practice is only starting to gain momentum. While
the literature does reveal agreement about the com-
plexity of the problem and the associated need for
multifaceted approaches to dealing with it, compre-
hensive solutions remain elusive (Saam 2010). This
is perhaps best reflected in Hoel and Einarsen’s
(2010) quantitative results of statutory regulations
enacted in Sweden in 1993. While bullying in Sweden
has increased since the legislation was introduced,
perhaps because of greater awareness of the problem
and its characteristics (which is positive), a number of
shortcomings were identified in the enactment of the
legislation, especially in the appropriate training of
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those required to provide help to targets. As a result,
we are cautioned against relying on a narrow, legisla-
tive framework to regulate a complex problem;
particularly without appropriate prevention efforts,
interventions and rehabilitation processes throughout
society and organizations, and specific training for all
stakeholders, including management, employees and
trade union representatives (Hoel and Einarsen 2010).
Similarly, at the organizational level, formal written
policies and regulations should be accompanied by
training and development initiatives that are integral
to addressing workplace bullying. Also required
is a positive influence perspective provided by a
supportive environmental framework (e.g. skilled
leadership), as suggested by research into AET (see
Grzywacz and Marks 2000), and the associated goal
of increasing positive norms of behaviour in the work-
place (see Keashly and Neuman 2009; Osatuke et al.
2009; Ramsay et al. 2011). These elements will now
be explored.

La Van and Martin’s (2008) ‘managerial inter-
vention matrix’ (p. 154) highlights the possibility
of using both formal and informal prevention and
management strategies. First, in terms of anteced-
ents, the matrix indicates that there could be system-
atic, formal investigations into triggers of workplace
bullying and areas of vulnerability but, informally,
there needs to be awareness of unconscious signals
about tolerance (or lack thereof) of bullying that
could be enough to help precipitate or hinder bully-
ing. One promising intervention in this regard is the
Civility, Respect and Engagement in the Workplace
(CREW) initiative, which seeks to develop a work
environment defined by civility, thereby aiming to
reduce acceptance of inappropriate behaviour in the
workplace (see Osatuke et al. 2009).

Second, in relation to behaviour, there could
be formal incident reports, but this should be aug-
mented by a focus on more informal modelling of
appropriate behaviours by as many people as possi-
ble in the organization. Research by Keashly and
Neuman (2009), which involved the design of an
intervention that included modelling of collaborative
and respectful communication (along with other
elements) as a way to change organizational mem-
bers’ communication styles and reduce aggression,
reflects one such approach which ‘can become
embedded in the organization’s culture’ (p. 355).
Third, consequences (i.e. formal policies, procedures
and processes around codes of conduct, discipline
and grievances) could be set out, while, informally,
there needs to be conscious or unconscious

reinforcement of appropriate behaviour (e.g. giv-
ing appropriate feedback). Thus, the combination
of formal (e.g. employee assistance programmes,
mental health and legal support; see Shannon et al.
2007 for a study on the use of these services) and
informal efforts, which develop positive norms and a
well-trained workforce that understands and models
appropriate communication styles, could reduce the
likelihood of negative behaviour occurring.

Moreover, Saam’s (2010) study with 18 consult-
ants with experience in resolving cases of workplace
bullying signals the potential value of coaching (e.g.
providing coaches to assist parties to resolve the con-
flict; see Fox and Stallworth 2009) and organizational
development (e.g. antecedents such as stress, role
and leadership issues could be addressed). Consult-
ants who preferred coaching and organizational
development (rather than mediation as identified by
others) viewed bullying as a contextually based inter-
personal conflict that required multiple approaches
to address it. Mediation was also identified as
another commonly used response, but research into
the appropriateness of mediation, because of power
differences in workplace bullying cases, is required
(Jenkins 2011; Saam 2010).

Of the approaches proposed and used to address
workplace bullying, two of the most common
approaches are ‘No Bullying’ policies and training.
Salin’s (2008) research into the perspectives and
recommendations of HR practitioners indicates
support for written ‘No Bullying’ policies that make
a ‘commitment to a bullying-free environment’,
define associated behaviours and consequences,
identify contact persons, and outline formal and
informal complaints and investigation processes
(p. 223). However, there is debate about the value
of written policies. For instance, in another study,
Salin (2009) investigated organizational responses
to workplace harassment by analysing questionnaire
data from personnel/HR managers in Finland.
None of the identified strategies for response to
harassment/bullying, which involved measures
relating to reconciliation, punishment, transfer and
avoidance as reported to the personnel/HR manager,
were significantly correlated with the possession of
written anti-harassment policies. Longitudinal data
are needed to establish the real value of the develop-
ment of written policies and associated preventive
and management measures (Salin 2008).

Interestingly, Salin (2008) found in her analysis of
formal anti-bullying policies that targets of bullying
were typically advised to contact their immediate
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superiors, suggesting that HR departments are
responsible for formulating policy and procedures,
rather than any real involvement in addressing the
issue. Indeed, the experiences of participants in
D’Cruz and Noronha’s (2010) research would
support this. When participants in their study con-
tacted HR managers in the hope of a resolution to
workplace bullying, they often had to follow up their
requests for action, despite initial reassurances that
something would be done. In addition, participants
experienced disbelief or blame, as well as cancelled
meetings without notice, from HR managers. In
some cases, the alleged bully was included in meet-
ings with HR managers, which was perceived by
targets in the study as providing tacit or direct
support to the alleged bully. Importantly, participants
reported an increase in the bullying when they began
to ‘actively [pursue] the matter with HR’ (p. 525).

Recently, Rayner and Lewis (2011) described the
critical role that HR plays in managing incidents of
workplace bullying, recommending that HR depart-
ments take a health and safety approach to work-
place bullying, with bullying perceived as a risk to be
addressed as quickly as possible. By contrast, ‘most
HR departments take a “complaints policy” route,
where one can act only if a written complaint is
received and the complainant is willing for the
accused to know details of the problem’, essentially
reducing the possibility of informal measures
(Rayner and Lewis 2011, p. 334). Interestingly, it was
informal measures, such as support from colleagues,
that participants in D’Cruz and Noronha’s (2010)
study and others have found to be most helpful
to targets. As such, in addition to an anti-bullying
policy that takes a health and safety approach, aware-
ness training strategies that include knowledge of
responsibilities and obligations of employers and
employees, effective risk identification processes and
a system for complaints are highly recommended
(McCarthy et al. 2002). Thus, a ‘No Bullying’ policy
is perhaps most successful if used in conjunction
with other efforts, such as training.

Additionally, training about the nature of bullying,
support mechanisms within and outside the organiza-
tion, and the management of bullying cases
(McCarthy et al. 2002; Vartia et al. 2003) have been
suggested. For example, McCarthy et al. (2002)
advise managers to use a ‘no blame’ or problem-
solving strategy, as opposed to punitive measures,
when approaching perpetrators. Also, training in
interpersonal skills, conflict resolution and stress
management have been found to assist targets to

manage bullying behaviours better (see McCarthy
et al. 1995). Such skills may well contribute to
a target’s ability to develop the capacity needed
to manage such behaviour (McCarthy et al. 2002)
and possibly de-escalate instances. Zapf and
Gross’ (2001) research demonstrates that ‘successful
[targets]’ (as opposed to ‘unsuccessful [targets]’)
were able to avoid direct confrontation and inadequate
passive strategies (e.g. drug use or absenteeism),
and also recognize and avoid escalating behaviours
(p. 515). Indeed, one recent study applying AET to
workplace bullying, found that the emotional re-
actions of targets partly mediated the relationship
between workplace bullying and job satisfaction and
intention to leave (Glasø et al. 2011), emphasizing the
importance of emotional skills training.

In addition to awareness building and skills train-
ing for potential targets, training is also recom-
mended for bystanders. The rationale for this training
is that inaction by bystanders leads to perceptions of
tacit support for the perpetrator. Thus, bystanders
play a vital role in addressing and managing bullying
behaviour (Namie and Lutgen-Sandvik 2010). One
such approach is the Mentors in Violence Program
(MVP; Katz 1995). Developed in the early 1990s in
the US and designed initially to challenge precon-
ceived views of violence directed at women, this
programme has since been expanded to challenge
perceptions of other types of violence, including
bullying. The MVP was one of the first programmes
to focus on bystanders, seeking to educate, engage
and skill them to address violence (Katz 1995). More
recent adaptations of this programme have found
long-term, positive benefits, with improvements in
attitudes, knowledge and behaviour (for information,
see Banyard et al. 2004, 2007; Katz 1995). A related
approach from Canada is the Anti-discrimination
Response Training (ART) programme (Ishiyama
2012), which uses an active witnessing model.
The ART approach uses a skills training format to
enhance readiness to respond to racist situations cog-
nitively and behaviourally, and to empower otherwise
passive and silent bystanders to become more active
and vocal. While the programme is currently used
in skilling Canadian teachers and youth workers, the
authors are examining how the ART model can be
adapted for skills training to prevent and respond to
workplace bullying.

Training programmes such as MVP, ART and
general skill development programmes expose
potential targets and bystanders to the knowledge and
skills that will assist them to respond, manage and
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de-escalate situations involving bullying. Further,
these programmes offer strategies to those entrusted
with the important role of supporting involved parties
when they need it and developing preventive policies
and practices to safeguard against bullying at work
(McCarthy and Mayhew 2004). Indeed, good levels of
support at work were associated with lower levels of
depression, lower intention to leave and higher job
satisfaction scores among nurses who reported an
experience of being bullied, compared with those who
received poor levels of support (Quine 1999). Djurko-
vic et al. (2008) found similar results when they
explored the relationship between perceived organ-
izational support (POS), workplace bullying and
intention to leave. In this study, high levels of POS
were found to ‘offset the effects of workplace bullying
on intention to leave’ (Djurkovic et al. 2008, p. 415).
Moreover, a lack of support may impede an individu-
al’s ability to manage bullying behaviours (Lewis and
Orford 2005; Leymann and Gustafsson 1996; Mat-
thiesen et al. 2003). These results point to the impor-
tance of support, indicating that it may act as a buffer,
thereby assisting targets to manage positively the
experience of being bullied. Furthermore, recent
work into gender and the role of personal perceptions
and attributions about bullying behaviours highlights
the need for skills training within the context of
bullying, especially for those expected to support
involved parties (see Salin 2011).

While features of support could be experienced
within the broad organizational culture and specific
communicative experiences, it is important to note
that the seeking of support often requires a proactive
approach. Should targets be feeling helpless and vic-
timized, they may be unlikely to engage in support-
seeking behaviour. In addition, concern about how
seeking support may be perceived by others (Lee
1997), feelings of profound shame, as found in a
study of college and university lecturers who had
experienced workplace bullying (Lewis 2004), and
concern about the ability of the organization to
respond effectively (Ferris 2004; Hoel and Cooper
2000) may further prevent someone from seeking
support. This again stresses the importance of devel-
oping comprehensive strategies for addressing work-
place bullying, including addressing the climate and
culture within a workplace.

Individual and organizational well-being (E)

While the negative consequences of workplace
bullying for targets, witnesses and organizations have

been well established (see Hogh et al. 2011 for a
comprehensive review), an alternative perspective of
well-being is beginning to emerge within the litera-
ture. Research by D’Cruz (2010) and D’Cruz and
Noronha (2012) found that participants saw the need
to process and understand their workplace bullying
experiences in relation to their long-term well-being,
with some even ultimately considering themselves
‘privileged to go through such an experience as
it helped them discover and develop themselves
without compromising their values’ (D’Cruz and
Noronha 2012, p. 20). The authors concluded that
the emphasis that participants placed on enhancing
their well-being indicates an alternative approach
to workplace bullying, with the potential for trans-
formational growth, despite negative circumstances
(D’Cruz 2010; D’Cruz and Noronha 2012). This
view accords with researchers within the stress and
strain field (see Folkman and Moskowitz 2000).
Despite this emerging and legitimate view, which
promotes a long-term perspective for individuals,
the immediate outcomes for targets, witnesses
and organizations are overwhelmingly negative. For
instance, in their study of 118 targets of workplace
bullying, Mikkelsen and Einarsen (2002) found that
80.5% of participants reported that ‘no other event in
their life affected them more negatively than the bul-
lying’ (p. 98), despite this group also experiencing
accidents, divorce, bereavement and serious illness.
Similarly, another study concluded that targets of
workplace bullying can experience the same level of
emotional trauma as targets of assaults (Mayhew et al.
2004).

Workplace bullying has been identified as a risk
factor in clinical depression (Niedhammer et al.
2006), suicide attempts (O’Moore et al. 1998), clini-
cal levels of anxiety (Quine 1999), post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD; Matthiesen and Einarsen
2004; Mikkelsen and Einarsen 2002; Tehrani 2004),
as well as higher levels of job-induced stress, inten-
tion to leave, sick leave, absenteeism and lower levels
of job satisfaction (see Kivimaki et al. 2000; Quine
1999; de Wet 2010). These individual and associated
organizational effects are not confined to targets,
with findings that witnesses of workplace bullying
can be affected almost as severely as the actual target
(Mayhew et al. 2004; Niedhammer et al. 2006;
Rayner 1999).

Thus, workplace bullying has negative effects on
witnesses as well as targets, resulting in some cases
in the creation of an abusive work environment,
which ultimately affects an organization’s ability to
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function optimally, through loss of productivity,
an increase in absenteeism and intention to leave,
as well as the cost of intervention programmes
(Einarsen 2000; McCarthy and Barker 2000; Mc-
Carthy et al. 1995). Such outcomes have vital impli-
cations for the well-being and productivity of
individuals and organizations (Mayhew et al. 2004),
and are likely to result in staggering financial costs
to organizations (see Hoel et al. 2011 for review;
Sheehan et al. 2001). Thus, the literature is clear that
workplace bullying has severe effects on those who
experience it directly, as well as those who witness it
and organizations as a whole.

Continuation of affective events (F)

Perhaps one of the best-known models describing the
development of workplace bullying is Leymann’s
(1996) model, in which he suggested that bullying
progresses through four stages, the conflict (stage
one) that triggers the bullying (stage two), personnel
management (stage three) and expulsion (stage four).
Another model explaining the process of bullying
was proposed by Björkqvist (1992) (as cited in Ein-
arsen 2000; Zapf and Gross 2001). In this three-
phase model, an increase in intensity of behaviour is
the focus. In the first phase, covert behaviours such
as ‘white-anting’ or gossip are used, while, in the
next phase, more overt aggressive behaviours occur.
In the final phase, the target experiences an intensi-
fication of both covert and overt behaviour. Thus,
within the first phase, the behaviour may only occur
once in a while (as far as targets can tell at this stage),
but, by the final phase it may be occurring daily. The
escalating nature of bullying is best demonstrated in
D’Cruz and Noronha’s (2010) study of the experi-
ences of ten targets. Believing the bullying behaviour
to be a result of a demanding work environment,
targets often focused on their work. However, with
the intensification of the behaviour, they had to
resolve why they were experiencing this behaviour
when others were not. As the behaviour continued,
targets’ emotions oscillated between a need for
reassurance and distress, with distress triumphing
as a result of the ongoing nature of the behaviour.
Support did help some targets to cope, although
isolation from colleagues was identified over time
for some participants. Eventually, targets came to the
decision to leave the organization, which offered
them some relief.

Thus, workplace bullying is considered to be a
form of conflict escalation (Zapf and Gross 2001),

but, perhaps owing to the focus on antecedents, the
processes that lead to the escalation of workplace
bullying have often been overlooked (Keashly and
Jagatic 2011). Glasø et al.’s (2011) application of
AET to workplace bullying provides an insight
into this process with ‘a vicious circle of events’
described, where emotional reactions result in the
‘use of maladaptive coping strategies’ (pp. 203–204).
Thus, in order to assist in the development of effec-
tive interventions, further research into the life cycle
of workplace bullying is required.

Cessation of affective events (G)

Similarly, little is known about the cessation of
bullying, other than that in most cases, targets even-
tually leave the organization (Hoel et al. 2011).
However, as highlighted in the D’Cruz and Noronha
(2010) study, exiting is often not an easy process.
While targets felt ‘they had regained control over
their lives . . . they felt that they had been overpow-
ered and were incapable of successfully fighting
injustice’ (D’Cruz and Noronha 2010, p. 529). Often,
the post-bullying phase represents a painful grieving
period wherein targets try to rebuild themselves,
including ‘dealing with the perceived loss of profes-
sional reputation, organizational identity and self-
confidence, and the long-term loss of core beliefs in
justice or fairness’, often developing new cynical
views of the world, with many seeking therapeutic
help and, for some, taking months and years
to recover (Lutgen-Sandvik 2008, p. 110). Further
research into the processes involved in the cessation
of bullying, including cases where resolutions to
bullying were found, is especially needed in order to
assist in the development of suitable individual and
organizational responses.

Conclusion and future directions

The purpose of this review was to articulate the
state of knowledge in the workplace bullying field
by examining frameworks, research findings and
approaches, and to develop a model that both syn-
thesizes and provides guidance for future research.
Despite considerable advancements in recent
decades, there is still much that requires attention,
especially the key aspects of the definition itself, the
development of a guiding theory, investigation of the
impacts of various workplace levels and structures
such as groups, and the efficacy of interventions. As
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such, the review indicates four significant areas for
future research in the workplace bullying area.

First, an agreed definition is required so that
researchers and practitioners can work from a shared
base, especially in regard to formulation of work-
place policies, intervention and prevention strategies,
and legislative frameworks (Nielsen et al. 2011). To
add to the current knowledge in the area it is recom-
mended that key definitional dilemmas noted in the
review are explored. The use of both qualitative and
quantitative methods that investigate the experiences
of targets, perpetrators and bystanders in relation to
these issues (e.g. the possible importance of one-off
acts) would be beneficial (see Hershcovis 2011 for
guidance in relation to this). These approaches
would help in reaching a shared understanding
of the definition, including the vexed question of
power sources and their distribution. Clarification in
this area is especially important when considering
appropriate management and workplace inter-
ventions, as is agreement on the research criteria of
what constitutes bullying in the workplace.

Second, although a range of frameworks have been
proposed to explain workplace bullying, some schol-
ars suggest that a comprehensive theory in relation
to the phenomenon is still lacking (Wheeler et al.
2010), the development of which forms a rich area
for future research and one that has significant
consequences for prevention and management. As
indicated in the review, one recent advance within
the field is the application of AET, which highlights
the affective dimensions of workplace bullying and
offers insight into the processes involved, such as
interactions between target and perpetrator, its esca-
lation, and how the accumulation of bullying events
can lead to increasingly negative outcomes for
targets, bystanders and the organization (see Glasø
et al. 2011; Lee and Brotheridge 2006). This is an
exciting advancement in the field and may offer the
beginnings of a comprehensive theory of workplace
bullying.

Furthermore, we believe that emotion-focused
research has the potential to significantly advance
our understanding of workplace bullying. Indeed, the
model introduced in this review brings in elements of
AET and highlights the dynamic, complex and cycli-
cal nature of the phenomenon. As such, the model
makes a significant contribution to the field and
has the potential to assist practitioners to understand
likely points of intervention, as well as providing
researchers with a framework by which to compre-
hend the rapidly growing literature in the field.

In addition, the model introduced in this paper
highlights, in particular, the lack of research into the
life cycle of workplace bullying. While a consider-
able amount of knowledge has been developed with
regard to antecedents of workplace bullying, very
little is known about how and why bullying in
the workplace continues. While recent research that
applied AET to workplace bullying has helped in
providing an understanding of the ‘vicious circle of
events’ and ‘maladaptive coping strategies’ involved
in bullying (see Glasø et al. 2011, pp. 203–204),
further research is needed. Additional research
into the deterioration of workplace relationships and
escalation of conflicts that contribute to cases of
workplace bullying has the potential to highlight
various roles and processes involved in bullying,
while also informing approaches to interventions,
such as the use of effective communication skills
within the workplace. Thus, literature from the com-
munication and emotions fields has the potential
to assist significantly in this regard. Similarly, little
is known about the cessation of workplace bullying
(apart from resignations by targets). In particular,
explorations of cases where satisfactory resolutions
have resulted for all parties involved are needed to
enable us to understand better what promotes the
cessation of bullying. Further data from the perspec-
tives of relevant stakeholders such as targets,
perpetrators, supervisors, work groups, colleagues,
bystanders and HR practitioners will help us under-
stand how to resolve bullying in the workplace
successfully. Conversely, case studies involving
unsatisfactory resolutions from the perspective of
one or more stakeholders would also make contribu-
tions to theory-building and HR management appli-
cations. Research into the life cycle of bullying,
in particular, is therefore needed to facilitate the
development and critical review of suitable indi-
vidual and organizational responses.

Third, although workplace bullying is now viewed
as a multifaceted phenomenon, which is influenced
by characteristics of the perpetrator, target, work
group and organization (Harvey et al. 2006; Heames
and Harvey 2006), gaps still exist. Unlike the
organizational or environmental perspective, which
has been widely researched in the past decade, the
group perspective has only recently been examined
more closely. Indeed, the role of formal and informal
groups and bystanders in the escalation or
de-escalation of workplace bullying requires an in-
depth research focus in the future. Social identity
theory and social rules theory, as conceptually
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applied to workplace bullying by Ramsay et al.
(2011), may guide researchers interested in the group
level of analysis. In addition, the bystander perspec-
tive is an exciting area for the development of
prevention and management strategies, as noted in
this review. In overview, more research is required
into group antecedents (both formal and informal
groupings), as well as continued research into indi-
vidual factors, especially with regard to perpetrators
and bystanders, and organizational or environmental
factors. Moreover, given that workplace bullying
is accepted as a multifaceted phenomenon, there
is a need to examine the interaction between each of
these levels, rather than continuing to explore them
in isolation from each other.

Fourth, as highlighted in this review, many of
the deficiencies in the literature have consequences
for the development of individual and organizational
responses. Perhaps related to the lack of a compre-
hensive theory, research into the efficacy of interven-
tions is at an early stage of development, with limited
empirical analyses of formal initiatives (e.g. ‘No
Bullying’ policies) and informal processes (e.g.
leadership development) available. Further research,
in particular, is required into the usefulness of media-
tion and contexts where it is most suitable (Jenkins
2011). Furthermore, the value of written policies
associated with preventive and management inter-
ventions also requires further research attention,
especially because of its overwhelming use in organ-
izations as a measure to reduce or manage workplace
bullying. For example, it would be helpful to under-
stand better whether certain types of policies are
most efficacious in enhancing staff awareness of
bullying behaviour and expected organizational
responses. In addition, professional development of
staff needs to be far more evidence-based than it
currently is, suggesting extensive avenues for empiri-
cal research. Indeed, HR management practitioners
repeatedly call for evaluation studies to help inform
staff training and development initiatives (Noe and
Winkler 2012). However, despite some advance-
ment in this area, the efficacy of many training
and development interventions is not known and
requires further research, with experimental and
quasi-experimental research designs most useful
in this regard. Similarly, comprehensive strategies
for addressing workplace bullying, including the
involvement of workplace climate and culture,
lack development and evaluation, although initial
research demonstrates promise (see Keashly and
Neuman 2009; Osatuke et al. 2009).

In conclusion, while this review has highlighted
important advancements in the field, it has also iden-
tified gaps in understanding of the phenomenon itself
and its associated processes. An important contribu-
tion of this review is a new integrative model that
captures the complexity of workplace bullying proc-
esses and provides a way forward for researchers and
practitioners.
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