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Abstract 

This study explores the role of trade unions in intervening in incidents of workplace bullying, 

adopting an employment relations perspective. The data was obtained from the members and 

officials of three major UK unions and analysed using both qualitative and quantitative 

techniques. Between a quarter and a third of respondents in each union considered they were 

bullied within a two-year period. A key finding was that most bullied individuals voiced their 

concerns through non-organisational support mechanisms, including trade unions, in 

preference to the systems created by employers to address bullying. Colleagues rarely offered 

overt support and union officials typically responded by providing indirect support to 

individual bullied members. Outcomes tended to place the onus on perceived targets of 

bullying to resolve the situation irrespective of the source of support utilised. Employers’ 

attitudes towards bullying appeared to exert greater influence over resolutions. Whilst unions 

may have limited power to alter managerially-derived solutions, there was some evidence 

that, where they engendered a collective response to allegations of bullying, perpetrators were 

more likely to be held accountable. This study makes a significant contribution to the 

collective knowledge on workplace bullying by proposing a typology of union responses and 

an industrial relations model of intervention, which highlights the potential for the responses 

of unions, co-workers, and employers to affect the balance of power in the employment 

relationship and influence outcomes of workplace problems like bullying.  
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

1.1  Background to the research 

Over the last three decades, workplace bullying has emerged as a research field in its own 

right, with sufficient interest to form an international forum for academics and practitioners, 

the International Association on Workplace Bullying and Harassment, which will hold its 

eighth biennial conference in 2012. A considerable body of empirical data and conceptual 

thinking on bullying has been amassed, originating in Scandinavia but now emanating from 

several countries including the UK. Much of this research has centred on defining the 

problem and describing the behaviours involved (for example, Leymann 1996; Einarsen & 

Raknes, 1997; Liefooghe & Mackenzie Davey, 2001); measuring prevalence (for example, 

Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Hoel, Cooper, & Faragher, 2001; Fevre, Nichols, Prior, & 

Rutherford, 2009); understanding the causes and consequences of bullying (for example, 

Zapf, Knorz, & Kulla, 1996; Glaso, Matthiesen, Nielsen, & Einarsen, 2007; Hauge, Skogstad, 

& Einarsen, 2008) and the processes involved (for example, Lewis 1999; Strandmark & 

Hallberg 2007a,b); and methodological issues (for example, Cowie, Naylor, Rivers, Smith, & 

Pereira, 2002; Nielsen et al., 2009; Fevre, Robinson, Jones, & Lewis, 2009).  

 

The discourse on workplace bullying, largely developed by psychologists, stands accused of 

narrowing (Liefooghe & Mackenzie Davey, 2010) and being dominated by the statistical 

analysis of survey data (Lewis, Sheehan, & Davies, 2008) gathered from self-proclaimed 

targets (Liefooghe & Mackenzie Davey, 2010) at the expense of other methodologies. 

However, as Liefooghe and Mackenzie Davey (2010) acknowledge, ‘cracks’ have occurred 

in the ‘collective face’ of workplace bullying research. In fact, there is a growing body of 
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qualitative research, embracing social construction (for example, Lewis, 1999), 

phenomenology (for example, D’Cruz & Noronha (2009a; b), ethnography (for example, 

Hodson, Roscigno, & Lopez, 2006), and psychoanalysis (White, 2004) which has added 

richness to the survey data. However, attempts by some to embrace new perspectives risk 

discrediting their cause. In a recent Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) funded 

seminar entitled ‘New approaches to conflict and bullying at work’, with the laudable aim of 

bringing alternative perspectives to the bullying debate, certain speakers applied 

psychoanalytical theories without any acquaintance with the bullying literature and some 

suggestions that targets needed to ‘toughen up’ were made without any grounding in 

empirical research. Ultimately, there is much to be gained from embracing new ways of 

considering the problem of bullying at work. Indeed, this study adopts an alternative 

industrial relations approach, as discussed later in this chapter. However, there is a danger 

that the temptation to widen the discourse on bullying will reduce it to uninformed debate if 

academic rigour is sacrificed. 

 

Taken together, the body of research on workplace bullying has established it to be a 

significant problem in a number of countries, including the UK. Despite indications that 

bullying has a severely detrimental impact upon targets of bullying, witnesses, and 

organisations (for a summary see Hoel, Sheehan, Cooper, & Einarsen, 2011), and research 

which suggests social support may have a significant positive effect upon employee 

wellbeing in general (Beehr, 1985; Cohen & Wills, 1985), few studies have been devoted to 

ways of intervening in reported incidents of bullying. Little is known about the utilization of 

the formal support services provided by employers or the assistance provided by other 

parties, including family and friends, health professionals, co-workers, and trade union 

officials. Studies thus far have provided the necessary underpinning for a thorough 



 

3 
 

understanding of the problem, but, as several researchers have highlighted (for example, 

Lewis & Sheehan, 2003; O’Driscoll et al., 2010; Mikkelsen, Hogh, & Puggaard, 2011), there 

is now a need to gather empirical data on the uptake of different support mechanisms and 

their utility from which to develop models of intervention. This thesis goes some way to 

fulfilling that need by quantifying the usage of the various support systems available to 

bullied individuals and exploring any significant associations between the source of support 

used and the outcomes achieved. The study focuses specifically on the interventions of trade 

union officials on behalf of their bullied members and the efficacy of the various responses. 

 

The term ‘workplace bullying’ is adopted throughout this study to refer to the systematic 

harassment of individuals at work which is not related to personal characteristics, such as 

gender or ethnicity, which may be subject to different antecedents, consequences, legal 

protections, and interventions. Definitional issues are discussed more fully in the following 

chapter, but attention is drawn here to the reference throughout this thesis to those who 

perceive themselves to be the recipients of bullying behaviour as ‘targets’. Those who are 

considered to be instigators of acts of bullying are described as ‘perpetrators’. This 

terminology has been deliberately chosen to avoid the emotion-laden labels of ‘victim’ and 

‘bully’. Whilst these terms are frequently used by academics and practitioners without any 

intended connotations, they are avoided in this study because of the way they may be used in 

everyday language to convey weakness or aggression.  

 

1.2 A focus on intervention 

Few definitions of ‘intervention’ are offered in the literatures on workplace bullying or 

employment relations. However, Saam (2009) describes intervention strategies as ‘efforts 

made by agents independent of the disputants (or bully and target) to remove negative 
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consequences of bullying activities’ (p18-19). This definition emphasises the goal of 

ameliorating the negative impact of bullying but excludes the objective of ending bullying 

behaviour. It may be useful to look to other disciplines for a more comprehensive definition 

of intervention. In the field of psychology, intervention is considered ‘a generic term for any 

procedure or technique that is designed to interrupt, interfere with and/or modify an ongoing 

process’ (Reber & Reber, 2001, p367) and behavioural scientists include the aim of altering 

the environment or an individual’s relation to it (Wolman, 1989). Thus, a more 

comprehensive definition of bullying intervention strategies may incorporate the intention to 

disrupt any maladaptive behaviour or change targets’ working environment or their response 

to it. In this thesis, bullying intervention is considered to be any attempt by parties 

independent of the perceived target(s) and perpetrator(s) designed to disrupt bullying activity 

and/or modify the behaviour of the perceived perpetrator and/or response of the target.  

 

Intervention is one of four levels of organisational response to workplace bullying identified 

in the literature, comprised of ‘prevention’; ‘intervention’, ‘rehabilitation’, and ‘legislation’ 

(Leymann, 1996; Resch & Schubinski, 1996). As indicated in Figure 1.1 each stage reflects 

different phases in the bullying process. Action taken at each level may serve to mitigate 

bullying and all are under-researched areas and may be the subject of union involvement. 

However this thesis focuses on the intervention stage in order to provide a depth of 

understanding on an area of immediate concern to union officials, who typically become 

involved when members pursue grievances or are drawn into disciplinary processes (Rayner 

& McKivor, 2007; Antcliff & Saundry, 2009).  

 

A further reason for focussing on the second-level response is the increasing emphasis placed 

on early intervention by the British government and employers following the Gibbons (2007) 



 

5 
 

review of workplace dispute resolution systems. This was commissioned by the then 

government in an attempt to stem the growth of Employment Tribunal applications, which 

include, but are not confined to, bullying-related claims for constructive dismissal. The 

minimum statutory requirements for handling grievances and dismissals which were in 

existence at the time of the review had been criticised both by employers, for encouraging 

grievances and increasing the administrative burden upon organisations, and those 

representing employees, for falling to meet their needs. On the recommendation of Gibbons 

(2007) these statutory requirements were replaced by non-prescriptive guidelines which 

promoted workplace mediation and neutral evaluation as means of resolving workplace 

conflict. The UK’s Arbitration, Conciliation, and Advisory Service (ACAS) was assigned an 

enhanced role in dispute resolution, with discretionary powers to make conciliation available 

to the parties involved before reaching an Employment Tribunal (ACAS, 2009).  

 

 
 

Figure 1.1: The four levels of organisational response 

 

 

Level 4

Legislation To provide redress

Level 3

Rehabilitation
To help targets with the 

aftermath of bullying incidents

Level 2

Intervention
To address bullying once it has 

occurred

Level 1

Prevention
To discourage bullying e.g. anti-

bullying policies, job design
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A report for ACAS (Saundry, Antcliff, & Jones, 2008) reinforced the need to develop 

effective strategies for dealing with workplace disputes which negated more formal action. 

They identified a drift towards a process-driven approach to handling grievances, in spite of 

the desire for a more informal process on the part of managers, HR officials, and employee 

representatives. The latter includes trade union officials, for whom early intervention is likely 

to be less of a drain on union resources than supporting members in lengthy formal grievance 

processes or costly legal action. Despite the importance placed on intervention in the 

workplace by various bodies, it has been neglected in the research to date (Lewis & Sheehan, 

2003; O’Driscoll et al., 2010; Vartia & Leka, 2011). 

 

1.3 A focus on trade unions 

While intervention studies in general are scarce, there is a particular lack of information 

regarding how trade unions address workplace bullying. There has been some exploration of 

the assistance provided by mediation (for example, Saam, 2009; Keashly & Nowell, 2011) 

and counselling (for example, Lewis, Coursol, & Wahl, 2002). Some research has been 

conducted into unions’ role in other issues of fairness at work, such as sexual harassment 

(Bulger, 2006), gender inequality (Heery, 2006b), and work-life balance (Heery, 2006a; 

Gregory & Milner, 2009). However, a search of the literature on workplace bullying and 

industrial relations revealed a lack of research into the way in which unions address bullying 

beyond theoretical works (for example, Ironside & Siefert, 2003; Hoel & Beale, 2006) which 

argue that unionisation could mitigate bullying. Rayner and McKivor’s (2007) report for the 

Dignity at Work (DAW) partnership, a joint government/ trade union initiative to address 

bullying at work, provided some useful information on the approach taken by union officials, 

but did not determine the frequency of various forms of support, or evaluate their impact.  
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A second reason for focussing on the role of union officials is the key role they play in 

representing members in grievance procedures (Rayner & McKivor, 2007; Antcliff & 

Saundry, 2009), within which most complaints of bullying are heard, and their potential to 

influence outcomes. Union officials may be expected to be less involved in bullying incidents 

in small and medium-sized enterprises, which are traditionally less unionised than large 

organisations, although any lessons learnt may be relevant to non-union employee 

representation. Researchers in workplace dispute resolution (Antcliff & Saundry, 2009), have 

called for more studies into the role of employee representatives. For them, the Gibbons 

(2007) review was flawed in its failure to consider the contribution of union officials and co-

workers acting as advocates in grievance and disciplinary procedures.  

 

The starting point for this thesis is to consider whether or not trade unions should have a role 

in addressing workplace bullying. It may be that unions are keen to focus attention on 

bullying in order to carve out a role for themselves in the battle for power with employers 

(Lewis, 2002). This may be particularly tempting in an era of declining union membership 

and a diminution in unions’ traditional role in collective bargaining over pay. Furthermore, 

union officials may regard the enhanced role for bodies like ACAS in resolving employment 

disputes post Gibbons (2007) as competition. In other words, union interest in bullying could 

stem from self-interest, as a means of promoting their services and boosting membership. 

Yet, one could equally argue that representing bullied members in lengthy, complex, 

grievance processes or costly Employment Tribunal cases is a drain on already-stretched 

union resources, and risks offending existing or potential union members accused of being 

perpetrators. Such considerations may be given greater prominence in times of rising 

unemployment and falling membership subscriptions as in the present economic recession. 
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Union interest in bullying, therefore, may be prompted not by self-preservation but by the 

pursuit of fairness and justice at work.  

 

Whatever the motivation, intervening in workplace bullying can be considered a legitimate 

concern for trade unions, given they exist for the purpose of maintaining or improving the 

condition of their members’ working lives (Webb & Webb, 1920). There is now a 

considerable body of research, the bulk of which is based upon the perceptions of employees 

and very little upon the accounts of union officials, that workplace bullying affects a 

significant number of employees in a number of countries, including the UK, which has a 

severely detrimental impact upon them. Employees need a voice through which to 

communicate any concerns about bullying. This study considers whether unions are the most 

effective mechanism for expressing that voice. 

 

Articulating voice on behalf of employees has been identified as a key facet of union activity 

(Freeman & Medoff, 1984), either through the representation of individual members (Gospel 

& Woods, 2003) or the collective expression of common concerns and interests (Fairbrother, 

2000). Hence, union intervention in respect of workplace bullying may take the form of 

representing individual members in grievance processes or legal claims, or a more collective 

response, such as, working with employers to implement anti-bullying practices or mobilising 

the support of colleagues in challenging bullying behaviour. Hyman (1997) adds 

campaigning on the role of the state in matters pertinent to the workplace or the wider 

community to the list of legitimate union activities.  

 

Whilst campaigning activities are outside the scope of this thesis which focuses on 

intervention once bullying has occurred, they have formed part of the wider union response to 
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workplace bullying. Along with the media, unions have been at the forefront of raising the 

profile of bullying as an issue of concern in British workplaces, which predates much of the 

academic interest in the UK. The late journalist and campaigner, Andrea Adams, is frequently 

credited with introducing the notion of workplace ‘bullying’ in Britain. In the mid-1990s, the 

Andrea Adams Trust joined the Manufacturing, Science and Finance (MSF) union to 

spearhead a campaign to introduce anti-bullying legislation. The ‘Dignity at Work’ bill 

successfully passed through the House of Lords, where it was introduced as a private 

member’s bill, but failed to gain the support of Parliament as a whole. Consequently, the UK 

lags behind several other European countries, comprised of Sweden, Norway, Denmark, 

Finland, the Netherlands, Belgium, Switzerland, France, and, most recently, Serbia, as well as 

a number of Canadian provinces, which have introduced laws to curb bullying and provide 

redress.  

 

Whilst several limitations have been reported with such legislation (see, for example, 

Buckspan, 2004; Hoel & Einarsen, 2010), it may not be the provision of an anti-bullying law 

per se which is ineffective, but the way in which it has been drafted. Furthermore, it could be 

argued that entrenching the unacceptability of certain types of behaviour in law, as with racial 

discrimination under the Racial and Religious Hatred Act (2006) or sexual harassment 

covered by the Sexual Offences Act (2003), sends important signals to society which may 

have a deterrent value. Targets in the UK currently face the perverse situation whereby they 

cannot make a direct legal claim in respect of bullying unless they have been unfairly treated 

on the grounds of one of nine protected characteristics (race; religion; gender; sexual 

orientation; gender reassignment; marriage and civil partnership; pregnancy; age; and 

disability) under the Equality Act (2010). Those who fall outside the scope of equality 

legislation are left to the vagaries of contract law and demonstrating constructive dismissal, 
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or to languish in intolerable positions until their health becomes so severely impaired they 

can make a personal injury claim, both of which have traditionally proved difficult to 

establish. The burden borne by those who feel bullied at work may be further increased if 

proposals to charge fees for making employment tribunal claims come into being. 

 

In the absence of statutory requirements, trade unions have been actively involved in 

persuading employers to voluntarily introduce anti-bullying policies. The DAW partnership 

was formed between the governmental department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) 

(formerly Department for Trade and Industry) and the union Unite, which subsumed MSF 

following a series of mergers. Its aim was to encourage employers to sign partnership 

agreements promoting a culture of respect within their organisations 

(http://www.dignityatwork.org/the-project/partnership). However, the results have been 

somewhat disappointing, both in terms of the numbers of employers signing partnership 

agreements and the substance behind it, consisting of a statement of principles rather than the 

prescription of specific anti-bullying procedures. The main function of union officials in 

respect of workplace bullying continues to be at the micro-level, representing individual 

members who complain of bullying in their organisations’ grievance processes. This study 

considers whether such an approach delivers the best outcomes for bullied members.  

 

1.4 An employment relations framework 

Workplace bullying has typically been considered as either a psychological (for example, 

Leymann, 1996; Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Hoel at al., 2001) or sociological (for example, 

Lewis, 1999; Strandmark et al., 2007a, b; Roscigno, Hodson, & Lopez, 2009) issue. As noted 

by Beale and Hoel (2011), there has been little attempt to apply an employment relations 

theoretical framework to the study of workplace bullying. Yet, bullying is a worthy area for 
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consideration by those concerned with working conditions. Research suggests aggressive 

behaviour directed at employees not covered by protective legislation may be more frequent 

and damaging than, for example, physical assault (Bjorkqvist, Osterman, & Hjelt-Back, 1994; 

Mayhew & Chappell, 2007) or sexual harassment (Bjorkqvist, Osterman, & Hjelt-Back, 

1994; Hershcovis & Barling, 2008).  

 

The neglect of an employment relations perspective is somewhat surprising, given that the 

existence of a power differential between the target and perpetrator is a feature of many 

definitions of workplace bullying, which is discussed more fully in chapter two. Furthermore, 

a series of UK-based studies have found bullying to be predominantly perpetrated by 

managers towards their subordinates (for example, Hoel et al., 2001; Fevre et al., 2011) 

which is rarely addressed to the satisfaction of targets (for example, Zapf & Gross, 2001; 

O’Connell, Calvert & Watson, 2007). Some researchers contend that managers may condone 

bullying behaviour as a means of controlling the workforce. It would, therefore, as a few 

researchers have suggested (for example, Liefooghe & Mackenzie Davey, 2001; Ironside & 

Siefert, 2003; Hoel & Beale, 2006; Beale & Hoel, 2011), seem natural to look for 

explanations for the occurrence of workplace bullying and any inadequate response to 

reported incidents in employment relations theory and an unequal distribution of power in the 

employment relationship. This thesis adopts a pluralist philosophical framework, under which 

the employment relationship is viewed as one in which a conflict of interest between 

employers and workers is inherent. This may manifest as the tolerance of managerial 

bullying.  According to pluralism, unions are a means of harnessing the collective power of 

workers to redress the power deficit in the employment relationship. This study explores 

whether union intervention can affect the outcomes for bullied members.  
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Considering bullying as a possible inevitable consequence of capitalism, as opposed to a 

psychological; sociological; or organisational problem, may reveal different implications for 

intervention strategies. That is not to say that bullying is perpetrated exclusively by managers 

whose sole motivation is to increase productivity. Indeed unions may need to intervene in 

incidents of bullying by co-workers, or managers who lack the skills to motivate their staff 

through positive means. However, the widening of the inequality between employers and 

employees which has occurred in neoliberal economies like the UK may have facilitated a 

situation whereby bullying in organisations is condoned and targets’ voices are diminished.  

 

This study draws on employment relations literature and, in particular, theories pertaining to 

employee voice and collectivism. The various sources of support utilised by bullied workers 

can be regarded as ‘voice’ channels, through which employees are able to their concerns. A 

key aim of this thesis is to determine whether particular forms of voice are associated with 

particular bullying outcomes. Where bullied members have chosen the union as a medium for 

voicing their concerns, officials may respond by advising or representing individuals in 

workplace grievances or legal processes, or with a more collective response, for example by 

engaging with employers to implement effective anti-bullying procedures or garnering the 

support of colleagues. The work of the industrial relations commentator Kelly (1998) 

provides a theoretical framework which may explain workers’ resistance, or proclivity, to act 

collectively. By contextualising the issue of bullying interventions within wider employment 

relations theory and empiricism pertaining to voice and collectivism, it may be possible to 

understand more fully targets’ choice of support mechanism, the response of trade unions, 

and the outcomes they are able to achieve.  
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The term ‘employment relations’ is frequently applied to the study of the interaction between 

employers and employees in preference to the more traditional term ‘industrial relations’ in 

response to what some regard as an extension of the boundaries of the field of study beyond 

mere union activities to incorporate the individual aspects of the employment contract 

(Burchill, 2008; Colling & Terry, 2010; Marchington & Wilkinson, 2012) and to embrace the 

wider influences of economic activity and social forces (Blyton & Turnbull, 2004). However, 

others consider ‘industrial relations’ encompasses all of these aspects (Blyton & Turnbull, 

2004) and has merely returned to its original meaning before being diverted for much of the 

post Second–world war period into a narrow focus on collective institutions and processes 

(Colling & Terry, 2010).  The terms are, therefore, used interchangeably by many 

(Marchington & Wilkinson, 2012). In this thesis both terms are used, not merely because the 

emphasis is on trade union action on behalf of bullied members, but in recognition that both 

terms encapsulate the central analytical importance of the employment relationship.  

 

 1.5 Research Aim  

The aim of this study is to explore the role of trade union interventions in incidents of 

workplace bullying using data obtained from the members and officials of three unions 

operating in different sectors. In particular, the thesis assesses the extent to which unions are 

utilised by bullied individuals in comparison to other available support systems, and 

identifies the actions taken by union officials on their behalf. A major contribution of the 

research is its exploration of the ability of the various support mechanisms used by targets 

and union responses to influence the outcomes of bullying incidents. The findings will 

contribute to the limited amount of existing knowledge as to the utility of various bullying 

intervention strategies and could facilitate the development of effective anti-bullying 

programmes by trade unions and other interested parties, such as employers and Employee 
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Assistance Programme (EAP) providers. The findings will also inform wider industrial 

relations debates surrounding the role of trade unions. By contextualising the findings within 

employment relations theory, the thesis addresses whether unions provide a legitimate voice 

for employees, whether supporting individual members experiencing problems at work or 

collective action is more effective, and the possibilities for union renewal.  

 

1.6 Summary of the research method 

Due to the lack of existing knowledge regarding how trade unions intervene in incidents of 

workplace bullying, this thesis is necessarily exploratory in nature and follows an inductive 

approach, in which original data is gathered and used to provide a fuller understanding of the 

issue (Bryman, 2008). The research adopts a three-stage mixed methods design. In the initial 

phase, the subject of how workplace bullying is addressed is explored through focus group 

discussions and individual interviews with officials and members from the participating trade 

unions. The emergent themes inform the design of the instrument for use in the second stage 

of the study, in which the wider memberships are surveyed. Finally, the qualitative data is 

revisited to in order to illustrate and clarify the trends revealed by the survey. During the 

inductive process, the research topic was refined into the eight research questions detailed 

below. 

 

In order to identify targets to study, it is first necessary to determine the incidence of 

bullying. The participating unions were also interested in how such behaviour manifested in 

their respective workplaces. The first research question is therefore: 

  

1. What proportion of trade union members experience negative behaviour and bullying 

at work?  
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Questions two and three seek to ascertain the importance of union support for bullied 

members alongside other available support systems, and the efficacy of the various 

mechanisms from the target’s perspective. Of particular interest is whether organisational or 

non-organisational sources like unions provide the most effective voice for bullied 

individuals. The following questions emerged: 

 

2. Which sources of support are utilised by bullied trade union members?  

3. Does the source of support chosen by targets influence bullying outcomes? 

 

The objective of the next two questions is to establish what action is taken by union officials 

on behalf of bullied members, and the utility of the various forms of response from the 

target’s perspective. Particular attention is given to whether action at the individual or 

collective action is most effective. Questions four and five are therefore: 

 

4. What action is taken by trade union officials in response to bullied members seeking 

their support? 

5. Does the type of action taken by trade unions influence bullying outcomes? 

 

As Beale (2011) notes, the ability of unions to organise workers to take collective action 

against bullying is partly influenced by the behaviour of workers. Question six is intended to 

gauge the attitude of those who observe bullying, in terms of whether or not they are prepared 

to show solidarity with their bullied colleagues:  

 

6. How do members who observe their co-workers being bullied respond? 
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The ability of unions to improve outcomes for their bullied members is also likely to be 

influenced by employers’ willingness to challenge, or tolerate, bullying. Therefore, the final 

research question is:  

 

7. Do employers’ anti-bullying policies and attitudes influence bullying outcomes? 

 

1.7  The research participants 

Several UK trade unions were approached to take part in the research, using existing 

networks of university and personal contacts. The first three trade unions which agreed to 

participate in the research were accepted as they represented different work activities, namely 

public administration, education, and the not-for-profit sector. In return, each union was 

provided with a bespoke summary report of the findings to facilitate the development of 

effective anti-bullying strategies. The names of the three participating trade unions cannot be 

disclosed for confidentiality reasons and for the purposes of this study will be referred to as 

Union A, B, and C. 

 

Union A is comprised of over 300,000 members, approximately 21,400 of which are based in 

Wales. The research concentrated on the Wales division because of the time and financial 

resource constraints associated with a PhD. The union represents public sector employees in a 

range of central government departments and agencies; the Welsh Government (WG); WG 

sponsored bodies, and some privatised agencies. Individual workplaces are represented by 

‘office representatives’, also called ‘branch stewards’, which are co-ordinated by ‘branch 

officials’ who report to nine full-time, paid officials at the Wales Headquarters. Along with 

some officers who specialise in education, equality, and health and safety issues, they totalled 
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1186 personnel at the beginning of the research project. Members concerned about bullying 

contact either their office representative or Head Office, in which case the matter is generally 

referred to the local branch steward.  

 

The inclusion of a public sector union is interesting from a research point of view for two 

reasons. First, the findings may reveal more about what is for pluralists the apparently 

paradoxical situation that, according to research reviewed later in the thesis, bullying is more 

prevalent in the public sector than the private in spite of a higher density of union 

membership in the former. Second, members’ experiences of bullying, and the response of 

employers and unions, can be set against a backdrop of public sector restructuring. The right-

wing ‘Thatcherite’ government elected in the UK in 1979 sought to curb public spending by 

introducing a new market orientation into public services, which was continued under the 

‘New Labour’ government which came to power in 1997 and culminated in the Gershon 

(2004) review of public expenditure, as a result of which many administrative functions were 

contracted out or converted to privatised agencies. In those that remained within the public 

sector, the public service ethos was replaced by an emphasis on cost-cutting, accountability, 

and consumer-orientation (Hoel & Beale, 2006). The sector was forced to embrace ‘new 

public management’ principles, which, in practice, translated into the adherence to tight 

budgetary controls and targets, de-layering and decentralisation, work intensification and 

flexible working arrangements, performance-related pay and rigorous appraisal systems, and 

‘neo-Taylorist’ practices of autocratic leadership, micro-management, and work 

standardisation which replaced professional autonomy (Corby & White 1999). The 

combination of a pressurised working environment and the potential for conflict between 

managers, concerned chiefly with achieving targets, and employees, who may be more 

committed to providing a quality public service, may be conducive to bullying, or interpreted 
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as bullying behaviours in their own right (Lee, 2002; Ironside & Siefert, 2003, Strandmark & 

Hallberg, 2007 a; b). At the same time, the intense working conditions may impede timely 

and effective interventions (Zapf, Einarsen, Hoel, & Vartia, 2003).  

 

Union B has approximately 100,000 members, and is one of a number of unions operating in 

the education sector. The membership encompasses in-training and qualified teaching staff, 

managers, and support staff. They work in early years, secondary, further, and higher 

educational establishments throughout the UK, in both the state (grant maintained) and 

independent sectors. Members are serviced by a network of approximately 1000 voluntary 

‘workplace representatives’ located within the schools and colleges in which Union B has a 

significant presence. The local representatives are managed by approximately 150 unpaid 

‘branch secretaries’, who are answerable to 15 full-time, paid ‘national officers’. Extra 

assistance is provided by specialist health and safety representatives and approximately 60 

paid ‘regional officials’, who act as caseworkers for members who experience complex 

problems like workplace bullying. Members with concerns about bullying tend to ring the 

central membership department, which re-directs them to branch or regional officials, who 

then allocate workplace representatives and/or caseworkers as appropriate. 

 

Those working in secondary education are facing pressures similar to those employed in 

public administration. The ‘marketization’ process implemented by the Conservative 

government in the 1980s devolved power away from local authorities and towards head 

teachers, imposed budgetary constraints upon schools, and introduced a range of performance 

measures, including league tables of exam results and a system of inspections by the Office 

for Standards in Education (OFSTED) (Marsden, 2007). The General Teaching Council, 

parliamentarians, head teachers, and educational trade unions have all complained of an 
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overly-burdensome testing regime, a narrow focus on league tables, oppressive inspections, 

and unrealistic timescales for implementing frequent change (Shepherd, 2010). The demands 

of competing for students in a quasi-market has, according to a number of teaching 

organizations, resulted in increased workloads, longer hours, and larger class sizes, (Curtis, 

2008). At the same, there appears to have been a power shift away from teachers and towards 

pupils, with reports of increasingly poor or even violent pupil behaviour, the posting of 

demeaning images and messages about teachers on social networking sites (such as, ’Bebo’, 

’Facebook’ or ’Ratemyteacher’), false allegations of misconduct (Asthana, 2009), and the 

involvement of some pupils in teacher evaluations (Williams, 2010). The modernization 

programme continued under the Labour government in the 1990s, with an added focus on 

social inclusion alongside marketization, placed additional emotional strains on teachers who 

were required to promote a positive institutional culture whilst maintaining discipline, and 

treat parents as customers whilst sometimes holding them responsible for their children’s 

behaviour (Jenkins & Conley, 2007).  

 

The post compulsory education sector has also been opened up to market forces. Under the 

Further and Higher Education Act (1992), the process of ‘incorporation’ severed colleges and 

universities from local authority control, transforming them into autonomous quasi-

businesses subject to market competition and tight budgetary control from newly created 

funding bodies. Incorporation, coupled with an expansion in the number of students, has 

resulted in working environments characterised by increased workloads, longer hours, 

flexible working, performance measures, aggressive management, and a loss of professional 

status (Lewis, 1999; Burchill, 2000; Beale, 2004). 
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As with public administration, the education sector contains a mix of high-intensity working 

and the potential for value conflicts between managers, focussed on delivering a narrow set 

of performance measures, and teachers and lecturers, with a professional desire to impart a 

broader education (Marsden, 2007). The pressurised working environment may constitute or 

instigate bullying behaviour, and disallow sufficient time to manage any conflict. 

Furthermore, as head teachers and college principals become more powerful, being almost in 

sole charge of allocating resources and hiring and firing staff, the potential to abuse that 

power, and for bullying to go unchallenged, is increased. 

 

Union C is a large general workers’ union, with members in the public, private and not-for-

profit sectors. It was impractical to include all sections of the union in this study. As the 

public sector was well represented by the first two unions, and some of the members of 

Union B were employed in private education, it was decided to include the community and 

not-for-profit division of Union C. This consisted of approximately 40,000 members working 

in housing, disability, and children’s charities; the arts; faith organisations, and various other 

charitable bodies. Workplace representatives, also known as union organisers, are co-

ordinated by regional officials and, ultimately, a national sector officer. Instances of bullying 

are typically reported to, and handled by, the workplace representatives or referred to the 

regional official where necessary.  

 

The inclusion of this division will provide some much needed information on how bullying is 

experienced and addressed in the under-researched third sector. The research was conducted 

during an economic downturn in the UK, with the knock-on effect of restricting funding to 

voluntary organisations. The emotional strain of dealing with, often difficult, clients in 

distressing situations, with squeezed resources, has the potential to create the stressful 
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conditions in which interpersonal conflict can thrive. At the same time, charitable 

organisations stereotypically attract ‘caring’ professionals, who may be expected to display 

similar benevolence towards their fellow workers. The inclusion of this union in the study 

may reveal how this mix of factors translates into the experience of workplace bullying for 

employees in the not-for-profit sector, and how it is addressed by management and unions  

 

1.8  Synopsis of the thesis structure  

The first three chapters following on from this introduction contain a critical analysis of the 

literature on workplace bullying which is of relevance to the research questions. Before 

exploring the role of trade unions in addressing workplace bullying, it is first necessary to 

consider the behaviours involved which require intervention. Chapter two, therefore, contains 

an analysis of the conceptual issues surrounding bullying. The third chapter contains a 

discussion of the underlying ontology of bullying, and the main methodological approaches 

which have been used to study the construct and which have informed the research method 

adopted in this thesis. Chapter three also sets out the extant findings in respect of the 

prevalence of workplace bullying, which provide comparators for the findings of this study. 

The fourth chapter focuses on the available research pertaining to the support available to 

targets, from both organisational and non-organisational sources, highlighting any gaps in our 

understanding. The concepts of ‘employee voice’ and ‘collectivism’ are introduced in chapter 

five, in which the relevant employment relations literature is reviewed. These themes are 

used to contextualise the issue of bullying within the wider industrial relations climate in 

order to obtain a fuller understanding of the ways in which organisations and unions 

intervene in bullying incidents.   
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Chapter six sets out the research methodology and the rationale for the research methods used 

in this study. The development of the survey instrument from the qualitative data gathered in 

the first stage of the research is detailed in the seventh chapter. The survey results are 

presented in chapters eight through to eleven in respect of members’ experience of bullying, 

the sources of support utilised by targets, union intervention in bullying incidents, and the 

attitude of co-workers and employers towards challenging bullying. The qualitative data is 

used to elucidate the findings. The final component of the thesis, chapter twelve, draws 

together the key conclusions of the study and discusses their implications for bullying 

interventions, union strategy, industrial relations, and wider debates about the nature of 

capitalism. The key findings have informed the development of typologies of bullying 

outcomes and union action, and a proposed industrial relations model of bullying 

intervention.  
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Chapter Two 

Review of the Literature on Workplace Bullying: Conceptual issues 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Before one can explore ways of understanding, and intervening in, incidents of bullying at 

work, it is first necessary to recognise what behaviours are involved. This chapter, therefore, 

commences with a discussion of the conceptual issues surrounding workplace bullying and 

how the terminology has been applied. The term ‘workplace bullying’ has become widely 

used by those researching the systematic harassment of individuals at work (Einarsen, Hoel, 

Zapf, & Cooper, 2011). The label of bullying was originally rejected by Leymann, the 

Swedish academic attributed with pioneering research in the field, because of its association 

with childhood and physical acts. Instead he preferred the word ‘mobbing’ (Leymann, 1990) 

to depict the situation, which was typical in his home country, of one person being attacked 

by a number of co-workers. The term was taken up by other researchers in the field (for 

example, Zapf, et al, 1996; Hubert & van Veldhoven, 2001). However, the phrase ‘workplace 

bullying’ was popularised in the UK by commentators such as Adams (1992); Rayner (1997); 

Lewis (1999); Hoel et al. (2001); and Liefooghe and Mackenzie Davey (2001) to reflect that 

targets can be harassed by individuals as well as groups. American writers, meanwhile, 

tended to refer to ‘emotional abuse’ (Keashly, 1994). 

 

The term ‘workplace bullying’ has now been adopted by several researchers in Scandinavia 

(for example, Einarsen, Raknes, & Matthiesen, 1994; Vartia, 1996; Salin, 2001) and 

elsewhere in Europe (for example, Zapf & Gross, 2001; Niedhammer, David, & Degioanni, 

2007; Baillien, Neyens, De Witte, & De Cuyper, 2009), along with many Anglo-Saxon 

countries (for example, Sheehan, 1999; Lutgen-Sandvik, Tracy, & Alberts, 2007; O’Driscoll 
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et al., 2010). Studies of workplace bullying now extend to a range of developed and 

developing countries, including Turkey (Bilgel, Aytac, & Bayram, 2006; Cemaloglu, 2007); 

India (D’Cruz & Noronha, 2009a), China (McCormack, Casimir, Djurkovic, & Yang, 2006), 

Japan (Tsuno, Kawakami, Inoue, & Abe, 2010), and Taiwan (Chen, Sun, Lan, & Chiu, 2009).  

 

There has been a tendency for the terms ‘mobbing’, ‘bullying’ and ‘emotional abuse’ to be 

used interchangeably (Einarsen et al., 2011), along with a proliferation of similar constructs 

(Lewis et al., 2008; Crawshaw, 2009; Hershcovis, 2010). Some examples are listed in 

Appendix A, along with an indication of the key definitional characteristics, revealing some 

areas of overlap and some disparity. There are opposing views on how the nomenclature 

should be used. Some researchers (for example, Lewis et al., 2008; Fevre et al., 2009) are 

concerned that different concepts have been subsumed into one ‘portmanteau term’ of 

bullying irrespective of any original differences, which threatens the robustness of the 

research. Others (for example, Keashly, 2001; Fox & Stallworth, 2005; Blase, Blase, & Du, 

2008) are content to use a variety of terms to describe similar phenomena. For them, while 

there may be some definitional dissimilarity, in essence they all describe abusive interactions 

between organizational members that are characterized by systematic, hostile, and frequently 

non-physical, acts directed at an individual(s) who suffers a negative reaction. In practice, the 

multiplicity of terms, with subtle differences in definition, may confuse stakeholders and 

create a barrier to collaboration between the different traditions which hampers the 

development of effective prevention and intervention strategies (Hoel, Einarsen, Keashly, 

Zapf, & Cooper, 2003; Crawshaw, 2009). In this thesis, the term ‘workplace bullying’ is 

used. However, findings from similar fields of study have been referred to where they 

provide empirical evidence which is lacking within the workplace bullying literature, for 

example, in the efficacy of various types of social support. Because of the number of 
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conceptual similarities with workplace bullying, these are referred to as ‘overlapping’, 

‘related’, or ‘similar’ constructs. However, attention is drawn to any conceptual differences 

which have implications for the findings. 

 

2.2  Conceptual issues 

Defining workplace bullying precisely is made difficult by its nebulous quality. It can be 

difficult to distinguish between behaviours which are abusive and those which are assertive 

or part of everyday social tensions in organisations striving to compete in global markets 

(McCarthy, Mayhew, Barker & Sheehan, 2003; Fevre et al., 2009). It is certain 

characteristics, rather than the acts themselves, which delineates bullying from other 

inappropriate behaviours (Leymann, 1996). Whilst there is no single, universally accepted 

definition of workplace bullying (see, for example, Leymann, 1996; Einarsen, 2000; Zapf & 

Gross, 2001; Vickers, 2006), there is general consensus over the key identifying features. 

These are that some form of negative behaviour is directed at individual(s), which becomes 

pervasive, and involves an imbalance in power between the target and perpetrator. For some, 

the requirement that harm is caused to the target is central to the construct, although there is 

rather more debate about whether it is necessarily inflicted intentionally by the perpetrator. 

Each aspect is discussed in more detail in the subsequent paragraphs, before comparing 

academic conceptualisations of workplace bullying with lay definitions. 

 

2.2.1  Negative behaviour 

Part of the problem in conceptualizing bullying behaviour is its subtle, overwhelmingly 

psychological, nature (Zapf et al., 1996) which manifests itself in a number of ways. Several 

researchers have put forward typologies of negative behaviours (see, for example, Leymann 

1996; Zapf et al., 1996; Rayner & Hoel, 1997). On the basis of factor analysis of survey data, 
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a distinction is frequently made between behaviours which thwart a person’s ability to carry 

out their job effectively (‘work-related’ bullying) and behaviours which attack a person’s 

self-esteem (‘personalised’ bullying) (Zapf, Escartin, Einarsen, Hoel, & Vartia, 2011).  

Examples of ‘work-related’ bullying include being given impossible targets or deadlines, 

having one’s opinions ignored, and being given work below one’s level of competence. 

‘Person-related’ bullying includes intimidating, humiliating, or isolating the target.   

 

According to a number of studies which have sought to quantify the experience of negative 

behaviours, the most common forms in the UK are ‘work overload’ (Rayner, 1997), 

‘withholding information’ (Rayner, 1999); ‘shifting the goal posts’ (Quine, 1999); ‘setting 

unachievable work objectives’ (Archer, 1999); ‘an unmanageable workload’ (Hoel, 2002), 

and excessive work monitoring and criticism (Rayner, 2009). These findings are based on 

different populations, but when taken together suggest an emphasis on work-related bullying. 

This impression was reinforced by Fevre, Lewis, Robinson, and Jones’s (2011) nationally 

representative survey of the UK population which found the most frequently experienced 

negative behaviours was being given an unmanageable workload which were experienced by 

just over a quarter of respondents. By contrast, the least typical negative acts were physical 

forms of violence and person-related, such as, hints to quit one’s job, although these forms 

are still experienced by a significant number of employees. 

 

The strengths and weaknesses of the quantitative techniques used to measure negative 

behaviour are discussed in detail in the next chapter when considering methodological 

approaches. One limitation is that being exposed to negative behaviour is not necessarily a 

measure of bullying if it is not interpreted as such by the recipient. Alternatively, survey 

instruments may not capture all forms of behaviour perceived as bullying. However, 
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qualitative studies, in which individuals have been allowed to describe freely the bullying 

behaviour they had been subjected to, revealed some similarities with the most common types 

of negative acts reported by surveys. For example, interviews conducted by O’Moore, 

Seigne, McGuire, and Smith (1998) of persons who contacted their Anti-Bullying Research 

and Resource Centre, found work-related forms of bullying, such as criticism of one’s work 

and setting unrealistic targets, were typical. In a similar vein, in Thomas’s (2004) study of 

university support staff, the most frequently mentioned bullying behaviours were being made 

to feel incompetent and undue pressure to produce work. 

 

Any similarity between qualitative findings and survey results is probably unsurprising, given 

that the instruments used were largely developed from targets’ testimonies. However, some 

differences have also been revealed. For example, O’Moore et al. (1998) found frequent 

references to behaviours unconnected to one’s work, such as the spreading of rumours. 

Whilst such behaviour is included as an option in many questionnaires, it tends to be reported 

by relatively few respondents. Again, differences may be expected as data derived from 

purely qualitative means, which is typically collated from non-representative and small 

samples, is not capable of measuring incidence or of producing generalisable findings. 

However, qualitative studies may reveal more about the form bullying behaviour can take in 

specific working environments. For example, Lee (2002) considered the appraisal systems 

employed in the civil service were open to abuse. Furthermore, the emphasis on high 

intensity working may prejudice female workers, who are frequently in the position of 

dividing their time between job and family commitments. Public service providers who 

responded to Lewis et al.’s (2008) survey used the dialogue boxes to highlight management’s 

failure to acknowledge the difficulties in dealing with certain clients as a form of negative 

behaviour. Qualitative techniques may also capture forms of abuse not covered by standard 
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survey instruments, including those carried out by sources not considered by questionnaires, 

such as clients (Lewis et al., 2008) or the inanimate ‘system’ (Liefooghe & Mackenzie 

Davey, 2001). Whilst it is not practical to include a comprehensive range of negative 

behaviours in standard measures used to assess the prevalence of bullying within the general 

population, such instruments may be ‘customised’ to reflect the working conditions of 

particular populations. This method was adopted in this study to determine how bullying 

manifested in the workplaces represented by the participating unions, and is described in 

more detail in chapter seven. 

 

2.2.2  Pervasiveness 

A core defining feature of workplace bullying for many researchers is the repetitiveness of 

negative acts, sustained over a period of time (Leymann, 1996; Zapf & Gross, 2001; 

Einarsen, 2000; Vickers, 2006). For them, it is the relentless accumulation of bullying 

behaviours, which may be minor in isolation, which ultimately causes psychological distress. 

Two extreme stances are adopted by academics. The first sets strict operational criteria for 

determining the incidence of bullying. For example, Leymann (1996) stipulated that, to be 

considered bullied, an individual must be exposed to at least one negative act per week for at 

least 6 months, the point at which severe psychiatric and psychosomatic impairment would be 

expected to occur. Indeed, empirical evidence suggests that for most targets, bullying is an 

enduring phenomenon persisting in excess of one year (for a summary, see Zapf et al., 2011). 

Furthermore, some research (Rayner, 1997; Keashly, 2001; Blase & Blase, 2003) suggests 

the frequency of exposure to negative acts influences an individual’s perception of being 

abused and increases the detrimental impact on their psychological or emotional wellbeing 

(Bjorkqvist, Osterman, & Hjelt-Back 1994) and may, therefore, be a way of distinguishing 

bullying from behaviour which is simply inappropriate. 
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Some researchers consider bullying ‘intensity’ (Lutgen-Sandvik et al., 2007) or ‘patterning’ 

(Einarsen, Hoel, & Notelaers, 2009), that is, the exposure to more than one type of negative 

act, is more relevant. This has some empirical basis, as several studies have established an 

association between respondents experiencing multiple bullying behaviours and identifying 

as abused (Rayner, 1999; Salin, 2001; Blase & Blase, 2003) or suffering more health 

impairment (Matthiesen & Einarsen, 2004). Lutgen-Sandvik et al. (2007) found bullying 

degree, that is, the accumulation of frequency; duration; and intensity of negative behaviour, 

was positively related to stress and negatively correlated with job satisfaction. Some 

researchers, therefore, suggest oprationalisations of workplace bullying which require 

exposure to at least two (for example, Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2001; Lutgen-Sandvik et al., 

2007) or even three or four (Agervold, 2007) negative acts per week. These variations 

demonstrate the complex nature of bullying, and the dangers of comparing the results of 

studies without regard to the criteria which have been applied to measure incidence. 

 

Whilst there are some differences in the thresholds applied by those who set operational 

determinants for the occurrence of bullying, there is a second body of opinion (for example, 

Lee, 2002; Fevre et al., 2009) which resists putting any qualifications on an individual’s 

experience of bullying. They highlight the arbitrary nature of any cut-off point and argue that 

one-off incidents can have serious or recurring repercussions. For example, one act of public 

ridicule can be accompanied by ongoing embarrassment and loss of professional reputation. 

Indeed, some research suggests certain bullying behaviours are more closely associated with 

a negative impact upon health and wellbeing than others (O’Driscoll et al., 2010). A 

satisfactory way of accommodating the two positions, both of which have some empirical 
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evidence in their favour, is to follow Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf, and Cooper’s (2003) suggestion of 

applying the requirement for repetition to either the behaviours or their consequences.  

 

2.2.3  Power difference 

Definitions of workplace bullying tend to specify a power imbalance between the parties 

(Leymann, 1996; Zapf & Gross, 2001; Einarsen, 2000). The inequality can be based on 

hierarchical status or informal power, which may arise out of, for example, length of service, 

possession of knowledge, interdependency of tasks, popularity, support from influential 

persons (Keashly, 1998; Salin, 2008), membership of a particular gender or racial group, or 

the degree of job security (Hodson et al., 2006; Roscigno, Lopez, & Hodson, 2009). Because 

of their inferior position, targets are unable to defend themselves (Einarsen & Skogstad, 

1996) and are pushed into an outsider position (Zapf & Gross, 2001; Strandmark & Hallberg, 

2007a). They either lack conflict management skills (Zapf & Gross, 2001) or their coping 

mechanisms become drained as a result of the bullying process (Lee & Brotheridge, 2006; 

Westhues, 2006).  

 

In the UK, a series of studies have established that bullying is predominantly perpetrated by 

one’s superiors (for example, Hoel et al., 2001; Grainger & Fitzner, 2007; Rayner, 2009; 

Fevre et al., 2011), reflecting formal, hierarchical power. Managers may be responsible for 

most bullying because those with greatest formal power have more means at their disposal to 

mistreat staff, and lower status employees may be disinclined to risk their jobs by challenging 

the behaviour of those in authority (Pearson & Porath, 2005). But some challenge the 

traditional, interpersonal view of workplace bullying, believing the unequal balance of power 

between employers and employees is at the root of managerial bullying (Liefooghe & 

Mackenzie Davey, 2001; Ironside & Siefert, 2003; Hoel & Beale, 2006). Indeed, as Beale 
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and Hoel (2010) recognise, there is some indication that the extent to which bullying is 

associated with hierarchical power is related to different national attitudes towards 

employment relations. Peer-to-peer bullying is relatively more prevalent in Scandinavian 

countries (Einarsen et al., 1994; Ortega, Hogh, Pjetersen, & Olsen, 2007), which are typified 

by a relatively low power distance between ranks of employees and low assertiveness 

(Hofstede, 2001), less pressurised working conditions (Hoel et al., 2001) or micro-

management (Beale & Hoel, 2010), and greater sanctions for the abuse of formal power (Zapf 

et al., 2003). By contrast, bullying is typically perpetrated by managers and supervisors in 

neo-liberal economies like Britain and North America (Fox & Stallworth, 2004, 2005; Zogby 

International, 2010). These economies have been portrayed as highly hierarchical and 

aggressive (Hofstede, 2001) and rife with ruthless, autocratic managers who routinely exert 

their will over disempowered, frustrated, and traumatised workers (Bassman, 1992; Wright & 

Smye, 1997; Vickers, 2004).  

 

In the UK, studies by Liefooghe and Mackenzie Davey (2001) and Liefooghe (2003) of the 

communications and banking sectors found that employees distinguished between overt 

‘individual’ bullying, which emanated from interpersonal relationships, and covert 

‘organisational bullying’, comprised of the routine subjugation of employees by 

depersonalized and over-controlling work practices, such as the primacy of monitoring 

systems and unfair appraisal systems. This is summed up by Ironside and Siefert (2003) as 

‘the subtle and indifferent ways in which management’s right to manage is asserted’ (p397). 

Lewis et al. (2008) related organisational bullying to systems which were ostensibly 

established to support employees but which resulted in feelings of repression, including 

unmanageable workloads, insufficient time allowances, constant pressure, and frustrating 

service agreements. In developing nations too, research is starting to emerge of tyrannical 
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work regimes which stem from the strict adherence to service-level agreements entered into 

by employers. D’Cruz and Noronha (2009a) found Indian call centre operatives were 

subjected to numerous monitoring and surveillance mechanisms, private or public 

admonishments for poor performance, shortened or forfeited breaks, and pressure to exceed 

targets. The extreme importance placed on customer service further depersonalised workers 

by requiring them to adopt pseudonyms, mask their true location to customers, and endure 

their abuse.  

 

The phenomenon of organisational bullying is similar to what Wright and Smye (1997) and 

Mayhew and Chappell (2007) have respectively termed ‘systematic’ and ‘systemic’ abuse, 

when referring to a managerial ethos which emphasises high achievement, regardless of its 

impact upon workers. For some, such autocratic working environments do not simply foster 

behaviour which is ‘tough’ and ‘competitive’, thereby facilitating interpersonal aggression, 

but constitute bullying in their own right (Wright & Smye, 1997; Liefooghe & Mackenzie 

Davey, 2001; Ironside & Siefert, 2003; D’Cruz & Noronha, 2009a). Proponents of 

organisational bullying have shifted the debate away from the personalities of perpetrators 

and targets. They contend that most bullying is organisational in nature, and hold the ‘system’ 

rather than individual managers responsible for bullying behaviour (Liefooghe, 2004), which 

is seen as an inevitable product of capitalism (McCarthy, 1996; Mayhew & Chappell, 2007).  

 

Some researchers (for example, Sjotveit, 1992 as cited by Beale, 2011; Ironside & Siefert, 

2003; Beale & Hoel, 2011), from a Marxist tradition, explain bullying as an inevitable 

consequence of capitalism, being used as a routine labour management tool to shape 

employee behaviour and maximise profits. For them, a bullying culture is made possible by 

an unequal balance of power in the employment relationship, with employees willing to 
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permit negative behaviour because they cannot readily change jobs. Indeed, in their 

secondary analysis of the UK’s 2008 Fair Treatment at Work Survey (Fevre et al., 2009), 

Bewley and Forth (2010) found employees with weakened power were more vulnerable to 

adverse treatment at work, whether this vulnerability stemmed from a lack of alternative 

options in the external labour market, or for other reasons. These included the lack of a 

written contract of employment or colleagues with whom to discuss work-related problems, 

or the existence of a culture which favoured certain groups of workers or a poor employment 

relations climate. Employees may accept managerial bullying to minimise sanctions or to 

maximise personal advantage (McCarthy, 1996; Ironside & Siefert, 2003; D’Cruz & 

Noronha, 2009a). Others may buy into unitarist ideals, believing that the organisational goals 

set by management are in their best interests. D’Cruz and Noronha (2009a) found managers 

in the Indian call centre sector intentionally cultivated a sense of professionalism amongst 

employees in order to obtain their compliance and commitment. In turn, call centre operatives 

were keen to identify with the high status accorded to professionals in Indian society, and 

accepted the need for high intensity working practices in the belief it was necessary for job 

security and career development.  

 

Many of the assertions made about the preponderance of depersonalised bullying emanate 

from a Marxist belief in the inevitability of conflict between managers and workers in a 

capitalist economy. Pluralists share this view of an unequal employment relationship, 

although allow for any conflict to be resolved through co-operation if employees are given an 

effective voice. The evidence for organisational bullying is based upon qualitative data 

gathered from employees, some of whom do not use the term ‘bullying’, as in Lewis et al.’s 

(2008) research, and some who may not have used this term if it had not been suggested to 

them, as in Liefooghe and Mackenzie Davey’s (2001) study.  This raises questions about 



 

34 
 

whether the singling out of an individual for abuse and the imposition of oppressive work 

regimes which affect the workforce en mass should be viewed as one and the same concept. 

Hoel and Beale (2006) suggest bullying may be viewed as a continuum, with the 

victimisation of an individual at one end and organisational bullying at the other. For D’Cruz 

and Noronha (2009a), the difference between the two extreme forms of bullying lay in the 

extent to which there is intent to cause harm. There are a number of problems with using 

intent to delineate different forms of bullying. Motive is hard to establish and both 

interpersonal and organisational bullying could be either intentional or unconscious. For 

example, a thoughtless remark by a colleague may not have been calculated to offend, but 

may be perceived by the recipient as insulting. Alternatively, insensitive remarks may be 

intended to hurt. In practice, it may be difficult to unpick individualised and depersonalised 

bullying as they can manifest in similar ways. For example, overloading an employee with 

work may be a response to budgetary constraints imposed from above which affects the entire 

work group. Alternatively, allocating unmanageable workloads may be a malicious act aimed 

at making working life difficult for a particular individual.  

 

Whether viewed as separate constructs or two ends of a continuum, the distinction between 

individualised and organisational bullying is an important one, as it may require different 

interventions. However, in practice it may be difficult to distinguish between the two on the 

basis of intent or the type of behaviour involved. The number of targets is a more obvious 

guide, but it may not be immediately apparent whether one is dealing with an isolated 

incident of bullying, or whether it is part of a much wider pattern of abuse. Separating the 

two forms of bullying presents a difficult challenge for those charged with investigating 

bullying complaints and supporting targets.  
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2.2.4  Impact on the target  

For some researchers, including the impaired health and wellbeing of targets in 

conceptualisations of workplace bullying is problematic, being partially influenced by 

individual vulnerability and shifting the focus away from the reasonableness of the behaviour 

in question (Hoel, Rayner, & Cooper, 1999). Indeed, low-level symptoms may simply 

indicate the early stages of the bullying process. Impact is, therefore, reasonably omitted from 

most definitions of workplace bullying (see, for example, Einarsen, 2000; Zapf & Gross, 

2001), although some regard a detrimental impact as central to the bullying experience as it 

shapes perceptions of being mistreated (Keashly, 2001; Blase & Blase, 2003; Saunders, 

Huynh, & Goodman-Delahunty, 2007). Whether forming part of the operationalisation of 

bullying or not, there is a wealth of research which associates exposure to such behaviour 

with a range of adverse physical, psychological, and emotional conditions suffered by targets, 

including chronic fatigue, social withdrawal, depression and even symptoms synonymous 

with post traumatic stress disorder (for a summary please see Rodriguez-Munoz, Baillien, De 

Witte, Moreno-Jimenez, & Pastor, 2009; Hogh, Mikkelsen, & Hansen 2011). Most of this 

research is cross-sectional in nature, so that the direction of cause and effect cannot be firmly 

established. Furthermore, they are largely based upon self-reported symptoms. However, 

studies by Hansen et al. (2006; 2011) incorporating a physiological measure of stress, 

reinforced targets’ accounts of mental symptoms.  

 

Bullying is generally viewed as a process of conflict escalation (Einarsen, 1999; Zapf & 

Einarsen, 2001) in which the target is gradually worn down (Leymann, 1996; Westhues, 

2006). Several researchers have detailed the stages in the bullying scenario (for example, 

Leymann, 1996; Einarsen, 2000; Strandmark & Hallberg, 2007a). The general consensus is 

that bullying is triggered by an initial critical incident, such as an interpersonal conflict 
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(Leymann, 1996; Ayoko, Callan, & Hartel, 2003); a clash of professional values (Strandmark 

et al., 2007a) or other challenge to the alleged perpetrator (Ferris, 2009); or the arrival of a 

new group member (White, 2004). This is superseded by a period of increasingly direct and 

severe abusive behaviour by the perpetrator. The target becomes stigmatised as other 

organisational members, including colleagues; supervisors; managers; HR and other support 

providers, take on prejudices about the target and hold them responsible for their predicament 

(Leymann. 1996; Einarsen, 2000; Strandmark & Hallberg, 2007a). Negative behaviour may 

be attributed to the target’s personality or lack of commitment or resistance to change 

(McCarthy, 1996; D’Cruz & Noronha, 2009b), effectively transferring the blame to them 

(Hubert, 2003) or otherwise trivializing, minimizing, dismissing, ignoring, disbelieving or 

allowing bullying (Vickers, 2006). The hierarchy may side with the perpetrator because it is 

more convenient from an organisational perspective, especially where the suspected 

perpetrator is a manager (Zapf, 1999) or is considered indispensable (Hubert, 2003). The 

target is thus cut off from support within the organisation and becomes increasingly isolated. 

The lack of support may extend beyond the organisation to family, friends, union officials, 

the medical profession, and the legal system (Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2002).  

 

In the final stage, targets suffer severe trauma which attacks their ability to cope, work 

effectively, and maintain social contacts (Blase & Blase, 2003) and compounds 

misconceptions about the target’s personality (Einarsen et al., 2011). The end result is 

frequently expulsion from the workplace. Studies from a number of countries, irrespective of 

whether they are nationally representative surveys (see for example, Einarsen, 2000; 

O’Connell et al., 2007; Zogby International, 2010), or smaller studies incorporating target 

testimonies (see for example, Niedl, 1996; Keashly, 2001; Zapf & Gross, 2001; Westhues, 

2006; O’Donnell et al., 2010), indicate that outcomes tend to sanction the target, who 
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frequently feels forced to take sick leave, accept a transfer to another position, or leave their 

job altogether. Conflict escalation models present these negative outcomes as inevitable, 

unless initial conflicts peter out or targets surrender (Westhues, 2006; Strandmark et al., 

2007a). However, this thesis explores the ways in which organisations and others, including 

trade union officials, may intervene to halt bullying episodes and mitigate its harmful effects 

upon targets.  

 

In contrast to the apparent harsh treatment of targets, research suggests alleged perpetrators 

are rarely held accountable. Studying bullying and other forms of violence in the Australian 

tertiary education sector, McCarthy et al. (2003) found there was no comeback for the 

majority (58%) of supposed aggressors, and a note on file was made in only six percent of 

cases and a formal warning in just four percent. Similarly, in Zogby International’s (2010) 

American national survey, less than a quarter (23%) of targets reported the harasser had been 

punished to their knowledge or had their employment terminated. Whether based upon 

survey data (for example, O’Connell et al., 2007), target testimonies (for example, O’Donnell 

et al., 2010), or a mixture of the two (for example, Zapf & Gross, 2001), the available 

evidence from several countries points to an emphasis on solutions which disadvantage 

perceived targets. The limited amount of research which quantifies how targets felt about the 

way incidents of bullying had been handled typically show around three quarters were 

dissatisfied (Quine, 1999; Pearson & Porath, 2005; Bilgel et al., 2006). Some targets could be 

left with mixed feelings, for example, leaving the job promised the possibility of starting 

afresh, but was tempered by negative feelings of impotence and injustice (D’Cruz & 

Noronha, 2009b). An inadequate organisational response could compound the distress caused 

to targets (Meglich-Sespico, Faley, & Knapp, 2007; Shannon, Rospenda, & Richman, 2007) 

and, for some, amounted to collusion with the perpetrator and constituted abusive behaviour 
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in its own right (Keashly, 2001). There is still a dearth of empirical evidence on the frequency 

of different outcomes and the level of target satisfaction, including within the UK context, 

which this thesis seeks to redress. 

 

It should be noted that the bulk of the research into workplace bullying is based upon the 

perceptions of self-identified targets, which may differ to that of organisational 

representatives. However, the stories of some support providers, which are beginning to 

emerge (for example, Ferris, 2009; Bloisi & Hoel, 2010) and are reviewed more fully in 

chapter four, dovetail with target accounts. The consistency of the results from a range of 

studies which indicate the negative impact of bullying is born disproportionately by targets, 

and the low level of target satisfaction with outcomes, along with some corroboration from 

other key actors, at least warrants questioning whether the organisational response to reports 

of bullying is adequate and whether perpetrators should be held more responsible for their 

actions. Opinion within the workplace bullying community is polarised There are some (for 

example, McCarthy, 1996; Rayner, Hoel, & Cooper, 2002) who argue that perpetrators 

should not be vilified. Indeed, alleged offenders may be unaware their behaviour causes 

distress to others, or lack the social or management skills required to interact with their 

colleagues or direct their subordinates in an appropriate manner. Others may feel they are 

carrying out the wishes of the organisation’s leadership, where responsibility ultimately lies 

(Fevre et al., 2011). For Liefooghe and Mackenzie Davey (2001), managers who bully are 

reshaped as victims of a system which requires them to adopt an autocratic management style 

in order to meet the targets they are under pressure to achieve. For them, the bullying 

discourse which creates ‘bullies’ who should not be tolerated, and ‘victims’ who need to be 

rescued, is unhelpful.  
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Others (for example, Vickers, 2010; Keashly & Nowell, 2011) argue for perpetrators to be 

held more accountable, pointing out that the person cannot be separated from their behaviour. 

Even if repressive work systems are at the root of bullying behaviour, those higher up the 

hierarchy bear some responsibility for the systems they put in place, and managers can 

choose to promulgate or challenge bullying practices. For Vickers (2010), visibility is key to 

the effectiveness of any penalties applied, fearing ‘off the record’ punishments send out the 

message that perpetrators have escaped with impunity, effectively normalizing, enabling, and 

encouraging bullying behaviour and violating targets for a second time. Public admonishment 

may conflict with the principle of employee confidentiality, but where it is believed 

individuals have been on the receiving end of unfair treatment it could be argued that their 

right to acknowledgement takes precedence over perpetrators’ claims to privacy. Where 

targets have been undermined in public, dignity may only be restored in the eyes of their 

colleagues through a transparent process. Whilst investigating complaints of an imprecise 

concept like bullying can be a difficult exercise, a resistance to allotting blame for any 

undesirable behaviour, often in contravention of an organisation’s stated policies, creates a 

real danger that our workplaces will become ‘value-free’ zones, in which employees are free 

to mistreat each other. Such an environment is unlikely to foster employee wellbeing or 

civilised society, and is inconsistent with the treatment of other undesirable workplace 

behaviours. Those who argue against punishing individuals who have indulged in bullying 

may be less inclined to argue for impunity in cases of racial discrimination, sexual 

harassment, or physical, as opposed to psychological, assault.  

 

The issue of culpability is complicated by the multi-faceted nature of bullying. Bullying 

which is unintended or arises out of a lack of soft skills may be amenable to unofficial action, 

such as, training. However, informal solutions may fail to adequately address more serious 
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incidents of bullying, such as where a history of such behaviour has been established, by 

denying targets acknowledgement and justice which may exacerbate the harm done, and by 

failing to deter future bullying activities. There is a scarcity of empirical evidence into the 

efficacy of disciplining perpetrators. Respondents in O’Driscoll’s (2010, 2011) study 

believed that establishing clear consequences for those who engaged in bullying was of 

limited utility. However, there are a lack of studies which have explored any association 

between the perception that sanctions will be applied and the incidence of bullying. Some 

research has been conducted in the related constructs of school bullying (O’Moore et al., 

1998), antisocial behaviour (Robinson & O’Leary-Kelly, 1998), counterproductive workplace 

behaviour (Fox, Spector & Miles, 2001), workplace aggression (Dupre & Barling, 2006) and 

sexual harassment (Dekker & Barling, 1998). Although these findings tended to be based on 

relatively small-scale and selective samples, they present a consistent picture that undesirable 

social behaviour was curbed where there was a perceived likelihood of punishment. This may 

be explained in terms of the ‘effect/danger ratio’ (Bjorkqvist, Osterman, & Lagerspetz, 1994), 

whereby, to be effective, the perceived costs of inappropriate behaviour must exceed the 

perceived benefits (Salin, 2008). The question remains, however, of whether sanctioning 

perpetrators of workplace bullying has a similar deterrent effect and fulfils the need of targets 

for justice and closure. This study uses quantitative and qualitative data to investigate 

whether resolutions which hold perpetrators accountable for their actions are considered 

satisfactory. 

 

2.2.5  Intent to harm 

There is some debate over the inclusion of intent to cause harm in definitions of workplace 

bullying. Some studies suggest targets’ attributions of intent may be central to interpreting 

events as bullying (Keashly, 1998, Saunders et al., 2007) and their reaction to them 
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(Liefooghe & Mackenzie Davy, 2001; Lee & Brotheridge, 2006). Perceived intent has also 

been associated with a greater negative impact upon targets’ health and wellbeing (McCarthy 

et al., 2003). As such, it is an essential pre-requisite for workplace bullying for some 

researchers (for example McCarthy et al., 2003; Vickers, 2006). Some studies suggest 

abusive behaviours may be tacitly encouraged in certain organisational cultures, where such 

behaviour is learnt, ritualised and reciprocated throughout the workgroup (O’Leary-Kelly, 

Griffin, & Glew, 1996; Robinson & O’Leary Kelly, 1998; Lee & Brotheridge, 2006). Certain 

working environments have been identified in the literature as normalising bullying 

behaviour, namely, those which are fiercely competitive (Bassman, 1992; McCarthy et al., 

2003) or undergoing restructuring (Sheehan, 1999; Ironside & Siefert, 2003), or which 

demand strict discipline and require workers to ‘toughen up’, such as, the fire brigade 

(Archer, 1999), prison service (Vartia & Hyyti, 2002), police force (Miller, 2007), nursing 

profession (Hoel, Giga & Davidson, 2007), and commercial kitchens (Bloisi & Hoel, 2008). 

 

For commentators like Liefooghe and Mackenzie Davey (2001) and Ironside and Siefert 

(2003), most bullying is organisational in nature. They argue the relative rarity of invoking 

disciplinary action in response to complaints of bullying is indicative of such behaviour being 

condoned by managers, who are the employer’s agents and cannot be seen as acting in the 

best interests of employees. For them, bullying is used strategically by management in order 

to shape employee behaviour in order to meet the performance targets managers are 

pressurised and rewarded to achieve. Commentators are not necessarily judgemental about 

managers who participate in bullying, believing they are often ordinary individuals reacting 

to stressful situations created by the processes of global capitalism and organisational 

restructuring (McCarthy, 1996; Sheehan, 1999; Ironside & Siefert, 2003; Beale & Hoel, 

2011). The inanimate organisation is held responsible for bullying, rather than managers 
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within it, who are recast as conduits (Mayhew & Chappell, 2007) or scapegoats (Liefooghe & 

Mackenzie Davey, 2001) for organizational demands that are beyond their control.  

 

Some believe bullying may not just be an act of desperation by managers under pressure, but 

a conscious, instrumental deed. Salin (2003) considered workplace bullying as a form of 

organisational politics, being a rational response to tough internal competition and reward 

structures and aimed at eliminating those who are seen as either threats or burdens. She found 

empirical support for a link between the incidence of bullying and working environments 

perceived as highly political. Subsequently, Ferris, Zinko, Brouer, Buckley, and Harvey 

(2007) depicted bullying as a calculated attempt to raise one’s profile and increase the job 

performance of employees. The difference between the two views lay in the extent to which 

the consequences of a bullying style of management are regarded as desirable or effective. 

For Salin (2003) bullying can only ever be a negative act because of its adverse effect upon 

individuals and organisational performance. Ferris et al. (2007), however, argue for 

potentially positive outcomes of bullying, although they do not provide any empirical 

evidence or offer a precise definition of what is meant by bullying. It is also unclear as to 

whether the authors consider any benefits to be more than short-term, and they do not address 

the volume of research which indicates bullying has a detrimental impact upon targets, 

bystanders, and organizations. The implication that bullying employees is acceptable 

behaviour for managers, even to the point that targets become severely damaged and expelled 

from the workplace, is ethically questionable and would contravene many organisations’ 

stated policies and implied duty of care.  

 

Bullying may well be an intentional act with the aim of furthering organisational or personal 

goals, and may be carried out with the awareness that targets will be harmed. However, such 
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behaviour may be unintentional and, as some (for example, Rayner et al., 2002; Nielsen, 

2009) point out, demonstrating motive can be difficult in practice. The requirement of intent 

in definitions of workplace bullying would, therefore, render it almost impossible to 

establish. Therefore, intent has been excluded from many definitions (see for example 

Einarsen, 2000; Zapf & Gross, 2001). In any event, this researcher takes the view that, while 

perceptions of intent may shape an individual’s reaction to negative behaviour, bullying acts 

which are unintended, but abusive, still need to be identified and addressed.  

 

2.2.6 Lay definitions 

‘Workplace bullying’ is a term applied to situations involving a variety of behaviours, 

intensities, perpetrators, target reactions, and motivations and is probably best seen as an 

umbrella term for a range of experiences (Rayner & Sheehan, 1999). This poses the question 

of who decides when bullying has occurred. Some researchers question the adequacy of 

academic definitions to capture the lived experiences of targets (for example, Liefooghe & 

Olafsson, 1999; Keashly, 2001; Fevre et al., 2009) and, therefore, the full extent of the 

problem (Liefooghe, 2004; Saunders et al., 2007; Lewis et al., 2008). For them, targets and 

other employees should be involved in conceptualising bullying. Some have accessed this 

‘amateur perspective’ (Liefooghe & Mackenzie Davey, 2001) in an attempt to resist the 

accepted discourse on bullying (Liefooghe & Mackenzie Davey, 2010). These have partially 

corroborated scholarly definitions. Most lay versions referred to unwelcome negative 

behaviour which had a negative impact upon targets (Keashly, 2001; Blase & Blase, 2003; 

Saunders et al., 2007). Pervasiveness was not included in definitions in Saunders et al.’s 

(2007) study involving members of the general public, but was a key element for those who 

identified themselves as targets of mistreatment in research by Keashly (2001) and Blase and 

Blase (2003). A perceived power imbalance between the parties, which restricted the target’s 
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ability to cope, was associated with perceptions of abuse in Keashly’s (2001) study  and 

McKay, Huberman, Fratzl, and Thomas’s survey of university employees (2008), but was not 

significant for the respondents in Saunders et al.’s (2007) research. Lay opinion is as divided 

over intent to harm as it is amongst academics, featuring in definitions captured by Saunders 

et al. (2007) and McKay et al. (2008), but not by Keashly (2001) and Blase and Blase (2003). 

Informants also provided some additional criteria for potentially bullying behaviour, which 

included violating expectations of professional conduct (Keashly, 2001; Saunders et al., 

2007); coercing or manipulating targets to conform (McKay et al., 2008); failing to recognise 

the target’s integrity or the perpetrator’s history of abuse (Keashly, 2001) and oppressive 

work systems (Liefooghe & Mackenzie Davey, 2001; Liefooghe, 2003). 

 

Overall, lay definitions of workplace bullying share many of the features of academic 

conceptualisations, but provide additional insights into how bullying manifests itself in 

specific workplaces. Studies of how individuals interpret bullying demonstrate the benefit of 

adapting standard survey instruments to capture forms of negative behaviour which are 

relevant to target populations and have been useful in explaining the survey findings of 

particular organisations (for example, Liefooghe, 2003; Lewis et al., 2008). However asking 

research participants to define bullying has certain drawbacks. The construct may become too 

vague to be meaningful (Nielsen et al., 2009) and, therefore, difficult to identify and address. 

Alternatively, there is a risk of inflating incidence rates, which are typically higher when 

based on employees’ own broadly based operationalisations (Liefooghe, 2003; Nielsen et al., 

2009). Furthermore, asking employees in general to conceptualise ‘bullying’, a word used in 

everyday language, runs the risk that the term will be applied casually, rather than being 

reserved to describe cases which cause intolerable distress to individuals. People who suffer 

the most are not necessarily any less robust than others. They may simply have had different 
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experiences to their colleagues, such as the exposure to different forms, or higher intensities, 

of negative behaviour. An emphasis on the experiences of targets minimises the danger that 

the voice of the majority will drown out the voice of the most severely affected minority and 

dominate definitions of bullying, potentially diluting its meaning and trivialising the issue.  

 

The emphasis on target accounts of bullying behaviour does not imply that general 

dissatisfaction with work practices is not a legitimate concern for those concerned with the 

quality of working life, including trade unionists. Rather, it is not useful to apply the same 

label to work intensification and individualised forms of bullying. While both may have a 

negative effect upon workers, they may vary in terms of the degree of impact, the way the 

behaviour manifests, and the solutions required. It is, perhaps, regrettable that the term 

‘bullying’, which is used routinely and variably in everyday language, has been adopted by 

academics researching the targeted harassment of workers. Some researchers, particularly 

those with an interest in sociology, may have a legitimate interest in how individuals use 

everyday language. For those adopting an employment relations perspective, a more 

appropriate starting point may be to ask those who have been seriously affected by behaviour 

in the workplace about their experiences, and apply a nomenclature to them which is 

unambiguous. However, the term ‘workplace bullying’ is used in this study as it has become 

established and has amassed a considerable body of research and conceptual thinking on 

which to draw.  

 

2.3  Summary 

Workplace bullying is not a precisely identifiable concept. However, the existence of some 

form of negative behaviour, which is persistent in terms of exposure and/or its effects, and 

involves a power disparity between the perpetrator and the target, helps to delineate bullying 
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behaviour from that which is merely inappropriate. Whilst bullying is likely to have a 

negative effect upon targets, and such behaviour may be used strategically to control the 

workforce or gain personal advantage, impact and intent may not be immediately apparent 

and deflects the focus away from the acceptability of the behaviour. As such, they are not 

reliable indicators of bullying. Similarly, widening the defining characteristics of bullying, on 

the basis of the interpretations of employees in general, runs the risk of ‘casualising’ the 

concept. However, the input of key informants from within target populations can be useful 

in customising standard measures of bullying to be more sensitive to the ways in which 

bullying behaviour is manifested in particular working environments. This method has been 

adopted in this study and is discussed in chapter seven. 

 

The existence of an unequal balance of power between the parties in a bullying scenario is of 

particular interest to this thesis which adopts an employment relations framework and has its 

central focus on the nature of power relations between employers and employees (Blyton & 

Turnbull, 2004, as discussed more fully in chapter five. Given that bullying is typically 

perpetrated by managers towards subordinates, part of the solution may lie in restoring any 

imbalance in the employment contract. This study explores whether the intervention of trade 

unions effectively redresses any power differential between employers and employees by 

improving the outcomes for targets and increasing the use of sanctions against perpetrators.  
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Chapter Three 

Review of the Literature on Workplace Bullying: Methodological issues and prevalence 

 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents a discussion of the underlying ontology of workplace bullying, and a 

critical review of the main methodological approaches which have been used to study the 

concept, which have informed the design of this thesis. As the first research question requires 

an assessment of the extent to which the members of the participating unions are exposed to 

bullying, the chapter goes on to discuss the prevalence rates reported in the extant research. 

These findings will be used as a basis for comparison with the results generated by this study. 

 

3.2 Ontological and methodological approaches to researching workplace bullying 

Researchers have highlighted both the subjective, multi-perspective dimension of workplace 

bullying and its more external manifestations (Einarsen, 1999). Human experience is 

inescapably subjective, with individuals viewing life’s events through their own personal lens 

which is unique to them (Babbie, 2004). As with other social phenomena, workplace bullying 

is open to interpretation, with multiple realities (Lewis, 2004) and individual expectations of 

acceptable treatment playing a central role in determining whether negative behaviours are 

viewed as abusive or not (Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Rayner & Sheehan, 1999). It may be 

the impact (Einarsen & Raknes, 1997), frequency, power difference or how targets attribute 

the behaviour which is more significant than the acts themselves (Einarsen, 1999).   

 

For postmodernist researchers, the socially constructed nature of workplace bullying is 

paramount. This has certain epistemological and methodological implications. To understand 

the subjective dimension requires a dialogue with interested parties (Guba & Lincoln, 2008) 
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and a hermeneutical approach, so that the investigator is able to understand the meanings 

behind a particular social action (Schwandt, 2003). This has typically involved focus group 

discussions or individual interviews with employees (for example, Liefooghe & Mackenzie 

Davey, 2001; D’Cruz & Noronha, 2009a) or those who believe they have experienced 

bullying (for example, O’Moore et al., 2003; Lewis, 2004; D’Cruz & Noronha, 2009b). In 

recent years, the range of qualitative techniques used to study workplace bullying has 

broadened out to include, for example, ethnography (Nelson & Lambert, 2001; Lopez, 

Hodson, & Roscigno, 2009), autoethnography (Vickers, 2007), and psychoanalysis (White, 

2004).  

 

For researchers from a constructivist-interpretivist tradition, an important part of the 

operationalisation of bullying is that the target feels abused, as perceptions of aggressive 

behaviour have the strongest impact on the psychological and emotional responses to it 

(Aquino & Bradfield, 2000; Einarsen et al., 2003). Social interactionists, who view concepts 

like workplace bullying as an interpersonal process influenced by situational factors and 

workplace norms (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Blase & Blase, 2003; Aquino & Lamertz, 

2004), have provided insights into how such behaviour may be initiated and evolves into the 

systematic stigmatisation of targets (for example, Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Strandmark & 

Hallberg, 2007a) and sustained within organisations (Archer, 1999; Miller, 2007). 

Researchers adopting a social constructionist perspective, primarily interested in how 

individuals interpret events as bullying, have revealed the importance of interaction with 

one’s peers in making sense of their experiences (Liefooghe & Olafsson, 1999; Lewis, 1999). 

Meanwhile, phenomenonological studies, such as that by D’Cruz and Noronha (2009a), with 

the aim of encapsulating the lived experience of bullying, have helped to shed light on 

targets’ coping strategies.  
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Qualitative studies have, thus, helped to further our understanding of the nature of bullying. 

However, variations in individual perceptions are problematic for researchers from a more 

positivist tradition, whose aim is to measure the incidence of bullying. Whilst accepting the 

role of subjective interpretation, they also point to certain indicators which exist outside of 

the mind of the target. For example, the exposure to specific types of negative behaviour may 

reveal whether victims are treated differently to others (Einarsen, 2000). Such external 

manifestations may add substance to, or detract from, a target’s feeling of being bullied. As 

such, workplace bullying has an external reality and is measurable and observable (Einarsen, 

1999).  

 

Postmodernists would agree that bullying is not just experienced by the ‘bully’ and ‘victim’, 

but also an audience of fellow workers and wider society (Liefooghe & Olafsson, 1999), 

resulting in a ‘community consensus’ regarding what is real (Guba & Lincoln, 2008). Babbie 

(2004) refers to this as a ‘socially agreed-upon objective reality’, which he describes as 

follows: 

 

“...a conceptual attempt to get beyond our individual views.  It is ultimately a matter of 

communication, as you and I attempt to find a common ground in our subjective 

experiences.  Whenever we succeed in our search we say we are dealing with objective 

reality ... Whereas our subjectivity is individual, our search for objectivity is social.” 

(p42). 

 

The consensus view establishes the boundaries of acceptable behaviour and confers order in 

everyday life (Babbie, 2004). This is important in the context of workplace bullying as 

treating this issue as a purely subjective phenomenon, meaning different things to different 
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people, risks treating it as the target’s problem and taking the focus away from the 

acceptability, or otherwise, of the behaviour in question. An emphasis on individual 

perception may make it easier for organisations to dismiss claims of bullying and, as Einarsen 

(2000) points out, more difficult to decide whether to intervene and to develop workable anti-

bullying strategies. Focussing on individual interpretation may also encourage the 

disproportionate use of solutions which place the onus on targets, for example, by moving 

them to other parts of the organisation or offering counselling. As researchers like McCarthy 

(1996), Keashly and Nowell (2011), and Vickers (2006) note, designating the target as the 

one in need of rehabilitation risks victimising them further and diverting attention away from 

any organisational and managerial shortcomings which may need to be addressed.  

 

Ultimately, many organisations have introduced anti-bullying policies and grievance 

processes which require third parties, such as, HR officers; managers, independent 

complaints investigators; and trade union officials to distinguish between bullying and 

appropriate behaviour. In the event of legal action, legal advisers and those sitting on 

employment tribunals are obliged to make similar decisions. There is, therefore, a need to 

interpret events with some objectivity (Aquino & Lamertz, 2004), according to whether an 

average person would have found the behaviour reasonable (Hoel et al., 1999), as opposed to 

an individual’s reality. Indeed, if bullying is only viewed as a matter of perception, on which 

third parties cannot make a judgement, it questions the purpose of anti-bullying polices. A 

consideration of the behaviour carried out by the alleged perpetrator, as well the recipient’s 

reaction to it, is entirely consistent with the treatment of other undesirable social behaviours, 

such as racial discrimination or sexual harassment. Arguably, workplace bullying is now at 

the stage akin to the early understanding of these phenomena, which fuelled the drive for 

protective legislation (McCarthy, 1996; Yamada, 2011). Indeed some form of anti-bullying 
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legislation has been introduced in a number of countries and has been proposed in others, 

including the UK (Sheehan & Barker, 1999) and the US (Yamada, 2011).  

 

The more positivist view of workplace bullying requires a different epistemological and 

methodological approach. The external dimensions of a quality are capable of being 

measured (Babbie, 2004). The incidence of workplace bullying has typically been assessed 

by one of two survey-based, methods. The first (for example, Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; 

O’Moore et al, 2003; Hansen et al., 2006) involves asking respondents to label themselves as 

bullied or not, usually according to a general definition provided by the researcher. This is 

often referred to as the ‘self-labelling method’. As it is based on perceived victimization, it is 

generally considered the least objective of the two quantitative approaches (Hoel et al., 1999; 

Einarsen et al., 2009). The second approach involves the use of behavioural inventories. 

These measure exposure to a list of specified negative acts which have been identified as 

forms of bullying in target accounts. A range of such instruments have been developed, but 

two, the Leymann Inventory of Psychological Terror (LIPT) (Leymann, 1996) and the 

Negative Acts Questionnaire (NAQ) (Einarsen & Raknes, 1997), along with its revised 

English version (NAQ-R) (Einarsen & Hoel, 2001), have been widely adopted in studies 

(Einarsen et al., 2009). Operational criteria can then be applied to ascertain whether an 

individual is bullied or not. This method is, therefore, frequently referred to as the 

‘Operational Criteria Method’ (OCM). Operational criteria vary between studies. For 

example, Leymann (1996) stipulated that to be considered bullied, an individual must be 

exposed to at least one negative act per week for at least six months. Others favour two 

negative acts per week (for example, Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2001; Lutgen-Sandvik et al., 

2007) or even three or four (Agervold, 2007), which results in more conservative estimates of 

prevalence rates (Nielsen et al., 2008). Whist the OCM is still based on respondents’ 
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perceptions of the behaviour they have been subjected to, it is generally considered to be a 

more objective indication of workplace bullying than self-labelling (Liefooghe & Olafsson, 

1999; Einarsen et al., 2003).  

 

Each approach to measuring the incidence of workplace bullying has its strengths and 

limitations. Self-labelling is a better measure of the subjective dimension of bullying (Hoel et 

al., 2001) and distinguishes between negative behaviour which is tolerated and manageable 

and that which is not (Einarsen & Raknes, 1997; Salin, 2001). However, it may result in 

under-reporting because of the target’s failure to recognise, or unwillingness to admit, that 

they are being victimised (Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2001). This may be because of its 

association with the schoolyard and physical rather than psychological abuse (Saunders et al., 

2007), connotations of weakness (Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; O’Moore et al., 2003) or the 

normalization of abusive behaviour in certain workplaces (Salin, 2001), especially those with 

competitive cultures (Lutgen-Sandvik et al., 2007).  

 

Where respondents have been guided by a definition of bullying, other methodological 

problems arise. Researchers such as Liefooghe and Mackenzie Davey (2001) and Lewis et al. 

(2008) consider allowing respondents to conceptualise bullying for themselves better reflects 

the ‘lived’ experience of being bullied and guards against under-reporting. Furthermore, 

Fevre et al., (2009) argue that, on the basis of cognitive testing, supplying a definition is 

problematic as the standard academic definitions used are interpreted differently by 

individuals. However, the alternative of providing no definition of bullying at all allows 

respondents to interpret the term too casually, or so widely, it becomes a meaningless concept 

which inflates incidence (Nielsen et al., 2008). A compromise which limits the disadvantages 

of both positions, as suggested by researchers like Einarsen (2000) and Hoel (2002), may be 
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to provide a relatively loose definition, which prescribes some characteristics of bullying to 

delineate it from other inappropriate behaviour, whilst making some allowances for 

individual interpretation and context.  

 

An advantage of OCM scales is that respondents are not required to identify with a victim 

status (Einarsen & Raknes, 1997). They also provide useful information on the different 

forms bullying can take (Salin, 2001), and may capture subtle behaviours that targets find 

difficult to describe or remember (Keashly, 2001). Some instruments, such as the NAQ, are 

considered to have generally high levels of reliability and independent evidence of validity 

(Cowie et al., 2002; Einarsen et al., 2009), and allow for comparative studies to be conducted. 

However, they fail to take account of context (Liefooghe & Olafsson, 1999), organizational 

norms (Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2001; Salin, 2001), and respondents’ abilities to defend 

themselves or manage the situation (Einarsen & Raknes, 1997; Salin, 2001). The list of 

behaviours may not be exhaustive (Salin, 2001) rendering surveys ‘blunt instruments’ (Lewis 

et al., 2008) which may fail to detect behaviours which fall outside of researchers’ 

conceptualisations. Furthermore, the operational criteria applied vary and a strict adherence 

to the frequency and duration of negative acts excludes individuals who are severely affected 

by isolated incidents or infrequent exposure to a wide range of negative behaviours 

(Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2001; Salin, 2001; Nielsen et al., 2008). A further concern is that 

reliability and validity may be compromised where survey instruments have been based on 

reduced, expanded, translated, or otherwise adapted versions of original scales (for example, 

Niedhammer, David & Degioanni, 2007; McCormack et al., 2006; Agervold, 2007; Lutgen-

Sandvik et al., 2007), with inadequate cognitive testing and consideration of any cultural 

differences and linguistic nuances (Einarsen et al., 2009; Fevre et al., 2009).  

 



 

54 
 

Self-labelling and OCM give very different results. Although the more subjective measure is 

susceptible to inflation through negative effect (Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996) or attribution 

errors (Einarsen, 1999), prevalence rates are consistently higher when using OCM. Less than 

half of those identified as victims when applying operational criteria label themselves as 

bullied, although nearly all self-labelled victims would be classified as such using 

behavioural inventories (Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 200l; Lutgen-Sandvik et al., 2007; Nielsen, 

et al., 2008). The poor overlap between the two measures poses the question of which is the 

more accurate and raises concerns over the predictive validity of the OCM (Notelaers, 

Einarsen, De Witte, & Vermunt, 2006). Notelaers et al. (2006) also question the construct 

validity due to the use of an arbitrarily set cut off point, reducing bullying to an ‘either/or’ 

phenomenon which disregards the potentially damaging consequences of low frequencies of 

exposure to negative behaviours. Some researchers consider the optimum measure of 

workplace bullying, therefore, combines subjective and operational criteria as both 

dimensions of bullying are valid and this approach maximises the advantages and minimises 

the weaknesses of each method, thereby increasing validity (Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2001; 

Salin, 2001; Nielsen et al., 2008). This methodology has been widely adopted in studies of 

workplace bullying for over a decade (for example, Vartia 1996; Hoel et al., 2001; Lewis & 

Gunn, 2007). More recently, some researchers have suggested Latent Class Cluster (LCC) 

analysis of data generated by the NAQ provides the most accurate measure of workplace 

bullying. They argue its predictive validity is greater, having a stronger relationship to self-

reported incidence rates of bullying (Nielsen et al., 2008), and its impact in the form of work-

related stress (Notelaers et al., 2006), than a simple application of operational criteria. They 

also consider LCC has better construct validity as it distinguishes between six (Notelaers et 

al., 2006) or seven (Einarsen et al., 2009) categories of bullying, according to the frequency 

of exposure. It therefore offers a more differentiated view of the target group, reflecting that 
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bullying may be a continuum rather than a bimodal construct (Rayner & Sheehan, 1999; 

Salin, 2001; Lutgen-Sandvik et al., 2007).  

 

Whichever method is used, the extent to which survey findings can be generalised is often 

limited. As the cost of conducting national surveys can be prohibitively high, few studies of 

workplace bullying are based upon samples which are representative of the national working 

population, but necessarily employ convenience sampling (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2008; Fevre 

et al., 2009). As employers tend to be unwilling to participate in research which may reveal 

they have a problem with bullying, research participants are frequently acquired from a 

limited number of organisations (for example, Hoel et al., 2001; Jennifer, Cowie, & 

Ananiadou, 2003; Niedhammer et al., 2007) or the members of professional associations or 

trade unions (for example, Salin 2001; O’Moore et al., 2003, 2007). Alternatively, 

researchers have recruited participants through groups representing self-identified targets of 

workplace bullying who have sought help or mutual support (for example, Zapf & Gross, 

2001; Matthiesen & Einarsen, 2004; Nielsen, Matthiesen, & Einarsen, 2008). Others have 

generated respondents through media advertising (for example, Zapf, 1999; Steensma & van 

Dijke, 2006) or even by offering extra credits to students who forwarded on-line survey links 

to working adults (Lutgen-Sandvik et al., 2007) or students themselves (for example, Rayner, 

1997).  

 

Such methods result in samples which may be small in scale and highly skewed. Nielsen and 

Einarsen (2008) found self-identified targets in convenience and representative samples 

differed in terms of their demographic characteristics and the intensity of their exposure to 

bullying behaviours. This suggests the external validity of convenience samples is low, 

limiting the transferability of the findings to other populations (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2008) 
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and potentially inflating incidence rates (Fevre et al., 2009). Nielsen et al.’s (2009) meta-

analysis demonstrated that non-random samples yielded an eight percent higher incidence of 

workplace bullying on average than random samples. Whilst unrepresentative samples have 

sometimes been used inappropriately to generalize findings or make comparisons of 

prevalence (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2008; Fevre et al., 2009), non-random sampling is not 

especially problematic where the research aim is not to study prevalence within the general 

population, but to shed light on the phenomenology of  bullying (Glaso et al., 2007) or, as in 

this thesis, to investigate tendencies (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2008) and associations between 

variables (Notelaers et al., 2006; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007) within specific populations.  

 

There are, however, other problems in making direct comparisons between studies, which 

have tended to yield widely differing prevalence rates. This may be partly due to cultural 

differences or the timing of studies (Nielsen et al., 2008). However, Nielsen et al.’s (2008) 

meta-analysis established that the wide variation was due mainly to the reporting period 

adopted, with studies using a timeframe of more than a year giving higher estimates than 

studies with a shorter timescale, and the methodology employed. A direct question as to 

whether respondents were bullied accompanied by a definition produced the lowest estimate 

of prevalence rates (11% overall). This was followed by OCM (15% overall). Asking a direct 

question about bullying without providing a definition resulted in the highest incidence rates 

of all (20%). The authors suggest these differences may be related to the accuracy of the 

methods used, or could simply be regarded as measuring different aspects of the bullying 

phenomenon. Self-labelling may provide a better measure of ‘victims’, that is, individuals 

who are exposed to persistent bullying behaviours and perceive themselves as being 

victimised by the process. Conversely, OCM may be a more reliable indicator of the number 

of ‘targets’, defined by the authors as individuals who experience similar persistent negative 
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behaviours to the victim group, but do not necessarily feel victimised. The latter group can 

signal the potential for bullying behaviour to occur and act as barometer for the wellbeing of 

an organisation (Jennnifer et al., 2003).   

 

3.2.1  Summary of ontological and methodological issues 

Different methodologies have been used to study workplace bullying, which reflect the 

different emphases placed upon the subjective element of workplace bullying or its physical 

manifestations. Each has their peculiar strengths and limitations. Qualitative data is 

impressionistic and subjective (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998) but has been invaluable in providing 

a fuller understanding of how the reality of bullying is constructed, the processes involved, 

and its impact upon targets. However, the findings do not enable us to measure incidence, 

seek out significant relationships between variables, or make probabilistic generalizations 

(Babbie, 2004; Silverman, 2005; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). Surveys have been used in 

workplace bullying research to measure pervasiveness (Blase & Blase, 2003), identify the 

behaviours involved and their consequences (Keashly, 1998) and antecedents (Hauge, 

Skogstad, & Einarsen, 2008). However, quantitative data misses the fulsome explanations 

(Babbie, 2004) and contextual dimension (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008) captured by qualitative 

methods. Comparing the findings from qualitative and quantitative data in their study of a 

single service provider, Lewis et al. (2008) concluded that a reliance on survey data alone 

would have indicated a relatively healthy organization, while interview data revealed a 

problem with negative behaviours not detected by the survey instrument, such as client 

aggression. As qualitative and quantitative data provide evidence of different aspects of 

workplace bullying, they are perhaps best viewed as complimentary. This study, therefore, 

adopts a mixed methods approach, which has previously been employed by other researchers 

of workplace bullying (for example, Archer, 1999; Zapf & Gross, 2001; Lewis et al., 2008). 
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The rationale for this approach is discussed in greater detail in chapter six devoted to research 

methods.  

 

3.3 Prevalence of workplace bullying 

Several studies of the prevalence of workplace bullying have been conducted in the UK and 

Ireland, using both self-labelling and behavioural inventory approaches. These are shown in 

Tables 3.1 and 3.2. The tables also give an indication of the source and size of the sample 

used; the definition, if any, provided; and the method of data collection. The studies give rise 

to very different incidence rates. As noted earlier, this is largely due to methodological 

differences. Prevalence rates tend to be lower when based on self-labelling, yielding rates of 

4% - 53%, compared to OCM, with rates of 38% - 84%, consistent with Nielsen et al.’s 

(2008) findings. There is still a wide variation within findings based on self-labelling, and 

within results based on OCM, because of the different sampling techniques, methods of data 

collection, and reporting periods employed. In general, however, lower incidence rates are 

indicated by studies which are based upon face-to-face interviews with nationally 

representative samples (four to eight percent based on self labelling and 51% using OCM) 

than by research based upon self-completed questionnaires of convenience samples (11-53% 

based on self labelling and 38-84% using OCM), despite sometimes longer reporting periods.  

 

Some anecdotal evidence suggests the incidence of workplace bullying may be increasing 

because of the economic recession (for example, Namie, 2009a). There is a considerable 

body of research which has established an association between bullying and stressful working 

conditions and restructuring (for example, Sheehan, 1999; McCarthy et al., 2003), both of 

which are likely to increase during difficult economic times (Suff, 2009). Indeed, many of the 

workplaces in this study, in the public administration; education; and third sectors, have been 
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subjected to the pressures of public spending cuts or a squeeze in their funding. However, in 

practice, it is difficult to gauge if bullying at work is growing because of the lack of a 

consistent methodology between studies. Some research reports carried out at periodic 

intervals in the UK, using the same, or broadly similar, research methods, provides some 

indication of trends in bullying prevalence over time. One such set of reports is the 

Workplace Employment Relations Surveys (WERS) which indicate the percentage of 

workplaces in which bullying-related grievances were raised increased from three percent in 

1998 to seven percent in 2004 (Kersley et al., 2006). It should be noted that these figures are 

based upon an imperfect measure of bullying incidence, which only reflects the reports of 

managers, whose interpretation of what constitutes bullying may not correspond to that of 

workers in general, or crossover with other categories of grievances such as ‘relations with 

supervisors/ line managers’. Furthermore, the figures only include formal complaints, which 

may understate the incidence of bullying within organisations where targets are too afraid or 

embarrassed to report their concerns officially. However, a similar trend was revealed in 

surveys conducted on the members of UNISON in 1997 and 2009. The percentage of 

respondents who felt bullied almost doubled in the intervening period, from 18% to 34.5%. 

However, the findings are not generalisable to the UK working population as a whole. In fact 

the representative sample used in the Fair Treatment at Work Surveys (FTWS) generated 

only a slight rise in bullying prevalence rates in recent years, from 4% in 2005 (Grainger & 

Fitzner, 2007) to 5% in 2008  (Fevre et al., 2009), and the increase was not statistically 

significant.  
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Table 3.1: The incidence of workplace bullying reported in UK and Irish studies 

 

Source Sample  

(method of selection) 

N Definition of bullying 

provided 

Method of data 

collection 

Incidence of bullying 

(timeframe) 

Incidence of 

observed bullying 

Rayner 

(1997) 

Part time students 

(general invite) 

1137 Provided with an 

illustration of a bullying 

scenario 

Self-completed 

questionnaire 

53% (ever) 77% 

UNISON 

(1997) 

Members of UNISON, a 

general workers trade 

union (general invite) 

761 Provided with the 

union’s definition, which 

does not exclude one-off 

incidents 

Self-completed 

questionnaire 

18%  (in past 6 months) 35% (excluding 

bullied respondents) 

Lewis 

(1999) 

Members of NATFHE, a 

trade union representing 

lecturers in further/higher 

education (random) 

415 No definition provided Self-completed 

questionnaire 

18% (ever) 22% 

Hoel 

(2002) 

Cross-section of UK 

employers in public, 

private and not-for-profit 

sectors (random) 

5288 Global definition based 

on Einarsen & Skogstad 

(1996) 

Self-completed 

questionnaire 

10.6% (in past 6 months)  

 

 

24.7% (in past 5 years) 

N/A 

 

 

47%  

Quine 

(2002) 

Junior doctors (randomly 

selected from BMA 

mailing list) 

594 Unknown definition 

provided  

Self-completed 

questionnaire 

37% (in past 12 months) 69%  

O’Moore , 

Lynch & 

Daeid 

(2003) 

 

Members from trade 

unions representing a 

cross-section of Irish 

private and public sector 

occupations (random) 

1057 Definition de-

emphasised, but 

allowed, one-off 

incidents 

Self-completed 

questionnaire 

23% (in past 12 months)  

 

N/A 

Tehrani 

(2004) 

UK care professionals 

(convenience) 

165 No definition provided Self-completed 

questionnaire 

40% (in past 2 years) 68%  
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Table 3.1: The incidence of workplace bullying reported in UK and Irish studies 
 

Source Sample  

(method of selection) 

N Definition of bullying 

provided 

Method of data 

collection 

Incidence of bullying 

(timeframe) 

Incidence of 

observed bullying 

O’Moore 

& Lynch 

(2007) 

Members from trade 

unions representing a 

cross-section of Irish 

private and public sector 

occupations (random) 

1057 Definition stipulated 

repetition of behaviours 

Self-completed 

questionnaire 

6% ‘often’ (in previous 

12 months) 

 

17% ‘once or twice’ (in 

previous 12 months) 

N/A 

Grainger 

& Fitzner 

(2007) 

Representative sample of 

the UK working 

population  

3936 Loose definition, which 

did not exclude one-off 

incidents 

Face-to-face 

interviews 

3.8% (in past 2 years) N/A 

O’Connell, 

Calvert & 

Watson 

(2007) 

Nationally representative 

sample of the Irish 

working population 

3579 Global definition which 

excluded one-off 

incidents 

Telephone 

interviews 

7.9%  (in the past 6 

months) 

N/A 

Fevre, 

Nichols, 

Prior & 

Rutherford 

(2009) 

Representative sample of 

the UK working 

population  

4010 Loose definition, which 

did not exclude one-off 

incidents 

Face-to-face 

interviews 

5% (in past 2 years) N/A 

UNISON 

(2009) 

Members of UNISON, a 

general workers trade 

union (general invite) 

2466 No definition provided Self-completed 

questionnaire 

(on-line) 

34.5% (in past 6 months) 38% (excluding 

bullied respondents) 
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Table 3.2: The frequency of negative behaviours reported in UK and Irish studies 

Source Sample  

(method of selection) 

N Instrument used Method of data 

collection 

Incidence of bullying 

(operational criteria) 

Incidence of 

observed bullying 

Quine 

(1999) 

NHS community in one 

NHS trust in SE England 

(sampled all) 

1100 Questionnaire, compiled 

from the literature 

Self-completed 

questionnaire 

38% (at least 1 negative 

act in past 12 months) 

42%  

Hoel, 

(2002) 

Cross-section of UK 

employers in public, 

private and not-for-profit 

sectors (random) 

5288 NAQ-R (Einarsen & 

Raknes, 1997) 

Self-completed 

questionnaire 

37.9% (at least 1 

negative act per week 

within the past 6 

months)  

N/A 

Quine 

(2002) 

Junior doctors (randomly 

selected from BMA 

mailing list) 

594 Questionnaire, compiled 

from the literature 

Self-completed 

questionnaire 

84% (at least 1 negative 

act in past 12 months) 

N/A 

Einarsen, 

Hoel & 

Notelaers 

(2009) 

As for Hoel, Cooper & 

Faragher (2001) 

5288 NAQ-R (Einarsen & 

Raknes, 1997). 

Analysed using LCC. 

Self-completed 

questionnaire 

71% (within the past 6 

months) split: 

 

25% ‘some work 

criticism’ 

15% ‘occasional 

negative encounters’; 

13% ‘occasional 

bullying’;  

10% ‘work related 

bullying’; 

5%  ‘severe bullying’  

3%  ‘physical 

intimidation’ 

N/A 
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There is insufficient empirical support for claims that bullying is increasing rapidly 

throughout British workplaces. Even if there has been a rise in the incidence within some 

populations, attributing this to the economic climate is problematic as other factors, such as 

societal changes, may be responsible. For example, more reported incidents of bullying may 

reflect a greater awareness of the issue or a growing intolerance of negative behaviour. The 

trends revealed in Rayner’s 1997 and 2009 studies for UNISON suggested the increase in 

reported bullying was due both to a greater exposure to negative behaviour and an increased 

tendency for employees to label their negative experiences as bullying. Whilst this finding is 

based on one highly selective sample, it demonstrates the complex nature of bullying. The 

reasons for any increase remain, at least for now, unclear. 

 

In the UK, research overwhelmingly suggests a line or senior manager or other superior are 

responsible for most bullying, being perceived as the perpetrator in 71% (Rayner, 1997), 84% 

(Rayner, 1999), 54% (Quine, 1999), 75% (Hoel et al., 2001), two thirds (Grainger & Fitzner, 

2007) and 79% (Rayner, 2009) of cases. Bullying by co-workers, though less prevalent, 

accounted for a substantial minority of perpetrators, being cited by 12% (Rayner, 1997), 16% 

(UNISON, 1997), 34% (Quine, 1999), 37% (Hoel et al., 2001), one third (Grainger & Fitzner, 

2007) and 19% (Rayner, 2009) of bullied respondents. Bullying by subordinates is much 

rarer, but was reported by three percent (Rayner, 1997), 12% (Quine, 1999), seven percent 

(Hoel et al., 2001), and ten percent (Rayner, 2009) of targets studied. The relatively low 

reported incidence may reflect its infrequency, or the failure of standard survey instruments 

to detect this form of bullying, which may involve different types of negative behaviour to 

that perpetrated by managers or co-workers. There may also be some under-reporting of 

bullying carried out by lower-ranking employees because of a failure to connect the negative 

attitude of those with less formal authority to bullying, or a sense of shame in feeling 
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threatened by subordinates. The issue of ‘upward bullying’ (Branch, Ramsay, & Barker, 

2007) is still an under-researched area, but Branch et al. (2007) found it may be associated 

with a poor working environment, the implementation of change, and managers’ lacking 

legitimate power. The inclusion in this thesis of workplaces in the public administration, 

education, and third sectors, all of which are characterised by pressurised working conditions 

and/or frequent change, will provide valuable additional data on the sources of bullying.  

 

Where respondents were offered the opportunity to indicate non-organisational members as 

perpetrators (for example, Lewis & Gunn, 2007), termed ‘client-initiated’ violence by 

Mayhew and Chappell (2007), this too was relatively uncommon. The low level of reporting 

may reflect the inadequacy of behavioural inventories to identify such forms of behaviour, or 

a tendency for employees to interpret the negative attitudes of customers, which may be 

viewed as bullying if metered out by one’s work colleagues, as ‘part of the job’ (Bishop & 

Hoel, 2008). Some researchers (for example, Hoel & Salin, 2003; Ortega et al., 2007) warn 

the growing emphasis on consumerism may create more opportunity for customers and 

service-users to bully employees, and workers who interface with the public may experience 

a heightened risk of aggression (Mayhew & Chappell, 2007). Lewis et al.’s (2008) study of a 

public service provider uncovered concerns over dealing with difficult clients and Jones, 

Robinson, Fevre, and Lewis (2011) found physical aggression was most prevalent in public-

facing organisations in health and social work, public administration and defence, and 

education. Some studies have highlighted the problem faced by teaching staff in schools 

(Duncan & Riley, 2005; de Wet, 2010) and universities (McKay et al., 2008; Lampman, 

Phelps, Bancroft, & Beneke, 2009; White, 2009) of harassment by their students, including 

verbal abuse, making unachievable demands via electronic communication, and sexual 

harassment. Such research reinforces reports by teaching unions, support groups, and the 
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media in the UK that teachers are increasingly subjected to pupil misbehaviour and false 

allegations of misconduct (Teacher Support Network, 2007; Asthana, 2009), which may be 

perceived as student bullying. Lampman et al. (2009) refers to this phenomenon as 

‘contrapower harassment’, to denote a situation where a person of seemingly less power 

harasses a person assumed to have greater authority. It may be that a shift in the balance of 

power has occurred, as the status of student has graduated towards one of ‘customer’ in 

recent years, as manifested by, for example, the requirement for college and university 

students and, in some instances, school pupils, to assess their lecturers and teachers. Students 

may have become emboldened by the influence they can potentially wield over the careers of 

their educators. Indeed, McKay et al. (2008) found teachers were wary of disciplining 

students for fear of receiving poor evaluations. The inclusion of the education sector, and 

other public-facing bodies in public administration and the third sector, in this thesis will add 

to the growing body of information on bullying by non-organisational members. 

 

Studies indicate that, in the UK, targets are not usually bullied in isolation. In Rayner’s 

(1997) sample of students with work experience, 81% were bullied as a group and Hoel 

(2002) found about one third (31%) of targets felt they were bullied alone, while over half 

(54%) believed they were bullied as a group, although this did not typically involve the entire 

workgroup, which was cited by just 15% of targets. These findings are not representative of 

the British working population, but taken together suggest that individual targets are not 

typical. Equally, instances of bullying which permeated entire workgroups were relatively 

uncommon, questioning assertions by researchers such as Liefooghe and Mackenzie Davey 

(2001) and Ironside and Siefert (2003) that oppressive work systems account for most of the 

bullying which occurs in British workplaces. The different pictures of the bullying experience 

may be explained by the different groups of respondents used in the research. Studies based 
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on the perceptions of self-identified targets give little prominence to depersonalised forms of 

bullying, while the views of employees in general gave rise to the notion of organisational 

bullying (Liefooghe & Mackenzie Davey, 2001). This raises the question of which is the 

most accurate picture of the bullying experience. This issue is discussed in greater detail in 

chapter eight, with the aid of this study’s findings in respect of the extent to which targets 

identified individuals or the organisation as perpetrating the bullying. 

 

Few studies include information on the effect of contractual arrangements upon reporting 

bullying, but Hoel’s (2002) findings suggested that, overall, staff employed on a permanent 

basis were slightly more likely to report bullying than temporary workers. Fevre et al (2011) 

also found permanent employees experienced more violence at work. These findings may be 

explained by the greater potential for permanent staff to be exposed to an accumulation of 

negative behaviours over long periods of time, or more opportunity to disrupt their long-term 

career plans. The civil service, however, bucked this trend with those on short-term contracts 

reporting the most bullying, although the differences were not statistically significant. 

Overall, full-time employees were statistically more likely to report bullying than those 

working part-time. This may be a reflection that full-time workers, having more invested in 

their careers, are more vulnerable to work-related bullying, or have less opportunity to escape 

the relentlessness of any negative behaviour directed towards them compared to those 

working fewer hours.   

 

In terms of economic sectors, the balance of international research points to a higher 

incidence of bullying in the public sector than in privately run enterprises (Zapf et al., 2011). 

This is mirrored in UK studies, including Fevre et al.’s (2011) nationally representative 

survey and Hoel’s (2002) survey of a cross-section of organisations, in which 12% of 
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respondents in the public sector reported bullying compared to 8% in privately run 

organisations. The FTWS found public sector workers were, in fact, twice as likely to 

experience bullying as their private sector counterparts (Grainger & Fitzner, 2007), and 57% 

more likely to be exposed to negative behaviour (Fevre et al., 2009). Within the public sector, 

certain areas are over-represented in terms of the prevalence of bullying, including education 

and public administration (Hoel, 2002; Grainger & Fitzner, 2007; Fevre et al., 2011). In 

Hoel’s (2002) study, 16% of respondents in teaching reported some exposure to negative 

behaviour, 7% in higher education, and 10% in the civil service. There is a lack of 

information on the incidence of bullying in the not-for-profit sector, but Hoel (2002) found it 

had one of the highest incidences of bullying, being indicated by 11% of respondents who 

worked in the field.  

 

Several explanations for the greater prevalence of bullying within the public sector have been 

forwarded. These include the predominance of large entities, in which perpetrators can go 

unnoticed, and compositional factors, with the public sector employing a higher proportion of 

female and disabled workers who, according to some research, report greater exposure to 

bullying behaviour (Grainger & Fitzner, 2007). Employment on both a short-term basis, 

which engenders insecurity, and tying employees into long-term positions, which restricts the 

possibilities for changing jobs, has also been blamed (Zapf et al., 2003). Alternatively, the 

reliance on personal relationships in the performance of many public sector jobs creates more 

opportunity for conflict, and career advancement is determined on the basis of subjective job 

appraisals which could be open to abuse (Zapf et al., 2003). But many (for example, Ironside 

& Siefert, 2003; Hoel & Beale, 2006; Strandmark & Hallberg, 2007 a, b) attribute public-

sector bullying to a poor psychosocial work environment, emanating from continuous 
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restructuring. The reasons for any significant association between bullying and economic 

sector are pursued in chapter nine, with the benefit of this study’s findings. 

 

3.3.1  Summary of Prevalence 

The research on workplace bullying has indicated a wide range of incidence rates, largely 

because of different methodologies. In spite of this diversity, the studies suggest a significant 

number of employees in the UK are exposed to negative behaviour and bullying. Trade 

unionists may be especially concerned as the research indicates bullying is predominantly 

carried out by managers towards their subordinates, implying there is an element of bullying 

related to an unequal employment relationship. Pluralists believe harnessing the collective 

power of workers can help to redress any power imbalance between employers and 

employees. This study tests if the involvement of unions in reported incidents of bullying can 

improve outcomes for targets.  

 

Overall, research suggests workers in the public; education; and not-for-profit sectors which 

are represented in this study are more likely to report negative behaviour and bullying than 

those employed by privately run organisations. This is despite a higher density of union 

membership in the public sector (Kersley et al., 2006), which may have been expected to 

grant employees more power in challenging managerial bullying. It may be that public sector 

workers are more inclined to unionise in response to relatively high levels of bullying and 

harassment. For example, Hoel and Beale (2006) point to public sector restructuring as a 

source of autocratic management practices, which may create a working environment in 

which bullying can thrive, or be interpreted as bullying in its own right. This study explores 

other factors which may be responsible for the apparently paradoxical situation for pluralists 

in which bullying is highest in the most unionised sector, by considering differences in the 
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support mechanisms available, the type of action taken by union officials, and the attitudes of 

co-workers and employers in response to reported incidents of bullying.  
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Chapter Four 

Review of the Literature on Workplace Bullying: Interventions 

 

4.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapter, it was established that bullying is a significant problem in British 

workplaces. There is, therefore, a need to develop effective interventions to curb bullying 

behaviour, which can devastate the lives of targets. In this chapter, the available research 

relating to the assistance provided to bullied employees is critically examined. Support may 

come from formal organisational sources, including managers, Human Resources (HR), and 

an increasing armoury of mechanisms which can broadly be described as Employee 

Assistance Programmes (EAPs). These may include occupational health services, mediation, 

staff counselling, Harassment Contact Officers (HCOs), and confidential help-lines. 

Alternatively, targets can voice concerns about bullying informally to co-workers, or to 

sources independent of the employing organisation, such as family and friends, General 

Practitioners (GPs), and trade union officials.  

 

Chapter four begins with a consideration of the available research in respect of the various 

support systems utilised by targets. The chapter goes on to assess the literature on how 

organisations respond to employees who report bullying, which provides the backdrop to 

interventions by third parties, paying particular attention to the relatively new solutions 

offered by EAPs. This is followed by a review of the available information in respect of the 

support provided by non-organisational sources, including colleagues and trade unions. 
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4.2 Sources of support utilised by targets 

Within the workplace bullying literature, targets’ response to workplace bullying has 

typically been located along a passive/ active continuum (for example, Niedl, 1996; Zapf & 

Gross, 2001; Olafsson & Johannsdottir, 2004). Passive responses focus on self-coping, and 

typically involve the adoption of ‘avoidance’ tactics, such as doing nothing, avoiding the 

bully, absenteeism, job exit, denying the behaviours, or taking solace in spiritual guidance 

(Zapf & Gross, 2001; Olafsson & Johannsdottir, 2004; Shannon et al., 2007). Many can be 

considered as destructive from the target’s point of view. Conversely, active responses tend 

to be more constructive as targets seek external solutions to their problems through exercising 

‘voice’. Research evidence is fragmentary, but, overall, suggests targets of bullying typically 

respond with passivity. In most UK and Ireland studies a minority confronted the perpetrator 

(O’Moore et al., 1998; Hoel, 2002; Rayner, 2009) or reported the matter formally (UNISON, 

1997; Hoel, 2002; O’Connell et al., 2007; Rayner, 2009).  

 

The preference for avoidance is probably unsurprising given coping strategies have only a 

marginal effect upon outcomes (Bentley et al., 2011; O’Driscoll et al., 2011), and the 

considerable body of evidence which indicates reporting bullying generally fails to end the 

abuse and may actually escalate the problem and worsen the outcomes (for example, Zapf & 

Gross, 2001; D’Cruz & Noronha, 2009b). Any difference in the extent to which individuals 

adopt passive or active coping strategies may be related to the stage of the bullying process. 

Several studies, employing different methodologies on different populations, found most 

targets of bullying used active coping mechanisms (voice and loyalty) initially, but turned to 

more destructive forms (exit and neglect) as they proved unsuccessful (Niedl, 1996; Hogh & 

Dofradottir, 2001; Zapf & Gross, 2001; Olafsson & Johannsdottir, 2004). Constructive 

coping strategies appear to become exhausted as the abuse progresses and targets suffer the 
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effects of long-term mistreatment (Hogh & Dofradottir, 2001; Zapf & Gross, 2001; Poilpot-

Rocaboy, 2006). The emphasis on passive action, while understandable, is unlikely to bring 

about change (Morrison & Miliken, 2000) or fulfil an individual’s need for control (Lee & 

Brotheridge, 2006), potentially increasing psychological and physical harm (Dijkstra, De 

Dreu, Evers, & van Dierendonck, 2009).  

 

Where targets do decide to exercise voice, few studies have focussed specifically on their 

utilisation of formal support services. However, research conducted in the US by Shannon et 

al. (2007) on a nationally representative sample indicated targets of chronic general 

harassment favoured passive, self-focussed support, such as that offered by the clergy or 

mental health professionals and were less likely to approach services provided by the 

workplace than victims of sexual harassment. Whether the tendency for bullied employees to 

reject organisational support holds true in the UK context is still in need of research. Only a 

few British studies have included information on which specific sources of assistance bullied 

individuals turned to. Quine (1999) found a low uptake (six percent of targets) of EAPs 

amongst the employees of a National Health Service trust. While this research pre-dates an 

expansion of such programmes and was conducted on one selective sample, other studies 

indicated targets generally favoured non-organisational support. In the 2009 UNISON survey, 

45% and 16% of respondents approached personnel and occupational respectively (Rayner, 

2009). These figures represented an increase on the 1997 UNISON survey, in which 24% and 

five percent consulted personnel and occupational health respectively (Rayner et al., 2002). 

However, the percentage of members who contacted their union had also risen from 26% in 

1997 to 37% in 2009, and more respondents spoke to colleagues (84%) than formal support 

mechanisms (Rayner, 2009). 
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These figures may not be typical of employees in general, but an overall preference for non-

organisational support was also apparent in Hoel’s (2002) large-scale, cross-sectional study 

of UK organisations, which found talking to colleagues (reported by 63% of targets), family 

and friends (52%), a trade union/professional association (24%), or GP (16%) was more 

common than accessing the formal intervention mechanisms provided by employers, such as 

personnel (13%) and occupational health/welfare (four percent). Lewis (2004) and White 

(2009) also found individuals tended to voice their concerns about workplace bullying to 

colleagues in preference to legitimised authorities in their respective qualitative studies of 

further and higher education.  

 

On balance, the evidence to date suggests a tendency for targets of workplace bullying to put 

their faith in non-organisational support systems. This raises the issue of why targets reject 

the formal assistance provided by employers. There is a lack of research dedicated to 

answering this question, but relevant information is contained in some studies of workplace 

bullying. Tehrani (2004), researching bullying amongst a group of Irish care workers, found 

they rejected organisational support mainly because management were seen as the source of 

the bullying (indicated by 84% of bullied respondents) and a belief that reporting bullying 

would either make matters worse (47%) or would make no difference (16%). According to 

Rayner’s (2009) survey for UNISON, just 37% of members who responded were confident 

the employer would take bullying seriously while 57% considered bullying between people 

had become an accepted norm. Other research also cited the anticipated inaction of 

organisational authorities (Rayner, 1999; Keashly, 2001) and the acceptance of negative 

behaviour in their place of work (Archer, 1999; Keashly & Neuman, 2004) as reasons for 

failing to seek organisational support. Some targets feared reporting the matter would make 

them appear inadequate (McKay et al., 2008; Lampman et al., 2009) or attract retaliation 
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(Keashly; 1998; Blase & Blase, 2003; McKay et al., 2008). Such fears have been given some 

credence in research which found employees were penalised after filing grievances despite 

previously out-performing their colleagues (Lewin & Peterson, 1999), or complaining 

specifically about mistreatment (Cortina & Magley, 2003), workplace violence (McCarthy et 

al., 2003), or bullying (Namie, 2009b). Seeking support was considered particularly risky 

where employment was insecure (Lampman et al. 2009), opportunities to change jobs were 

limited (Blase & Blase, 2003), or where the perpetrator was senior in hierarchical status 

(McCarthy et al., 2003) or social power (Cortina & Magley, 2003). Other researchers point to 

inadequate complaints procedures (McCarthy et al., 2003; McKay et al., 2008) and a lack of 

legal reinforcement (Shannon et al., 2007) as factors in targets’ reluctance to access 

organisational support. In respect of dispute resolution, Fox and Stallworth (2004) postulated 

that targets also shunned their use because they were perceived as costly, biased, and required 

them to relinquish control.  

 

A number of studies, which individually are based on unrepresentative samples, but when 

taken together encompass a range of cultural contexts and research methodologies, presented 

a relatively consistent picture that where bullied employees chose to exercise voice, it was 

mainly through informal and non-organisational mechanisms, including family and friends, 

health professionals, co-workers, and trade unions. Most of the available evidence suggests 

the support provided by employers was generally rejected because it was regarded as un-user 

friendly, biased, ineffectual, and risked retaliation. This implies organisational sources of 

support are not providing an adequate voice for bullied employees. A significant limitation of 

these studies is that the findings are largely based upon targets’ perceptions of the services 

provided by employers, which may not be shared with the providers themselves. It remains 

the case, however, that the views of the intended beneficiaries of bullying interventions are 



 

75 
 

crucial to their usage. Furthermore, targets’ general negative attitude towards organisational 

support is corroborated somewhat by recent studies which capture the perspective of HR and 

other service providers (for example, Ferris, 2004; Bloisi & Hoel, 2010; Harrington & 

Rayner, 2010), examined in greater detail later in this chapter.  

 

Research into targets’ utilisation of support systems is still a neglected area and dedicated 

research is needed on the uptake of the various support mechanisms provided by employers 

in the UK, including the growing array of EAPs. Employers have set much store by these 

programmes, but as yet it is unclear as to whether workers have embraced them, or if not, 

why not, and whether they significantly alter bullying outcomes. By measuring the extent to 

which targets access various sources of assistance, and capturing the reasons for any 

rejection, this thesis addresses the question of whether bullied individuals believe the support 

systems created by employers are sufficiently independent of any organisational interests to 

truly represent their voice, or whether non-organisational sources of support, such as, trade 

unions, are preferred. This study places the usage of support mechanisms within the wider 

context of employee voice, shedding light on whether any failure to represent employees’ 

interests is related to workplace bullying in particular, which may be addressed by improving 

intervention strategies, or part of a wider distrust of management-initiated voice systems and, 

therefore, may be considered a broader-based industrial relations issue. 

 

4.2.1  Organisational response to workplace bullying 

Having critically reviewed the literature in respect of the target’s response to bullying, and 

found some evidence of a general reluctance to utilise the systems put in place by employers, 

consideration is now given to the action taken by organisations when they are approached. 

There is some suggestion that how an employer responds affects how targets perceive 



 

76 
 

abusive behaviour (Keashly, 2001), and some evidence from the field of stress management 

that social support can directly reduce workplace stressors and the resultant job 

dissatisfaction, impaired performance, and psychological strains (Beehr, 1985; Cohen & 

Wills, 1985; Chen, Eisenberger, Johnson, Sucharski, & Aselage, 2009). There is also some 

indication of a ‘buffering effect’, whereby strong social support systems act as a moderator 

between the source of stress and health impairment (Beehr, 1985; Cohen & Wills, 1985), 

although whether the greatest effect comes from co-workers or supervisors varies according 

to the occupational group (Henderson & Argyle, 1985). There are some arguments that 

‘reverse buffering’ can take place, where organisational support exacerbates, rather than 

helps, the situation if the source of the stressor and the source of the support are the same 

(Beehr, 1985). Overall, job-related stresses and strains appear to be primarily affected by 

social support at work, while health outcomes are more dependent on other sources such as 

family & friends (Henderson & Argyle, 1985). However, the evidence is mixed, and the 

likelihood is that both the source and type of support are significant factors (Beehr, 1985). 

Furthermore, these studies do not focus upon workplace bullying as a source of stress.  

 

Despite suggestions that social support can mitigate workplace stressors like bullying, very 

few researchers have explored the efficacy of specific organisational interventions. The level 

of psychosocial support, that is, support for the psychological wellbeing of workers (Bond, 

Tuckey, & Dollard, 2010), has mainly been investigated as part of wider studies into the 

antecedents of workplace bullying. For example, tyrannical and laissez-faire leadership 

(Hauge et al., 2007; Bentley et al., 2009, 2011); poor management style (Agervold & 

Mikkelsen, 2004; Agervold, 2009); a lack of supportive supervisors or colleagues (Zapf et al., 

1996; Mageroy, 2009; Tuckey, Dollard, Hosking, & Winefield, 2009; O’Driscoll et al., 

2010); and the existence of cliques and interpersonal friction (Agervold & Mikkelsen, 2004; 
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Hauge et al., 2007; Agervold, 2009) have all been associated with an increased incidence of 

negative behaviour and bullying. Studies of the effects of social support upon the outcomes 

for bullied individuals are far rarer, but Agervold and Mikkelsen (2004) and Niedhammer, 

Chastang and David (2007) found a good general atmosphere of psychosocial support 

reduced adverse consequences. More specifically, Bilgel et al. (2006) discovered significant 

associations between a poor supportive working environment and increased levels of anxiety, 

depression, and job dissatisfaction amongst certain Turkish government workers. O’Driscoll 

et al.’s (2010; 2011) study of a cross-section of New Zealand organisations suggested 

perceived organisational support (POS), defined as the perception that one is valued and 

treated well by one’s employer (Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchinson, & Sowa, 1986), as 

well as supervisor, and, to a lesser extent, collegiate support, significantly lowered 

psychological strain and increased subjective wellbeing, affective commitment and job 

performance.  

 

These cross-sectional studies did not allow the direction of the causal link to be ascertained 

with certainty. It may be that social support protected targets from some of the negative 

impact of workplace bullying. Alternatively, anxious, disaffected workers may not attract 

support. For example, they may become stigmatised by the bullying process (Leymann, 1996; 

Einarsen; 2000). Variance analysis allowed Quine (1999) to establish that support acted as a 

buffer in the relationship between bullying and depression, job dissatisfaction, and intention 

to leave in her study of workers in a NHS trust. More recently, research by Hansen et al. 

(2006), using multivariate techniques to analyse data obtained from employees in a range of 

Swedish organisations, determined that supervisor support mediated the effects of bullying 

upon the negative health outcomes of witnesses to bullying, but the support of supervisors 

and co-workers only partially mediated the relationship in respect of targets, for whom 
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negative affectivity was also a factor. However, as the authors noted, negative affectivity may 

be the result of the bullying experience, as well as a pre-existing disposition. In a similar 

vein, POS, which is comprised of organisational rewards and fairness as well as supervisor 

support (Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchinson, & Sowa, 1986), acted as a moderator between 

certain forms of work-related bullying and targets’ intention to leave in research by 

Djurkovic, McCormack and Casimir et al. (2008) based on a sample of Australian teachers.  

 

These survey-based findings were reinforced by some qualitative studies in which a failure to 

provide organisational support to tackle bullying diminished targets’ ability to cope and 

interfered with efforts to rehabilitate them, leaving them with no option but to leave their 

employment (D’Cruz & Noronha, 2010; O’Donnell et al., 2010). There is, therefore, some 

evidence from studies located in different cultural settings, and employing different research 

methods, that social support in the workplace may mitigate some of the harmful effects of 

bullying. Before considering what form that social support may take, some suggested 

typologies of organisational responses are discussed in the following paragraphs. 

 

Within the various proposed typologies of organisational response to bullying (see, for 

example, Keashly, 2001; Ferris, 2004; 2009; Rayner & McKivor, 2007; Salin, 2009), a broad 

distinction can be seen between solutions which are sought from the perceived target, such as 

avoiding the problem or offering counselling. By contrast, solutions which focus on the 

perpetrator place the onus on those alleged to be displaying bullying behaviours. Examples of 

such responses include retraining or disciplining perpetrators. This broad framework is used 

to analyse the results of this study in respect of the way in which bullying incidents are 

resolved. 
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4.2.2  Organisational support mechanisms  

A common theme in the literature is the failure of managers and HR officials to respond 

adequately to complaints of workplace bullying. For example, targets in D’Cruz and 

Noronha’s (2009) qualitative study of bullying in the Indian call centre sector reported 

prevarication, disbelief, and abandonment on the part of HR and senior managers. A survey 

by O’Driscoll at al. (2010) found a lack of effective reporting strategies for bullied employees 

in a variety of New Zealand organisations.  

 

In a rare quantitative study of specific organisational responses to bullying, Salin (2009) 

found HR primarily employed ‘reconciliatory’ measures, chiefly having discussions with the 

parties involved (reported by 79% of HR officials) or occupational health (73%). ‘Transfer’ 

measures were also relatively common, involving moving either the target (22%) or the 

perpetrator (24%) to another part of the organisation. There were also instances of 

‘avoidance’ (12%), where managers took no action. ‘Punitive’ measures, where perpetrators 

are held accountable, were used to a much lesser extent (four percent). These findings relate 

to municipalities in Finland, where anti-bullying legislation is in place and peer-to-peer 

bullying is most common, and may not, therefore, be transferable to situations like those in 

the UK, with no legal deterrents and where perpetrators tend to be one’s superiors. 

Furthermore, as respondents were all heads of HR, the results may contain some response 

bias. Those who are most proud of their policies and procedures may be more likely to 

complete a survey about them, and their interpretation of events may not correspond with that 

of lower grade HR officials or targets. Salin’s (2009) exploratory study of HR responses to 

reports of bullying provides some useful, initial data on the prevalence of anti-bullying 

measures within Finish organisations. However, it does not tell us about their implementation 

in practice, the effect upon employees, or how organisations in the UK address bullying. 
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A research report by Rayner and McKivor (2007) on the UK’s Dignity at Work (DAW) 

project, using data from key informants including HR officials, found a tendency to avoid the 

problem of bullying. They reported that HR personnel were often unwilling to get involved in 

what they considered to be a line management issue unless a formal complaint was lodged, 

negating the possibility of intervening in conflicts before they escalated into full-blown cases 

of bullying. When formalised, complaints could be screened and treated as individual cases, 

rather than part of an overall picture which may have alerted a widespread problem. This was 

especially the case where the alleged perpetrator was of management grade, lending some 

support to the beliefs of those who consider ‘top-down’ bullying to be condoned by the 

organisational hierarchy. This impression was further reinforced by data obtained from HR 

personnel in Bloisi and Hoel’s (2010) qualitative study of commercial kitchens. They found 

HR favoured a non-interventionist approach, largely because they accepted bullying 

behaviour as the norm in that environment or the perpetrator was considered indispensable. 

Similarly, Harrington and Rayner (2010) uncovered a tendency for HR to apply different 

interpretations of bullying according to whether the source of the bullying was a peer or a 

superior, supporting suggestions that bullying was more likely to be tolerated when 

perpetrated by managers. From a practitioner’s perspective, Ferris (2009) considered that HR 

involvement usually resulted in a deteriorating situation. These accounts of support providers 

add some credence to targets’ perceptions of employers’ unwillingness to intervene 

effectively and impartially in alleged incidents of bullying.  

 

The balance of evidence, from a variety sources, indicates organisational interventions are 

largely inadequate and may be best summed up as avoidance. This is despite an increasing 

emphasis on the provision of anti-bullying policies and programmes (ACAS, 2009a; CIPD, 

2011). While there is some evidence that the existence of written policies and organisational 



 

81 
 

support systems facilitate positive outcomes in respect of issues of equality (Fevre et al., 

2009; Lopez et al., 2009), there is a lack of research into the effect of anti-bullying measures 

upon how bullying incidents are dealt with. Two exceptions are Salin’s (2008) study of anti-

bullying practices in Finnish municipalities, which found no significant association between 

the presence of policies and the type of organisational response to bullying, and ethnographic 

research by Lopez, Hodson, and Roscigno (2009) conducted in America, which indicated 

grievance procedures did not suppress general harassment. Indeed Bentley et al. (2009) and 

O’Driscoll (2011) found that, while workers perceived developing a workplace bullying 

policy with clear procedures for handling complaints was amongst the most effective anti-

bullying measures, they were rated as ‘somewhat’ effective at best and perceived 

effectiveness appeared to be dented by the bullying experience. This may reflect targets’ 

predisposition for negative affectivity, or that anti-bullying policies and procedures failed to 

deliver benefits for perceived targets when they were put to the test.  

 

Any failure of anti-bullying policies may be attributable to shortcomings in their design. For 

example, Salin (2009) noted policies often placed an initial responsibility on targets to 

approach their harasser; delegated responsibility for implementation to line managers who 

may also be the perceived perpetrator; and offered only vague guidance on the investigation 

of bullying allegations. Fevre et al. (2011) found managerial responsibility often ended with 

notifying employees of the existence of anti-bullying policies, without any reinforcement 

through training. Furthermore, laying down formal procedures often obstructed early, 

informal solutions before problems had escalated. Liefooghe and Mackenzie Davey (2010) 

argue that organisational policies to address bullying serve employees poorly by 

oversimplifying the distinction between bullying and non-bullying behaviour and enshrining 

management’s right to decide where the boundaries lay. Indeed, impressive-looking policies 
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are likely to be irrelevant if they do not reflect employee input or particular situations in 

individual workplaces (Richards & Daley, 2003); incorporate unfair grievance procedures 

which damage, rather than support, complainants (Dekker & Barling, 1998; Richards & 

Daley, 2003) and fail to sanction perpetrators adequately (O’Moore et al., 1998; Hoel et al., 

1999); and are not visibly implemented and monitored (Hoel et al., 1999; Richards & Daley, 

2003; Ferris, 2009) or are seen as subsidiary to the main goals of the organisation (Fevre et 

al., 2011). The effectiveness of policies may be increased by addressing any design flaws 

(Rayner & Lewis, (2011) and attaching importance to the fulfilment of anti-bullying 

requirements in management performance reviews (Fevre et al., 2011). However, as these 

authors acknowledge, ultimately successful policies require the employer’s will to enforce 

them.  

 

Alongside the growth of anti-bullying policies has been the introduction of EAPs, defined by 

the Employee Assistance Professionals Association (EAPA) as ‘strategic interventions 

designed to produce organisational benefit (a quantifiable outcome measurement) through a 

systems-led approach and human asset management’ (EAPA, 2011). EAPs were originally 

developed in the US to provide employees with alcohol counselling, but have broadened out 

to address other personal problems and work issues including work demands; working 

relationships; stress; bullying and harassment, and embrace other forms of assistance such as 

mediation. EAPs have proliferated in recent years in countries like the UK, where 

approximately 10% of the workforce were covered by such programmes by 2005 (Allen, 

2011). Something of an industry has sprung up around EAPs, with an estimated annual 

expenditure of £50 million in 2008 (EAPA, 2011). The growth in the provision of EAPs 

mirrors a greater awareness of the organisational consequences of workplace stress and a 

general trend for outsourcing HR functions. More cynically, the enthusiasm for EAPs in the 
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UK has coincided with a series of court decisions, most notably Sutherland v Hatton (2002), 

which inferred offering counselling services discharged employers of their duty of care in 

respect of employee wellbeing. Perceptions that the mere provision of EAPs fulfils 

employers’ responsibility to protect employees from stress persist in spite of a more recent 

ruling in Intel Corporation (UK) Ltd. v Daw (2007) that providing occupational health 

services did not establish a duty of care towards an employee whose workload led to a 

nervous breakdown (Allen, 2011).  

 

Much faith has been put in EAPs to address workplace conflict by the UK government. 

Mediation was given a high profile in Gibbons’ (2007) review of the statutory requirements 

for dispute resolution, and its use has been recommended by the Arbitration, Reconciliation, 

and Advisory Service (ACAS) (Podro & Suff, 2005). Yet, support providers are not regulated 

and there is a lack of robust, independent research to support claims that EAPs deliver 

benefits for employees or organisations (Arthur, 2000; Allen, 2011). Indeed, some 

researchers believe mediation may fail, or even cause further harm, because of its 

inappropriate application in cases of bullying, where there is necessarily a power imbalance 

and unequal negotiating capabilities between the parties (Zapf & Gross, 2001; Ferris, 2004, 

2009; Keashly & Nowell, 2011) and because of the stage of the conflict escalation process in 

which bullying resides. According to models of conflict escalation, reconciliatory measures 

may be successful in the early stages of an interpersonal conflict, but completely unsuitable 

once it has escalated into bullying and high emotions are involved (Keashly & Nowell, 2011) 

and the target may have become stigmatized (Salin, 2009) or traumatised (Ferris, 2004). 

Conflict management theory suggests, at this point, legal and managerial interventions are 

most relevant (Zapf & Gross, 2001).  
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Counselling is another form of employee assistance which may be offered to targets, which 

may be used to reframe negative experiences as bullying (Lewis et al., 2002; Ferris, 2004), 

externalize the blame (Lee & Brotheridge, 2006), rebuild shattered assumptions, or facilitate 

practical solutions such as career change (Lewis et al., 2002). However, concerns have been 

raised regarding the use of counselling, which tends to focus on the effects, rather than the 

causes, of stress, often resulting in superficial, temporary solutions (Arthur, 2000). Indeed, it 

may be considered inappropriate to offer therapeutic solutions as intervention mechanisms as 

they are largely directed at helping targets to deal with the aftermath of bullying and may be 

more relevant for ‘rehabilitation’. Offering counselling before investigating the details of 

complaints of bullying effectively ‘skips’ the ‘intervention’ stage in the organisational 

response to bullying (Figure 1.1), and could be misused by employers wishing to avoid 

tackling bullying within their organisations. Furthermore, as some (for example, Arthur, 

2000; Vickers, 2006) point out, referring targets to therapy automatically risks implying the 

problem, and responsibility for a solution, lies with them.  

 

As mediation and counselling do not attribute blame, the target’s need for acknowledgement 

or justice may not be fulfilled (Keashly & Nowell, 2011) and perpetrators may not be 

deterred from engaging in further bullying behaviour (Salin, 2009). The lack of transparency 

also makes it more difficult to detect patterns of behaviour and easier to conceal routine 

bullying (Keashly & Nowell, 2011). Ultimately, as several researchers note (for example, 

Vartia & Leka, 2011; Heames & Harvey, 2006; Saam, 2009), measures which focus on the 

individual target, as opposed to ‘company-orientated’ interventions (Resch & Schubinski, 

1996), fail to address any underlying environmental problems which facilitate bullying. Other 

barriers to mediation and counselling providing satisfactory solutions have been identified as 

an inability to enforce outcomes (Vickers, 2006), a lack of follow-up (Keashly & Nowell, 
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2011), or inadequate skills or understanding of bullying on the part of service providers 

(Lewis et al., 2002; Ferris, 2004; 2009; Tehrani, 2011). EAPs may even increase the pressure 

on both perceived targets and alleged perpetrators. Whilst counselling and mediation often 

requires the voluntary participation of both parties, in practice targets may feel pressurised to 

take part so as not to reinforce impressions of being ‘difficult’, which may emerge during a 

stigmatisation process‘ (Leymann, 1996), and to demonstrate they have exhausted all 

reasonable efforts to resolve the situation in order to meet Employment Tribunal 

requirements (ACAS, 2009b). Equally, alleged perpetrators may feel obliged to take part in 

mediation to demonstrate their reasonableness.  

 

Offers of mediation and counselling may be well-intentioned efforts by employers to resolve 

bullying incidents. Alternatively, they could represent more cynical attempts to create the 

appearance of addressing bullying, whilst seeking solutions from targets and avoiding or 

delaying more definitive action. Whatever the motivation, EAPs may be blunt instruments to 

tackle a complex issue like bullying. There is a lack of empirical evidence, but research 

conducted in America by Fox and Stallworth (2004) into minority ethnic workers’ attitudes to 

internal conflict management and alternative dispute resolution processes, including 

counselling and mediation, found only ‘low to moderate’ approval ratings. The level of trust 

was further diminished amongst those who experienced supervisor bullying (Fox & 

Stallworth, 2005). In the UK, whilst bodies like ACAS report generally high levels of 

customer satisfaction (Johnson, 2008), other research (Williams, 2008) has indicated some 

ACAS services may not be amenable to addressing complex issues like workplace bullying.  

 

HCOs are a relatively new intervention mechanism introduced by organisations to combat 

workplace bullying. They have received little coverage in the workplace bullying literature, 
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although Rayner and McKivor’s (2007) report for the DAW partnership raised a number of 

concerns. These included confusion over the role of HCOs, which often fell short of targets’ 

expectations; less than rigorous recruitment procedures; inadequate training and support; and 

prioritising the confidentiality of alleged perpetrators over reporting bullying incidents, 

negating the possibility of early intervention. These issues, along with the usage of other 

forms of employee assistance, are discussed in more detail in chapters nine and ten, with the 

aid of the findings from this study.  

 

An important question for this thesis, which has implications for developing effective 

bullying interventions, is whether anti-bullying policies and EAPs fail targets because support 

providers do not share their perceptions; or because of ‘theory failure’ (Kristensen, 2005), 

that is, flawed design and implementation; or because of a lack will on the part of employers 

to tackle bullying. At best anti-bullying policies and programmes may be quick, cheap fixes 

(Fevre et al., 2011) which fail to provide managers with adequate guidance, or equip them 

with the necessary skills, to address a complex issue like bullying. At worst they may serve as 

‘window dressing’, providing a veneer of concern for employee welfare, whilst actually being 

implemented to protect organisations from, for example, unfavourable public relations and 

expensive legal claims (Vickers, 2006; Lopez, Hodson & Roscigno, 2009). Indeed, bodies 

like EAPA emphasise the organisational benefits of EAPs over employee welfare. For 

Vickers (2006), workplace policies and programmes which profess to protect employees from 

bullying may, paradoxically, exacerbate the suffering of targets, who still risk alienation, 

ostracism, career disruption, loss of employment, and health impairment when making 

complaints. The detriment may be compounded by feelings of betrayal when raised 

expectations of protection are not met (Ferris, 2004; D’Cruz & Noronha, 2009b) and the 

vulnerability of the target’s position is not taken into account (Ferris, 2004).  
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As Beale and Hoel (2011) note, the success of organisational anti-bullying strategies is based 

upon the premise that employers have the ability to eradicate bullying and it is within their 

interests to do so. However, there may be tacit managerial approval for bullying, whether out 

of fear of victimisation by the senior hierarchy (Beale & Hoel, 2011), cultural norms (Archer, 

1999; Bloisi & Hoel, 2008), an attempt to secure personal advantage (Salin, 2003; Ferris et 

al., 2007), a desire to show solidarity with the apparent perpetrator, who typically holds a 

management position (Zapf, 1999; Beale & Hoel, 2011), or as a means of controlling the 

workforce (Liefooghe & Mackenzie Davey, 2001; Ironside & Siefert, 2003; Beale & Hoel, 

2011). Some managers may simply not accept the business case for tackling bullying, 

perceiving a conflict of interest between achieving corporate goals and exercising a duty of 

care towards employees (Resch & Schubinski, 1996; Rayner et al., 2002). In contemporary 

enterprises and public bodies, where the focus tends to be on achieving short-term profits or 

cost reductions, time may not be invested in resolving conflicts which will bring about better 

performance in the long-run, when bullying employees into meeting ambitious targets 

appears to deliver quick results. While some individual managers and EAP providers may be 

committed to challenging bullying, there may be a tendency for anti-bullying policies and 

programmes to serve employers, who may feel shielded from expensive legal claims and bad 

publicity, and providers, who benefit from what has now become a lucrative market, better 

than bullied employees.  

 

Where organisational tolerance of bullying occurs, in contravention of its stated policies, 

targets can be viewed as victimised for a second time (Vickers, 2006; D’Cruz & Noronha, 

2009b) and, as some researchers have argued, constitutes ‘systematic abuse’ (Wright & 

Smye, 1997) or ‘institutionalised bullying’ (Liefooghe, 2004; McKay et al., 2008) in its own 

right. The current trends for devolving responsibilities from HR to line mangers and the 
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transformation of the role of HR from one of staff welfare to one of sophisticated Human 

Resource Management (HRM), with an emphasis on delivering organisational goals (Storey, 

1992), may have enabled a situation where workplace bullying can go unchallenged. This is 

partly due to losing the expertise of HR personnel and the greater remoteness of HR 

departments, as exemplified by Rayner and McKivor’s (2007) finding that tolerance of 

bullying was greatest where HR was located off-site. In addition, HRM, despite being rooted 

in a unitarist belief in the shared interests of employers and employees, puts the emphasis on 

achieving organisational goals and may be less about representing employees and more about 

sanctioning management decisions (Lewis & Rayner, 2003; Rayner & McKivor, 2007; 

D’Cruz & Noronha, 2009b).  

 

Whilst there is some evidence of an association between sophisticated HRM techniques and 

the adoption of anti-bullying measures (Salin, 2008), there is also evidence of a gap between 

the rhetoric of wellbeing and the experience of employees in practice, as reported by both 

targets (for example, D’Cruz & Noronha, 2009b; O’Donnell et al., 2010) and HR officials 

(for example, Bloisi & Hoel, 2010; Harrington & Rayner, 2010). Rather than replacing 

unions in providing an effective voice for workers in issues of fairness and welfare, HRM 

may actually foster a working environment in which bullying can flourish; grievance 

procedures are suppressed; and managerially-derived resolutions which favour the alleged, 

often senior, perpetrator go unchallenged (Lewis & Rayner, 2003).  

 

Identifying the reasons behind policy and programme failures is an important research area 

because it has implications for the development of more effective bullying interventions. 

Managerial confusion over the issue of bullying may be amenable to training and poorly 

designed bullying intervention programmes may be better tailored to targets’ needs. By 



 

89 
 

contrast, allowing bullying to occur, whether out of convenience, partisanship, or a belief it 

will improve the bottom line, suggests there is an element of bullying which is related to a 

power imbalance in the employment relationship, as some (for example, Liefooghe & 

Mackenzie Davey, 2001; Ironside & Siefert, 2003; Hoel & Beale, 2006) have suggested. As 

such, workplace bullied may be considered, at least on some level, as an employment 

relations issue. As Beale and Hoel (2011) observed it does not follow that dignity at work 

initiatives are fruitless, but that capitalism places significant limits on their efficacy. 

 

It should be noted that the evidence for organisational inaction arises largely, though not 

exclusively, out of target accounts, and many of the opinions regarding the ineffectiveness of 

EAPs, whilst plausible, are based upon conflict management theory and practitioner accounts. 

Empirical evidence is lacking, not least because organisational representatives who feel they 

have dealt insufficiently with bullying may be reluctant to divulge their reasons. A few 

success, or partial success, stories have been cited in the literature on workplace bullying. For 

example anti-bullying (Keashly & Neuman, 2004) and anti-incivility (Leiter, Spence-

Laschinger, Day, & Oore, 2011) programmes based on action research were found to have 

positive effects on behaviour. Hoel and Giga (2006) and Mikkelsen et al. (2011) believed 

anti-bullying training and awareness programmes had some benefits for employees and 

organisations, but problems with employer engagement were a limiting factor in establishing 

clear positive outcomes. However, the emphasis of these programmes was on ‘prevention’, 

the first organisational response to bullying (Figure 1.1), rather than ‘intervention’ once 

bullying had occurred.  

 

This thesis helps to fill this gap in knowledge by extending Rayner and McKivor’s (2007) 

study by capturing targets’ perceptions of the quality of the support provided by a range of 
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employer-initiated intervention mechanisms. It also provides some much needed empirical 

data on how alleged bullying incidents are resolved. An important contribution of this study 

is the investigation of any significant association between the source of support utilised and 

the outcomes achieved, in terms of the health impact upon targets and targets’ satisfaction 

with those resolutions. As far as the researcher is aware, no similar research has been 

conducted in the UK or elsewhere. An important contribution of this thesis is that, by 

contextualising bullying intervention within the wider issue of employee voice, it will help 

ascertain whether any inadequate organisational response is more likely to be explained by a 

lack of understanding, or whether it is part of a wider trend of employers failing to listen to 

employees on issues of fairness  

  

4.3 Non-organisational support 

Very little research has been devoted to the role of non-organisational sources of support 

available to targets, including family and friends; medical professionals; co-workers; and 

trade unions. This is in spite of the diminished role of HRM in the pastoral care of employees 

(Storey & Sisson, 1993) and the implication that protecting bullied individuals increasingly 

falls to third parties. Discussing the situation with family and friends may release negative 

emotional feelings (Strandmark & Hallberg, 2007a) and health professionals may equip 

targets with the tools they need to manage stressful workplace experiences in the absence of 

organisational support (Shannon et al., 2007; O’Donnell et al., 2010). However, some 

researchers report the medical profession frequently misdiagnose the effects of bullying as 

symptoms of a personality disorder (Leymann 1990, 1996; Zapf, 1999; Einarsen, 2000), and 

clinical interventions fail to treat the underlying causes of bullying (Meglich-Sespico et al., 

2007). This study captures targets’ perceptions of the helpfulness of these sources of support. 
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The support of colleagues and unions has received a little more attention in the literature on 

workplace bullying, which is critically appraised in the following paragraphs. 

 

4.3.1  Co-worker support 

Some commentators (for example, Keashly & Neuman, 2004; Davey-Attlee & Rayner, 2007; 

Hoel & Beale, 2010) believe colleagues who observe bullying may be a relatively untapped 

resource in challenging bullying behaviour, having the potential to applaud, ignore, or 

intervene in the behaviour (Sjotveit, 1992, as cited by Beale, 2011). Hodson (1997) identified 

four functions of co-worker relations: occupational socialization, affirmation of class and 

gender identities at work; resistance to authority; and solidarity. Group solidarity is based on 

the willingness of workers to defend each other in the face of challenges, most notably from 

management, but also from other groups of workers or customers (Fantasia 1988). Such 

challenges could include managerial or peer-to-peer bullying. According to the limited 

research to date, when individuals witness bullying at work, they tend to provide covert 

support to targets by, for example, validating the experience of bullying (Lewis, 1999) and 

providing a listening ear, empathy, and advice (D’Cruz & Noronha, 2009b), but curbed their 

efforts to openly support targets when faced with possible negative repercussions (D’Cruz & 

Noronha, 2011). The informal support of fellow workers was valued by targets (D’Cruz & 

Noronha, 2009b) but failed to influence how bullying incidents were resolved (D’Cruz & 

Noronha, 2011). For the authors, ‘avoidant bystanders’ legitimise bullying behaviour. 

Certainly, ‘behind the scenes’ support is unlikely to stimulate organisational change.  

 

The apparent unwillingness of co-workers to openly support targets raises two immediate 

questions. First, should colleagues be expected to support targets? Rayner et al. (2002) 

cautions co-workers against direct involvement for fear of incurring the wrath of employers 



 

92 
 

and becoming the next target. For them, as with some other researchers (for example, 

Leymann, 1996; O’Driscoll et al., 2011), the responsibility to resolve bullying lies firmly 

with management. Indeed, it is reasonable to expect those in senior positions, who have a 

duty of care towards their employees, to take the initiative in addressing bullying, rather than 

transferring the burden of supporting targets to more junior, vulnerable workers. However, in 

practice, there may need to be an effective counterbalance to the power of managers if they 

are to be motivated to act. Whilst the reluctance of colleagues to openly intervene is 

understandable, a failure to support fellow workers who are unfairly treated may be regarded 

as compliance in the process of isolating targets and perpetuating bullying behaviour. Indeed, 

retaliation may be less likely where workers act collectively. This study explores the nature 

and efficacy of peer support, about which very little is known, by capturing targets’ and 

witnesses’ assessments of its helpfulness and effectiveness, and testing whether there is any 

significant association between consulting co-workers and bullying outcomes.  

 

A second issue is whether it is possible to encourage co-workers to take more direct action 

against bullying. In the absence of relevant research, various explanations for the reluctance 

of co-workers to openly assist their bullied colleagues have been put forward in the literature. 

These include a bystander effect, whereby the presence of other witnesses reduces the 

likelihood of each individual taking action as the responsibility is diffused and individuals are 

inhibited by the inaction of others (Davey-Attlee & Rayner, 2007), or the normalisation of 

negative behaviour within some organisations (Heames & Harvey, 2006). Others view the 

decision to intervene as a cost/benefit calculation, where the costs include putting witnesses’ 

job security and career advancement at risk (Rayner et al., 2002; Cortina & Magley, 2003) or 

the time invested in dealing with bullied individuals which detracts from meeting 

performance targets (Rayner & McKivor, 2007). This thesis looks for alternative 



 

93 
 

explanations from the field of industrial relations regarding general trends in collectivism, 

examined in detail in chapter five, which may have implications for the extent to which 

workers may be motivated to show solidarity with one another and for the potential role of 

unions in galvanising the support of colleagues.  

 

4.3.2 Trade union support 

Maintaining and improving the working conditions of members is the raison d’etre for trade 

unions (Webb & Webb, 1920), and providing a voice for employees is a key facet of union 

activity (Freeman & Medoff, 1984). Thus, members may reasonably expect their trade union 

to act on their behalf when experiencing workplace problems like bullying. But, in an era of 

diminishing union power, when membership density is stagnating and the number of 

workplaces which recognise unions is declining (Kersley et al., 2006; McIlroy & Daniels, 

2010) is this a realistic expectation? In such a climate, trade unions may be unable to 

engender solidarity amongst colleagues or exercise sufficient leverage on employers to alter 

bullying outcomes. Falling memberships also equate to falling subscriptions and fewer 

financial resources to pay union officials to handle complex bullying cases or support costly 

legal claims. Voluntary representatives, whose job security and career development are in the 

hands of management, are in a vulnerable position and may feel a conflict of interest when 

representing members in allegations of bullying against their superiors. There may also be 

some reluctance to support claims of peer bullying, where the perceived perpetrator is a 

current or potential union member. Furthermore, the economic recession may shift resources 

away from issues of fairness and towards issues of job security. The problems faced by 

unions may be further exacerbated where the influence of an individual trade union is diluted 

by the presence of several unions in a single workplace. The competition for members may 
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create an atmosphere of division, rather than co-operation, stymieing any attempts to resolve 

workplace problems like bullying collectively. 

 

Little research has been conducted into the effect of unionisation upon workplace bullying. 

One exception is Roscigno, Lopez, and Hodson’s (2009) analysis of pre-existing 

ethnographic studies of American workplaces, which found no association between the 

presence of unions and a reduction in bullying. However, as the authors point out, this may 

reflect that unionisation is stronger in disaffected workplaces, rather than unions being inept. 

Also, there is no strong tradition of union membership in the US, with union density as low 

as 15% (Blanpain, 2010) of the working population, or pro-union sentiment amongst 

American employers (Taras & Kaufman, 2006). Therefore, American unions may lack the 

authority to represent employees and the ability to influence managers. However, there is 

some evidence that unions in Sweden, a country with a relatively large union density  at 

79.5% of the working population (Blanpain, 2010), have not pursued an active role in 

bullying intervention, either by supporting individual targets or responding to the problem 

collectively (Hoel & Einarsen, 2010; Beale & Hoel, 2010). This has been attributed to the 

predominance of co-worker bullying in Sweden, making it less of an employment relations 

issue, and prioritising job insecurity at a time of high unemployment (Beale & Hoel, 2010). 

Thus, irrespective of membership levels, the power of unions to intervene in bullying 

incidents may be diminished because the interests of the majority of members override the 

interests of the bullied minority, or as a result of economic factors.  

 

With union density of 36% (Blanpain, 2010) the UK lies somewhere between the US and 

Scandinavia. Yet, British trade unions have traditionally been engaged in raising awareness 

over the issue of workplace bullying and supporting affected members. However, this has not 
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necessarily translated into better protection for employees. Lewis (2003) found that, although 

trade unions were the dominant voice in media reports concerning workplace bullying in the 

UK at the time of his study, they were not the main source of information for members and 

had limited impact on shaping perceptions of bullying behaviour. Rayner and McKivor 

(2007), in their analysis of qualitative data from a variety of sources including union officials, 

discovered their effectiveness could be hampered by a range of factors, including overworked 

representatives and an unwillingness to take up bullying cases unless they became formal or 

were deemed to be ‘strong’. As bullying often consists of the accumulation of small 

incidents, this disallowed the possibility of de-escalating problems before they developed into 

intolerable cases of bullying. There were also perceptions that union officials sometimes 

entered into ‘sweetheart’ deals with management, in which securing pay and other benefits 

was traded off against pursuing complaints of bullying, or individual grievances were 

sacrificed to maintain close working relationships. In one survey of union members (Rayner, 

2009), just 14% of respondents were confident their local representative would take the issue 

of bullying seriously. Thus, union power to intervene in bullying may be compromised 

through a lack of resources, which includes the existence of an adequate pool of employees 

willing to act as union representatives, and the complexity of bullying cases, as well as a 

potential conflict of interest. 

 

Rayner and McKivor’s (2007) report provides some useful insight into the union response to 

allegations of workplace bullying. However, the findings may not be transferable to all 

workplaces, and the study does not attempt to quantify the level of usage by bullied members 

or the frequency of the different types of union intervention, or evaluate the extent to which 

the various union responses affect bullying outcomes. Indeed, there is a scarcity of research 

into the efficacy of union intervention in cases of bullying. Antcliff and Saundry (2009) used 



 

96 
 

WERS (2004) data to explore the effect of accompaniment by union officials or other 

employee advocates upon disciplinary procedures. They found it did not, in isolation, 

moderate the outcomes. However, the authors believed accompaniment, particularly by union 

representatives, may have provided support to vulnerable workers who would otherwise have 

been treated more harshly, and facilitated the resolution of disputes at an earlier stage. For the 

authors, the failure of Gibbons (2007) to consider the potential for employee representatives, 

particularly union officials, to facilitate early dispute resolution was a serious omission. They 

found union officials generally provided more substantial services compared to non-union 

companions, who typically had little involvement in informal processes and were used 

merely as observers and a source of moral support in formal hearings. Non-union advocates 

were also more fearful of being labelled as ‘troublemakers’ (Saundry et al., 2008). By 

contrast, union representatives were considered by managers in unionised workplaces to be 

more knowledgeable and confident (Antcliff & Saundry, 2009). Several researchers (for 

example, Antcliff & Saundry 2009; Roscigno, Lopez, & Hodson, 2009) conclude that unions 

may offer a relatively weak, but still important, voice for employees. One limitation of these 

studies is that many of the conclusions are based upon the reports of managers. Targets may, 

or may not, share their assessment of the quality of the service provided by union 

representatives and of the justice they received. Furthermore, Antcliff and Saundry’s (2009) 

analysis centred on disciplinary processes, rather than grievances in general or bullying 

specifically. There remains a need to capture the perceptions of targets that have accessed 

union support in relation to workplace problems like bullying.  

 

The extent to which interventions affect the outcomes for targets may not just be related to 

the source of support. The quality of the service provided is likely to be significant. For 

example, Saundry et al. (2008) found union accompaniment was more likely to influence the 



 

97 
 

outcomes of grievance and disciplinary hearings if representatives had experience, training, 

and legal knowledge. The type of action taken (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Barling, MacEwan, & 

Pratt, 1988) is also likely to influence outcomes. Borrowing from House’s (1980) typology of 

support, a useful distinction can be made between direct ‘instrumental’ support, which he 

defined as that which directly helps the person in need, such as, money, time, or modifying 

the environment, and indirect forms of action. The latter encompasses informational 

(providing information that helps people to help themselves, including advice and 

suggestions), appraisal (transmission of information for self-evaluation, including affirmation 

and feedback), and emotional (providing empathy and caring, including listening and raising 

esteem) support. Very little research has been conducted into the specific types of 

intervention taken in response to allegations of bullying. However, studying the impact of 

informational and instrumental support upon the impact of workplace violence amongst 

Canadian health workers, Schat and Kelloway (2003) found that, while both forms of support 

moderated the harmful effects upon emotional well-being, instrumental support also 

protected against the negative effects upon somatic health and job-related affect. As this 

study was based on a small-scale, highly selective sample, focussed on organisational 

support, and the measurement of verbal and physical aggression, caution must be exercised in 

generalising the findings to other populations and support mechanisms, or to a construct like 

workplace bullying which comprises of mainly psychological behaviours. There is, therefore, 

scope for extending our knowledge of the effects of various types of action taken in respect of 

incidents of bullying, including by union officials.  

 

A further distinction in relation to types of bullying intervention can be made between 

individual and collective action. The emphasis has traditionally been on treating bullying as 

an individual problem, with unions playing a key role in representing bullied members in 
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grievance procedures on a case-by-case basis (Saundry et al., 2008; Antcliff & Saundry, 

2009). This thesis considers whether this approach delivers the best outcomes for targets, or 

whether a more collective response, such as working with employers to adopt anti-bullying 

practices or garnering the support of fellow workers, provides a better counterweight to the 

power of employers.  

 

For some workplace bullying commentators (for example, Ironside & Siefert, 2003; Hoel & 

Beale, 2006), bullying is primarily organisational in nature and perpetrated by managers. 

They argue bullying of subordinates is made possible by ‘collectively weak’ organizations 

(Sjotveit 1992, as cited in Beale, 2011), in which managerial prerogative influences career 

prospects and creates a ‘divide and rule’ culture which undermines solidarity. Such a process 

was illustrated by D’Cruz and Noronha (2009b), who found managers in certain Indian call 

centres actively discouraged collectivism by promulgating the notion that unions hampered 

growth, and cultivated a sense of professional identity amongst call centre agents, which was 

inconsistent with union membership. They created an ‘open-door’ policy to encourage 

workers to air any bullying-related grievances to HR or managers, making trade unions 

appear irrelevant. In turn, employees allowed themselves to be manipulated by accepting 

management’s anti-union rhetoric. In the absence of co-worker solidarity, bullying may 

become individualised, making it easier for targets to become isolated, managers to ignore 

any widespread problem of abuse, and bullying to go unchallenged. This has led some 

researchers (for example, Ironside & Siefert, 2003; Hoel & Beale, 2006; D’Cruz & Noronha, 

2009b) to argue that bullying is less likely to occur, and more likely to be addressed, where 

there is a strong and well-organised union presence to counter managerial influence. Thus, 

unions may have a pivotal role to play in helping to create a normative environment which is 

less tolerant of abuse (Roscigno, Lopez, & Hodson, 2009) by including bullying alongside 
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other central bargaining issues (Ironside & Siefert, 2003), making bullied members feel 

empowered (D’Cruz & Noronha, 2009b), and engendering the support of colleagues.  

 

The proposition that collective action may help to restore the imbalance of power inherent in 

the employment relationship is entirely consistent with a pluralist view of the workplace. 

However, much more empirical research is needed on the efficacy of the various forms of 

individual and collective action taken by unions on behalf of bullied members, and the 

application of existing knowledge concerning the utility of collectivism contained within the 

employment relations’ literature, to the issue of bullying.  

 

4.4 Summary 

There is considerable evidence, from a variety of sources, of an inadequate organisational 

response to negative behaviour. Workers acting collectively may have the potential to 

challenge bullying within their organisations. However, from the little that is known, 

employees appear unwilling to provide overt, direct support for their bullied peers. This study 

makes a major contribution to this under-researched area by quantifying the different types of 

support provided by those who believe they have witnessed bullying, and the reasons for any 

failure to offer that support. Trade unions may have a role in intervening in bullying 

incidents, either by supporting individual members of engendering a more collective 

response. However, there is little evidence that unionisation mitigates bullying, although 

there are some suggestions that union intervention makes targets less disadvantaged than they 

would otherwise be, for example, by avoiding formal processes. It may be that non-

organisational support, such as that provided by co-workers and unions, is able to provide 

relief rather than redress. Studies are limited, but research in the related construct of 

workplace violence by Leather, Lawrence, Beale, and Dickson (1999) found that, whilst 
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survey respondents perceived they received higher levels of support from family and friends, 

only intra-organizational support moderated the harmful effects upon wellbeing, job 

satisfaction and organizational commitment. These findings are based upon a highly selective 

sample of British pub licensees, concerning a related construct, and using analytical methods 

which have been criticised (for example, by Schat & Kelloway, 2003). More research is 

needed on the effect of non-organisational support upon targets of bullying. This thesis helps 

to fulfil that need by exploring any associations between turning to the union for support and 

bullying outcomes. 

 

It may be that unions lack the ability to alter managerially-driven outcomes because of a 

power imbalance in the employment relationship, or other external influences, such as 

economic trends. Alternatively, internal factors, in terms of the quality and nature of 

interventions, may be significant. For example, does instrumental action at the workplace 

level deliver more benefits for targets than providing information to individual bullying 

members? There is a need for information on the various types of action taken by unions on 

behalf of their bullied members and targets’ perceptions of the effectiveness of the response. 

As far as the researcher is aware, this study is the first to gather this information and to test 

whether the type of action taken by union officials influences bullying outcomes. Viewing 

these findings as part of wider industrial relations climate provides a fuller picture of the 

reasons behind targets’ choice of support mechanism, the response of trade unions, and the 

outcomes they are able to achieve.  
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Chapter Five 

Review of the Literature on Employment Relations: Employee voice and collectivism 

 

5.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter contained a discussion of the various support mechanisms available to 

targets of workplace bullying, some of which were created by employers and others provided 

by third parties acting as representatives or advocates. By applying theories of employee 

‘voice’, these sources of support can be viewed as voice channels, through which employees 

have an opportunity to air any concerns about workplace problems such as bullying. This 

study investigates whether formal organisational routes to deal with allegations of bullying, 

union representation, or other advocates provide an effective voice for bullied employees. 

The relatively limited amount of literature devoted to support for targets, reviewed in the 

previous chapter, suggested non-organisational voice channels are favoured over employer-

initiated support systems, which are frequently perceived as partisan, ineffective, or 

disingenuous, and often fail to meet targets’ needs. There is much postulation about the 

reasons for the apparent inadequate response by management, including an unequal 

employment relationship in which the strategic use of bullying by managers to control the 

workforce is condoned.  

 

In order to further our understanding, bullying intervention is considered within the wider 

context of the general trends in employee voice. This chapter critically assesses theories and 

empirical findings relating to voice, contained within the literature on employment relations, 

including any evidence as to the efficacy of various voice channels to deliver benefits for 

employers and employees. The term ‘voice’ is often used interchangeably with similar 

constructs such as ‘industrial democracy’, ‘partnership’, ‘employee involvement’ and 
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‘employee participation’, reflecting shifting emphases over time (Boxall & Purcell, 2003; 

Rollinson & Dundon, 2007). Whilst some argue there are subtle definitional differences 

between these concepts and voice (see, for example, Lucas, Lupton, & Mathieson, 2006; 

Rollinson & Dundon, 2007), they all convey the notion of employees ‘having a say’ and may, 

therefore, provide valuable insight into how workplace grievances are aired. As such, the 

above terms have been included in this review of the industrial relations literature.  

 

As Hoel and Beale (2006) point out, the possibility that an unequal distribution of power 

between employers and employees is at the heart of the organisational response to bullying 

creates an opportunity for intervention strategies to be explored from an industrial relations 

perspective. From a Marxist perspective, the employment contract is asymmetric, with 

employers, who possess the means of production, exploiting labour, to maximise profits 

(Burchill, 2008). The employment relationship, therefore, contains inherent potential for 

conflict. Pluralists too recognise the conflicting interests of employers and employees, 

although allow for the resolution of differences through co-operation (Burchill, 2008). In 

capitalist societies, the employer’s imperative is to enhance employee performance through 

processes such as work intensification, de-skilling, and redundancies, which may be 

perceived by workers as unfair, or even bullying, behaviour. A question which is of particular 

relevance to this thesis is whether the support mechanisms provided by employers can truly 

represent the voice of workers in issues of fairness, or whether other non-organisational 

sources of support offer better protection against bullying.  

 

The nature, as well as the source, of support provided to bullied individuals is likely to affect 

how incidents are resolved. According to the available research, appraised in the previous 

chapter, the problem of bullying tends to be individualised, with union officials representing 



 

103 
 

bullied members in grievance procedures on a case-by-case basis and colleagues unlikely to 

openly intervene. It has been suggested by some researchers of workplace bullying (for 

example, Ironside & Siefert, 2003; Hoel & Beale, 2006; D’Cruz & Noronha, 2009b) that 

collective action may help to strengthen the relative power of bullied employees. However, 

there is a lack of empirical evidence as to the efficacy of various forms of union intervention. 

This chapter includes a critical appraisal of the employment relations literature pertaining to 

collectivism in order to shed light on whether individual or collective action is likely to 

deliver more favourable outcomes for targets of workplace bullying. However, before 

reviewing the literature on voice and collectivism, and considering the potential for unions to 

intervene effectively in managerial decisions regarding bullying incidents, it is first necessary 

to understand recent trends in the fortunes of British trade unions which form the backdrop to 

this study. 

 

5.1 Employment relations background 

In the latter part of the twentieth century, the forces of market globalisation required the 

British economy to become increasingly competitive. At the same time, the right-wing 

government of Margaret Thatcher was elected in 1979 with a mandate to reduce public 

expenditure. The perceived need for cost-cutting in the public and private sectors reduced the 

British population’s tolerance for trade unionism, which was seen by many as resistant to 

change (Kelly, 1997; Hyman, 1997). Legislation was introduced to abolish employers’ 

obligations to recognise and negotiate with unions and placed restrictions on employees’ 

rights to participate in strike action (Hyman, 1997; Kelly & Willman, 2004). Furthermore, the 

growth in the service industry alongside public sector cuts resulted in a disproportionate 

increase in employment in the private sector, in which union density is traditionally relatively 

low (Hyman, 1997; Kelly & Willman, 2004). Diminishing union influence was reflected in a 
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range of indicators. The number of union members in the UK fell from 12.6 million in 1979 

to 7.8 million in 1997 (McIlroy & Daniels, 2010). Similarly, union density plummeted from 

approximately 50% of the workforce in 1979 (Fernie, 2005) to 31% in 1998 (Kersley et al., 

2006), and the proportion of workplaces in which a union was recognised approximately 

halved, from 64% in the early 1980s (Gospel & Woods, 2003) to 33% in 1998 (Kersley et al., 

2006).  

 

The election of the ‘New Labour’ government on the left of the political spectrum in 1997 

slowed down the rate of decline of unionization but failed to bring it to a halt. This was 

despite a strengthening of unions’ rights for recognition and negotiation under the 

Employment Relations Act (ERA) (1999), a rise in employment in the relatively highly 

unionised public sector, and the emphasis placed by trade unions upon recruitment of new 

members and partnership arrangements with employers (Waddington & Kerr, 1999b; Kelly & 

Willman, 2004; McIlroy & Daniels, 2010). However, the changes under New Labour were, in 

essence, modest. For example, employers could circumvent ERA by indulging in ‘counter-

mobilization’ tactics such as threats to move production if unions were formed, denying 

union representatives adequate access to the workforce during membership campaigns, and 

dismissing activists who had only limited protection under the terms of ERA in practice 

(Moore, 2004).  

 

The UK remained essentially a neoliberal economy, retaining key Thatcherite policies, 

including a requirement to ballot members before strike action and a ban on secondary 

picketing (Gospel & Woods, 2003; McIlroy & Daniels, 2010). WERS (2004) data indicated 

employers were largely disinterested in or hostile to their employees joining unions (Kersley 

et al., 2006), and there was no groundswell of discontent on the part of employees or 
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widespread belief in the power of unions to improve their situation (McIlroy & Daniels, 

2010). Union membership and density continued to fall, reaching 7.6 million and 28% of the 

workforce respectively in 2006 (McIlroy & Daniels, 2010), along with union recognition, 

which covered just 27% of employees in 2004 (Kersley et al., 2006). It is necessary to 

understand the decline in union power before considering the ability of employees to exercise 

voice in issues of fairness like bullying and to act collectively.  

 

5.3 Employee voice 

There is now a considerable body of work within the employment relations literature devoted 

to the issue of employee voice, including special issues of journals (for example, Employee 

Relations, 2005; Industrial Relations Journal, 2006; International Journal of Human Resource 

Management, 2007) and dedicated symposia (such as, the ‘Voice and Value’ series of 

seminars organised by the London School of Economics, London Metropolitan University, 

and the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development). The interest in voice has 

coincided with the decline in trade union membership and recognition in countries like the 

UK. In contrast to many other European countries, employment relations in Britain are 

conducted on a ‘voluntarist’ basis, with little statutory regulation of employee consultation, 

(Kessler, Undy, & Heron, 2004). The proportion of employees covered by collective 

bargaining arrangements halved, from 70% to 35 %, during the last two decades of the 

twentieth century (Fernie, 2005). Their industrial muscle has been further reduced as many 

are reluctant to challenge employers, whether from fear of losing their jobs or a unitarist 

belief in a shared interest between workers and managers (Hyman, 1997). This has led to 

concerns that workers are facing a ‘representation gap’ (Towers, 1997), lacking adequate 

mechanisms through which to voice workplace grievances, which may include concerns over 

workplace bullying.  
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Conceptualisations of voice in an industrial relations context have been adapted from 

Hirschman’s (1970) model of consumer behaviour, in which individuals faced with a 

deterioration in product or service quality could choose between abandoning the organisation 

(exit option) or expressing their dissatisfaction to someone in authority to bring about change 

(voice option). Hirschman (1970) explains the choice of voice over exit in terms of the 

customer’s estimation of their ability to influence the organisation and ‘loyalty’, defined as 

‘that special attachment to an organization’ (p77). Freeman and Medoff (1984) applied 

Hirschman’s (1970) exit-voice model to problems in the workplace. Disaffected workers 

could choose either ‘exit’, by quitting their job for a more desirable position elsewhere, or 

‘voice’ their concerns to management to bring about an improvement in the situation. Withey 

and Cooper (1989) incorporated two further possible responses to discontent into the exit-

voice model. The first is ‘loyalty’, where dissatisfied employees stayed and supported the 

organisation, and which Hirschman (1970) had considered to be a possible trigger for voice. 

The second is ‘neglect’, which consists of focussing on non-work activities. Together they 

form a more comprehensive exit-voice-loyalty-neglect (EVLN) model. Thus, individuals who 

feel bullied at work could choose to leave the organisation, neglect their work, remain a loyal 

employee in spite of their predicament, or express their concerns to their employer in an 

attempt to improve the situation. Withey and Cooper’s (1989) study indicated the choice of 

exit over voice was the result of both push factors, including a belief exercising voice would 

have little effect, low commitment; and lack of protection, and pull factors, in terms of the 

availability of alternative job opportunities.  

 

Conceptualisations of voice based on a straightforward choice between constructive 

responses (voice and loyalty) and negative responses (exit and neglect) have been brought 
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into question by subsequent research conducted in the US which suggests voice and exit can 

occur alongside each other (Klaas, Heneman III, & Olsen, 1991; Batt, Colvin, & Keefe, 

2002), or that loyal employees tended to suffer in silence and leave rather than use voice by 

filing a complaint (Boroff & Lewin, 1997). Withey and Cooper’s (1989) own longitudinal 

data had indicated that initial loyalty may give way to voicing concerns if nothing changed, 

being succeeded by exit or neglect if this too proved unsuccessful. Indeed, Lewin and 

Peterson (1999) believed their longitudinal study of a cross-section of American 

organisations indicated those who chose to air their concerns may face retaliation. They 

found a tendency for employees to experience lower performance ratings and promotion 

rates, and higher quit rates, after grievances were settled, in spite of having been over-

achievers in the period prior to lodging a complaint. For the authors, this was a sign that a 

substantial proportion of employees experienced retribution after making a complaint. Whilst 

this is a plausible interpretation, an alternative explanation may be that those who file 

grievances become more disgruntled with their employer and negative about their work, 

manifesting itself in poorer performance or the intention to leave. Nonetheless, a decline in 

work prospects could signal inadequacies in the intervention provided to those who lodge 

grievances, either in terms of neglecting to monitor the parties involved after disputes have 

been officially resolved, or in failing to provide solutions which address conflict residue.  

 

There is therefore some indication that exercising voice may not be a viable option for many 

employees experiencing problems at work, and, rather than improving their situation, may 

even invite reprisals. The evidence emanates mainly out of the US where voice theories were 

first developed, and much of it was conducted a decade ago. However there is some 

corroboration from a more recent British study (Moore & Read, 2006) which found 

discontented workers in small and medium sized enterprises were more likely to choose exit 
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than voice their concerns because of fears that raising grievances would threaten the close 

interpersonal relationships within the workplace. More research of other contexts is needed, 

and in relation to bullying-related grievances specifically, but suggestions that employees 

who raise concerns tend not to be heard is mirrored in the workplace bullying literature which 

indicated targets of bullying tended to use active coping mechanisms, including voice, 

initially, but resorted to more destructive forms of exit and neglect as they proved 

unsuccessful (Niedl, 1996; Hogh & Dofradottir, 2001; Zapf & Gross, 2001; Olafsson & 

Johannsdottir, 2004). Other studies of bullying and related constructs indicated targets could 

be penalised after complaining about the behaviour they had been subjected to (Cortina & 

Magley, 2003; McCarthy et al., 2003; Namie, 2009b).  

 

Employees’ apparent lack of an effective voice in airing concerns over workplace bullying 

appears to reflect wider industrial relations trends, but much of the original voice research 

does not distinguish between different forms. This raises the question of whether any 

particular sources of voice are more effective than others in representing the interests of 

employees experiencing problems at work. For Freeman and Medoff (1984) trade unions 

were the preferred agents of employee voice as, being independent of employer influence, are 

able to express worker dissatisfaction without incurring the wrath of management. This may 

not take account of the possible vulnerability of voluntary union representatives who are also 

employees accountable to the organisational hierarchy. Furthermore, given that union 

membership and recognition has declined in recent years in countries like the US and UK, 

there is the question of whether unions can represent the workforce legitimately and 

effectively. There is a now a ‘voice market’ (Willman, 2004) in which employers can ‘buy’ 

voice, using representatives like trade unions, and/or ‘make’ voice, by creating their own 

direct channels of communication (Bryson, Gomez, & Willman, 2004). A distinction is 
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usually made in the voice literature, therefore, between ‘indirect’ (or ‘representative’) and 

‘direct’ voice. Under indirect voice arrangements, the concerns of employees are 

communicated to management through an intermediary which represents their interests 

(Rollinson & Dundon, 2007). This could take the form of a trade union, or non-union 

employee representation (NER), such as a joint consultative committee, entered into 

voluntarily by employers, or statutory bodies like European works councils (EWCs). The 

latter are created under EU legislation to provide minimum standards of consultation between 

managers and workers in qualifying companies where sufficient numbers of employees 

demand it. By contrast, direct voice involves communication between individuals or small 

groups of employees and management (Rollinson & Dundon, 2007), as with, for example, 

team briefings and performance appraisals. Data from WERS (Millward, Bryson, & Forth, 

2000; Kersley et al., 2006) and a series of case studies (for example, Bryson, 2004; Dundon, 

Wilkinson, Marchington, & Ackers, 2004; Dundon & Gollan, 2007) have indicated unions’ 

share of the voice market in British workplaces has fallen, with a corresponding proliferation 

in NER and direct communication. In the UK, only a minority of British employers now 

recognise unions as the sole voice channel (Millward et al., 2000; Kersley at al., 2006) and 

union and non-union voice systems frequently co-exist (Bryson, 2004; Dundon & Gollan, 

2007). Healy, Heery, Taylor, and Brown (2004) identified a third voice channel, in the form 

of assistance from external institutions which promote advocacy. In the UK, this includes 

bodies such as, Employment Tribunals and the Arbitration, Reconciliation, and Advisory 

Service (ACAS).  

 

The formal organisational support systems developed by employers to address workplace 

bullying can be considered as direct voice channels through which individuals can air their 

grievances to management or their agents. Such support may be provided by senior or line 
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managers, HR, or a range of EAP providers who are paid for by the employer, which have 

multiplied in recent years as with direct voice mechanisms generally. These may include 

occupational health, staff counsellors, mediators, and harassment contact officers (HCOs). 

Representative voice is provided mainly by trade unions in the UK in respect of intervening 

in grievances like bullying (Antcliff & Saundry 2009; Rayner & McKivor, 2007). Other 

support outside of organisational systems, such as, colleagues; health practitioners; and 

family and friends, may be considered as advocates.  

 

Any trends revealed in the employments relations literature pertaining to the efficacy of 

union and non-union voice arrangements may help to explain why bullied individuals tend to 

favour non-organisational sources of support, as reported in chapter four. If the failure of 

organisational support systems to improve the outcomes for bullied individuals is part of a 

wider picture of the failure of direct voice mechanisms to secure benefits for employees, 

credence may be added to arguments by workplace bullying commentators like Vickers 

(2006) and Lopez et al. (2009) that anti-bullying policies and programmes are often little 

more than ‘tick-box’ exercises.  

 

There are two main theoretical stances relating to the ability of the different forms of voice to 

improve the quality of working life for employees. Those from pluralist and Marxist 

traditions, who believe in the inherent inequality in the employment contract, contend unions 

provide the most effective voice for employees as they are independent of employers and 

harness the collective power of workers. For them, non-union voice structures offer workers 

much weaker representation, being developed on the employer’s terms rather than to provide 

an opportunity for employees to voice concerns on matters which are pertinent to them 

(Kelly, 1996). The opposing unitarist view is based upon a belief that workers and managers 
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share common interests, rendering union representation unnecessary. Rather, direct voice 

channels benefit workers, by creating opportunities to air grievances, and employers, through 

improved employee attitudes which enhances performance and taps into employees’ 

knowledge to generate business improvements (Wilkinson, Dundon, Marchington, & Ackers, 

2004). In any event, for some, direct and NER structures may represent the ‘least-worst’ 

strategic option as traditional militancy is unlikely to be effective (Hyman, 1997), given the 

relatively weak and ineffective state of unions and widespread anti-union sentiment on the 

part of employers (Gollan, 2001; 2002; 2005; Bryson, 2004).  

 

There is some empirical evidence which supports, or detracts from, these philosophical 

positions. Some studies (for example, Sako, 1998; Bryson, 2004; Wood & Fenton-O’Creevy, 

2005) conclude union and non-union voice systems are complimentary, fulfilling different 

functions. An analysis of WERS (1998) data suggests employees prefer dual arrangements 

(Gospel & Willman, 2003), with no single voice channel completely fulfilling workers’ 

expectations (Gollan, 2003). However, there is a considerable body of research which 

questions the ability of non-union voice channels to deliver benefits for employees in issues 

of wellbeing and justice. As commentators like Dundon et al. (2004) point out, efficacy 

cannot be measured by the mere presence of voice mechanisms, but the extent to which 

employee voice influences management decisions. Cox, Zagelmeyer, and Marchington 

(2006) introduced the notion of ‘embeddedness’, which Dundon and Gollan (2007) describe 

as the ‘systematic alignment of the purposes and practices of voice with organizational intent’ 

(p1184). In other words, creating opportunities for employees to air grievances, like bullying, 

is of little use unless backed up by an organisational intent to respond in a meaningful way.  
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The choice of voice system, including the level of embeddedness, is typically dictated by 

management (Gollan, 2001; Dundon et al., 2004). According to WERS data, unions were 

most likely to address substantive issues like the terms and conditions of employment, and 

were considered by employees to be the most effective source of assistance in issues of 

fairness, including raising grievances (Kersley et al., 2006). Data from different working 

environments, obtained through qualitative (for example, Dundon, Wilkinson, Marchington, 

& Ackers, 2005; Beale & Mustchin, 2010), quantitative (for example, Gospel et al., 2003) 

and mixed (for example, Gollan, 2003; Butler, 2005; Wilkinson, Dundon, & Grugulis, 2007) 

methods, have revealed a tendency for non-union voice mechanisms to act merely as a 

medium for the transmission of information, rather than as instruments for joint decision-

making. It is probably not surprising, therefore, that NER and direct voice structures have 

frequently been met with scepticism by employees, who perceive them to be unresponsive to 

their concerns and created to reinforce managerial decisions (Gollan, 2001; 2002; 2003; 

2005; Wilkinson et al., 2007).  

 

Ultimately, as Dundon et al. (2004) point out, the efficacy of any voice mechanism is 

measured, not just by the perceptions of employees, but by the outcomes achieved. Despite 

the rhetoric of participation and empowerment, the bulk of studies of non-union voice 

arrangements, based on different perspectives; organisational settings; and research methods 

(see, for example, Gollan, 2003, 2005; Dundon et al., 2004; Wilkinson et al., 2004; Dundon 

et al., 2005), indicate the benefits accrue disproportionately to management. The emphasis is 

on improving business performance by capturing employees’ contribution to upward 

problem-solving. This, along with a belief amongst managers that such arrangements fostered 

a more productive employment relations climate and provided a forum through which to 

persuade employees of the need for change, were the prime drivers for the implementation of 
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direct and NER voice structures, rather than the promotion of issues of fairness or a genuine 

spirit of partnership. While few benefits for employees have been reported in the voice 

literature in relation to non-union voice arrangements, examples of such structures working 

against the interests of employees are plentiful. Direct and NER voice structures have 

reportedly been misappropriated as vehicles to push through organisational change (Royle, 

1999; Gollan 2002; Timming, 2007), pay freezes (Butler, 2005), ‘lean production’ work 

practices (Wilkinson et al., 2007), disciplinary action (Beale & Mustchin, 2010) and HRM 

policies which undercut potential benefits for workers by playing off one plant against 

another (Timming, 2007). It should be noted that some of the information on which the above 

findings are based are obtained from employees, who may perceive matters differently to 

their employers. However, employees’ acceptance of any voice arrangements in place is 

instrumental to their use and effectiveness. Furthermore, much of the research incorporates 

documentary evidence and researchers’ observations (for example, Gollan, 2001; 2003; 

Butler, 2005) and the accounts of owners, managers, supervisors, and HR officials (for 

example, Wilkinson et al., 2007; Butler, 2005; Dundon et al., 2005; Wood & Fenton 

O’Creevy, 2005). There are some grounds, therefore, for the argument by writers like 

Fairbrother (2000) and Gollan (2002; 2005; 2006) that non-union voice channels, in general, 

do not effectively fill the representation gap, and may serve merely as a gloss to legitimise 

attempts to control the workforce, providing little more than the appearance of giving 

employees a voice whilst relinquishing little control in practice.  

 

The findings on voice from the field of employment relations resonate with workplace 

bullying research. Chapter four exposed some disconnect between an organisation’s stated 

commitment to challenge bullying and the often inadequate response to reported incidents in 

practice. The organisational mechanisms to deal with reports of bullying tend to be designed 
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by management, including decisions over how complaints are raised, investigated, and 

resolved. The outcomes are overwhelmingly negative from the perspective of targets. As with 

non-union voice channels generally, the processes put in place by employers to address 

bullying may actually increase the suffering of those whose interests they profess to protect, 

whether by incorporating stressful processes, betraying raised expectations, or failing to 

protect complainants from retaliation. By contrast, employers reap benefits in terms of 

improvements to public image and reducing exposure to claims of a breach of their legal duty 

of care. By contextualising bullying intervention within the field of employee voice, the 

apparently inadequate and even harmful organisational response to bullying may be seen as 

part of a wider industrial relations climate in which the systems put in place by employers for 

workers to voice their concerns over issues of justice and fairness serve managers more than 

targets, who are typically, but not exclusively, less senior than the alleged perpetrator. This 

strengthens the arguments of those who contend the anti-bullying measures introduced by 

organisations are less about protecting targets and more about reducing costs incurred 

through, for example, bad publicity or legal action (Vickers, 2006; Lopez et al., 2009).  

 

For some (for example Beale, 1994; Kelly, 1996), the creation of direct and NER voice 

channels may be a deliberate attempt at union suppression, that is, the active discouragement 

of unions because of an inherent aversion to them (Fiorito, 2001), as opposed to union 

substitution, that is, the replacement of union voice by one which renders them unnecessary 

(Fiorito, 2001). This raises the possibility that managers create support systems for bullied 

employees, such as grievance procedures and EAPs, in order to bypass union involvement, 

leaving them free to curb or tolerate bullying as they see fit. Furthermore, direct voice 

mechanisms may fail because those involved are ill-equipped to deal with a powerful 

management group on equal terms. They may lack the necessary negotiation skills and 
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training (Royle, 1999; Gollan, 2001; 2002; Kersley et al., 2006) or autonomy, being funded 

by employers (Gollan, 2002) and susceptible to managerial ‘spin’ (Gollan, 2001; Butler, 

2005) or the deliberate currying of favour (Royle, 2002). For Butler (2005), company 

delegates were mere passive ciphers of information rather than catalysts for collective 

awareness amongst employees. Just 34% of the employees he surveyed believed they always 

acted in their best interests while 77% agreed the balance of power was weighted too heavily 

in favour of management. Whilst these findings were based on a single study, they reinforce 

similar trends revealed in Gollan’s (2003) survey of Eurotunnel employees, in which almost 

two thirds of respondents felt their company council was ineffective in representing their 

interests.  

 

Some researchers in the field of workplace bullying (for example, Sheehan, 2001; Ferris, 

2004; 2009) have similarly questioned whether managers, HR personnel, and EAP providers 

possess the necessary knowledge of bullying and skills to intervene effectively in reported 

incidents. To this one could add concerns that these support systems are not sufficiently 

independent of the organisational hierarchy to represent the interests of bullied employees. 

Managers, HR officials, and occupational health personnel are paid by, and answerable to, 

senior management. HCOs are drawn from the pool of paid employees, who are answerable 

to managers in the course of their everyday work. Mediators and counsellors, whether 

directly employed by the organisation or contracted in, are dependent upon the organisation 

for their income. It is, therefore, difficult to regard these providers of organisational support 

as completely autonomous. Their conscious or unwitting inclination may be to accept the 

accounts of the senior party in a bullying scenario, who, in the British context, is more likely 

to be the perpetrator than the target. Indeed, as chapter four revealed, there is emerging 

evidence that HR officials handle complaints of bullying by managers differently to 
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allegations of peer bullying (Harrington & Rayner, 2010) and tolerate management bullying 

in some working environments (Bloisi & Hoel, 2010).  

 

Union officials are generally considered more independent than non-union representatives 

(Kelly, 1996; Butler, 2005), but is this a valid assumption? Many union representatives act in 

a voluntary capacity and are employees, dependent upon their employer for job security and 

career development. Challenging managers accused of bullying might pose a threat to their 

immediate or long-term employment prospects. Despite the protection union officials are 

afforded under The Employment Relations Act (1999), proving unfair dismissal can be a long 

and difficult process and there continue to be reported incidents of the removal of union 

activists (Moore, 2004). Where the alleged perpetrator is a co-worker, pursuing bullying 

complaints could risk alienating other employees, who may be current or potential union 

members. Lay union officials are not, therefore, free of any conflict of interest. However, as 

Butler (2005) points out, union representatives may be able to provide stronger resistance to 

such pressures than their non-union counterparts by virtue of being part of a larger network of 

support and ideology. This may help to explain bullied individuals’ preference for non-

organisational support systems as reported in the proceeding chapter. 

  

5.4 Collectivism 

As demonstrated in chapter four, there is some research which suggests bullying tends to be 

treated as an individual problem by employers. Where unions become involved, the emphasis 

too appears to be on representing individual members in grievance procedures, rather than a 

more collective response by, for example, putting pressure on employers to implement 

effective anti-bullying procedures or actively seeking the support of co-workers who may 

have experienced or witnessed bullying. Hofstede (2001) defined collectivism as the degree 
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to which individuals are integrated into groups. Individualist societies are characterised by 

loose ties and people are expected to look after themselves and their immediate families, 

while collective societies are integrated into strong, mutually-supportive groups (Hofstede, 

2001). A collectivist orientation prevailed in the West after the Second World War, until it 

was eroded towards the latter part of the twentieth century in countries like the UK, being 

replaced by a growing individualism as exemplified by the rolling back of the welfare state 

and a shift towards self-reliance (Phelps Brown, 1990). These societal trends have been 

mirrored in British workplaces. Unitarist ideals, in which ‘high commitment’ HRM practices 

(Cully, Woodland, Riley, & Dix, 1999) de-emphasise the collective aspects of employee 

relations in favour of treating each employee as an individual organisational member (Storey, 

1992; Guest, 2001), have largely replaced traditional collective bargaining (Millward et al., 

2000; Kersley at al., 2006). There has been a transition in the industrial relations response to 

workplace disputes, of which complaints of bullying are a part, away from collective action 

and towards lodging individual grievances (Bacon & Storey, 2000; Storey & Sisson, 1993; 

Dundon et al., 2004; Wilkinson et al., 2004). It may be unsurprising, therefore, that trade 

unionists concentrate their efforts on representing individual bullied members in 

organisational grievance processes, rather than addressing the problem as a workplace issue, 

or seeking the support of colleagues who may be resistant to collective action.  

 

It is important to understand the reasons behind the apparently individualistic tendencies of 

employees as it has implications for how unions address workplace concerns like bullying. 

Declining collectivism does not appear to be a sign of fewer workplace grievances, as 

evidenced by the increasing number of enquiries to bodies like ACAS and the Citizens’ 

Advice Bureau and applications to the Employment Tribunal (Gospel & Woods, 2003) and 

WERS data for 1998 and 2004 which indicates the level of workplace conflict remained 
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roughly constant (Kersley et al., 2006). For some employment relations commentators (see 

for example, Storey & Sisson, 1993, Guest, 2001) the individualisation of the employment 

relationship and the growing disinclination for employees to act collectively merely reflects 

the new individualism within society and the importation of an American style of capitalism. 

The logic of collective representation, based on workers’ spontaneous will to associate and, if 

necessary, deploy their ‘industrial muscle’ no longer reflects the realities of labour markets, 

which are characterised by insecurity, flexibility, and a hostile legal environment (Hyman, 

1997). 

 

There have been challenges to claims of a growing self-interest amongst workers. 

Waddington and Kerr (1999b) identified three distinct attitudes towards unionisation, 

reflecting different levels of involvement in the collective aspects. Under ‘managerial 

servicing relationships’ trade unions establish members’ views and needs through non-

participative means, such as staff surveys. ‘Participative workplace unionism’, on the other 

hand, seeks to secure improvements to terms and conditions and restrict managerial 

prerogative through the active involvement of members. Finally, ‘individualism’ exists where 

members are passive consumers. An individualist tendency would suggest employees are 

more attracted to unions for the provision of commercial incentives, such as financial 

packages, than for the promotion of justice (Guest, 2001). However, on the basis of a series 

of studies of new (Waddington & Whitson, 1997), current (Waddington and Kerr, 1999a), 

and former (Waddington & Kerr, 1999b) members of the union UNISON, the authors 

concluded traditional collective reasons motivated workers to join unions and retain their 

membership. By contrast, individualistic reasons, in the form of financial services, were 

peripheral. The authors believed this was evidence that collectivist attitudes persisted in the 

British workforce. However, while they claim their findings were not seriously skewed by the 
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selective samples as the attitudes of union members and non-members has not been shown to 

be substantially different, the findings were based on the perceptions of existing and former 

members of one union and may not be typical of all union members or employees in general. 

Furthermore, the conclusions were based on categorising the most significant determining 

factor in the recruitment and retention of members, that is ‘support should a problem arise at 

work’, which was indicated by 72% of respondents (Waddington & Whitson, 1997) and 70% 

of respondents (Waddington & Kerr, 1999a), as a collective reason for union membership. 

Whilst the authors concede this could be an expression of self-interest, they reasoned the 

provision and effectiveness of support depended upon collective organization. However, it 

could be argued that, as self-preservation was the main motivation for union membership, this 

was an indication of individualism. In addition, the support afforded by the union may be 

limited to providing individual members with access to the services of a union representative, 

rather than mobilising the support of colleagues, as is typical in workplace grievances like 

bullying. Indeed, Waddington and Kerr (1999b) highlighted the importance placed by ex-

union members on support for individual cases. It may be, therefore, that British employees 

have individualistic tendencies, in which case there may be little union officials can do to 

motivate the colleagues of bullied members to lend their overt support.  

 

However, not all industrial relations commentators believe any disinclination to take 

collective action arises out of an inherent individualism on the part of employees. Kelly 

(1998) proposed ‘mobilization theory’, which he also refers to as ‘social movement theory’ 

(Kelly, 2005), as a framework for understanding the conditions under which workers may be 

motivated to organize and act collectively in pursuit of grievances. Kelly’s (1998) version of 

mobilization theory was developed from the work of Tilly (1978), which has its roots in 

Marxism and the belief that a conflict of interest lies at the heart of the employment 
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relationship, a view embraced by the pluralism paradigm which underpins this thesis. Kelly 

(1998) draws on the work of social movement theorists like McAdam (1988) and the writings 

of Klandermans (1984) and Fantasia (1988) on the drivers which motivate workers to act 

collectively. According to Kelly’s (1998) mobilization theory, workers’ dissatisfaction is a 

necessary, but insufficient, prerequisite for employees to organize. He argues collective 

action also requires a perception of injustice which is sufficiently widespread within an 

organisation to engender a sense of group identity. In addition, blame for the injustice and the 

ability to remedy the situation must be attached to the employer, as opposed to holding 

external factors, such as market forces, responsible. Finally, if workers are to be motivated to 

act collectively, they need to be convinced it would be effective. Unions would have to 

demonstrate their instrumentality, which requires adequate resources, suitable organisational 

structures, a favourable balance of power, and the presence of charismatic and capable 

activists to rouse the workforce. For Kelly (1998), it is the existence or absence of these 

collective action frames which guides the actions of workers, rather than an individualist/ 

collectivist orientation. Mobilization theory has important connotations for trade union 

strategy, as it implies union officials have the potential to engender a collective response to 

workplace problems like bullying if they can stimulate a shared sense of grievance, attach 

blame to employers, and persuade workers of their ability to influence outcomes.  

 

Mobilization theory has undergone some empirical testing in the British context. Deery and 

Walsh (1999) examined the determinants of a collectivist outlook within a multinational 

financial company operating in both Australia and the UK. They found the perception of 

union instrumentality, in terms of a belief in the union’s ability to deliver improvements in 

wages and the quality of working life, and a sense of injustice were the most significant 

factors in the formation of collectivist attitudes. It should be noted that other factors, such as, 
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wider political and familial influences and job insecurity were also influential. Furthermore, 

the findings were limited to a single MNC and based upon data gathered in the mid 1990s.  

 

Kelly and Badigannavar (2004) also found some support for mobilization theory in their case 

study of three different organisations operating in the UK. A relatively unsuccessful drive to 

recruit research students as union members was associated with the absence of many of the 

collective action frames identified by Kelly (1998), including a widely shared sense of 

grievance, a belief that the employer could improve their situation, and a perception that the 

union had power. By contrast, another set of participants located in a call centre that 

exhibited a shared sense of grievance, attached blame to management, and believed union 

membership could make a difference, voted overwhelmingly for union recognition. In the 

third study, employees drifted away from the union when the union was not perceived as 

instrumental in obtaining concessions granted by their employer, the on-line retailer 

‘Amazon’. In later research, Badigannavar and Kelly (2005) discovered some elements of 

mobilization theory helped to explain differences in the effectiveness of union recruitment 

campaigns in two similar settings. Successful outcomes, in terms of an increase in union 

density and the number of workplace representatives, were associated with a tendency for 

employees to discuss problems with each other, thereby encouraging a shared sense of 

grievance; blame their employer; and believe the union could improve conditions. The 

authors acknowledged some differences between the two sites, such as size and local labour 

market, and could not rule out that these or other extrinsic factors may have influenced the 

findings. More recently, Moore and Read (2006) found the presence of charismatic activists 

with experience of collective organisation facilitated unionisation, although other factors, 

such as the strengthening of union power under ERA (1999), were also seen as significant 

and the findings were restricted to small and medium sized enterprises.  
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These studies of mobilization theory have some methodological limitations and different 

measures of collectivism were used, including joining a union and voting for union 

recognition (Kelly & Badigannavar, 2004; Badigannavar & Kelly, 2005; Moore & Read, 

2006) and a willingness to take industrial action and responsibility for union obligations, hold 

management to their agreements, and make complaints and help others with grievances 

(Deery & Walsh, 1999), some of which relied upon attitudinal intentions rather than actions 

taken. However, when taken together, the research offers varying degrees of support for the 

key facets of mobilization theory within different workplace settings, including a shared 

sense of injustice (Deery and Walsh, 1999; Kelly & Badigannavar, 2004; Badigannavar & 

Kelly, 2005) for which employers are held responsible (Kelly & Badigannavar, 2004; 

Badigannavar & Kelly, 2005), a belief in union instrumentality (Deery & Walsh, 1999; Kelly 

& Badigannavar, 2004; Badigannavar & Kelly, 2005; Moore & Read, 2006) and the 

availability of capable, charismatic officials (Moore & Read, 2006).  

 

The presence of collective action frames may not provide a complete explanation for the 

mobilisation of workers as other factors, such as, social background and legislative change, 

were also found to influence collectivism. However, Kelly’s (1998) mobilization theory may 

provide a useful framework for explaining the apparent unwillingness of bystanders to offer 

overt support to their bullied colleagues. Co-workers may fail to support targets if they do not 

perceive bullying as an injustice, for example, because they regard the target’s personality as 

‘provocative’ (Einarsen, 1999; Zapf, 1999), or because they have been socialised into 

accepting bullying behaviour as the norm in their place of work (Archer, 1999; Bloisi & 

Hoel, 2008). There may be no widespread sense of grievance where targets are singled out or 

bullied in small groups. Workers may not be prepared to act collectively in the face of 
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bullying if they do not hold managers accountable or believe they can change the situation. 

For example, employees may hold the inanimate ‘system’ responsible for bullying behaviour, 

rather than individual managers, being viewed as helpless ciphers of an oppressive work 

regime (Liefooghe & Mackenzie Davey, 2001). Those working in the education, public 

administration, and third sectors represented in this study, may attribute managerial bullying 

to the pressures to deliver year-on-year efficiency saving, improve performance, or maintain 

operations in the face of restricted funds imposed externally by successive governments. 

Mobilization theory highlights the central role of trade unions in organizing employees to 

take collective action. However, those who have witnessed bullying, whether or not they are 

members of a union, may be unresponsive to calls from union representatives to support 

bullied colleagues overtly if they do not believe the union has the power to influence 

managerially-derived outcomes or protect them from retaliation. Finally, union officials may 

fail to rally the support of peers because they lack financial resources, organisational 

structures, or skilful local officials.  

 

In the UK, trade unions have traditionally served as a rallying point for collective action, with 

a supportive framework of ideology, expertise, and resources to draw on. However, in an era 

of declining membership and recognition, mobilization theory may be criticised for its failure 

to take into account the possibility of a non-union impetus for worker solidarity, which may 

be encapsulated in notions like ‘team spirit’. As (Kelly, 2005) points out, there is a need for 

more information about the ways in which employees construct beliefs about workplace 

injustice and union power in explaining whether or not they act collectively.  

 

The relevance of mobilization theory for bullying intervention is that, if it holds true, unions 

have the potential to encourage a collective response to workplace grievances if they adapt 
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their strategies. This would entail highlighting any negative behaviour and unfair grievance 

processes, generating a group sense of responsibility for supporting targets, attributing 

responsibility to employers, persuading employees of the utility of union interventions, and 

recruiting and training local representatives to deliver these messages effectively. An 

important issue for this thesis is whether individual or collective action delivers the most 

favourable outcomes for bullied members. There is a dearth of research dedicated to 

answering this question, despite its importance in developing anti-bullying strategies. Some 

suggest a harmonious relationship between union officials and management, rather than a 

traditional adversarial, collective union approach, achieves the best outcomes for aggrieved 

employees (Rayner & McKivor, 2007; Saundry et al., 2008). However, managers are not 

necessarily amenable to engaging with unions. Several studies by researchers in employment 

relations (for example, Bacon & Storey, 2004; Badigannavar & Kelly, 2004b; Wright, 2011) 

suggest partnership arrangements are accorded little more than ‘lip service’ by managers and 

frequently fail to secure concrete benefits for union members. It was noted in chapter four 

that employers have not, in general, entered into the spirit of their anti-bullying rhetoric and 

intervened effectively in bullying incidents. This was exemplified by the failure of the 

Dignity of Work project, based on a partnership agreement between management and unions 

to promote positive behaviour within organisations, to achieve the widespread support of 

employers. A more adversarial, collective response may deliver greater benefits for members.  

 

5.5 Summary 

The fortunes of trade unions have declined over the past three decades, accompanied by an 

increase in non-union systems of employee voice. The shift in voice arrangements appears to 

have advantaged employers, whilst delivering few benefits for employees or even facilitating 

their exploitation. The general voice climate may provide some explanation for why 
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organisational support for bullied individuals, which affords some legal protection for 

employers and enhances their image, frequently fails to address the concerns of targets and 

arrive at solutions which punish them, rather than the, typically senior, alleged perpetrators. 

As with direct voice channels in general, the processes designed by employers for workers to 

air any concerns about bullying, too often increase their suffering because they are perceived 

as stressful and biased towards the senior party. This study gathers information on targets’ 

utilisation of various organisational and non-organisation support systems, to gauge whether 

direct voice has replaced union voice in registering concerns about workplace bullying, and 

the reasons for the rejection of any voice mechanisms. 

 

The ineffectiveness of organisational anti-bullying strategies, from the target’s point of view, 

may be compounded by support providers, including trade union officials, addressing 

bullying as an individual problem rather than a collective issue. This study assess the extent 

to which union interventions are aimed at individual bullied members or address bullying as a 

workplace issue, and compares the outcomes of the different types of action taken. Declining 

collectivism has been attributed to both societal changes and the absence of collective action 

frames. By capturing qualitative and quantitative data on members’ perceptions of union 

instrumentality and on the reasons why bystanders fail to provide various types of support to 

targets, and comparing them to Kelly’s (1998) collective action frames, this thesis will help to 

establish if mobilization theory offers some explanation for the lack of a collective response 

to bullying incidents, or whether explanations based on growing individualism are more 

likely. If the reluctance to take collective action can be attributed to the former, this tendency 

may be reversed by unions if they successfully promulgate the notion that bullying is an 

injustice which should concern all workers and for which employers are responsible, 
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broadcast the action they take to defend bullied individuals and any successes, and allocate 

resources to recruiting and training capable local representatives.  
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Chapter Six 

Methodology 

 

6.1  Introduction 

The previous chapters have critically examined the known literatures that are appropriate to 

the aim and objectives of the thesis. This chapter turns to the important question of 

methodology and how it ensures the research question is answered in ways which support the 

underpinning epistemological framework. Having discussed the underlying ontology of 

workplace bullying and critiqued the methodologies employed in the study of bullying in 

chapter three, the following paragraphs set out the philosophical framework which underpins 

this thesis and its methodological implications which have shaped the research methods used. 

The chapter goes on to detail each stage of the research process and discuss the rationale for 

the methods used and any limitations thereof; how samples were selected and recruited; how 

the research was conducted and which instruments were employed; and how the ensuing data 

was analysed. Finally, ethical issues are considered. 

 

6.2  Philosophical framework  

This study adopts a mixed methods research design, that is, the combination of qualitative 

and quantitative techniques which are mutually illuminating (Bryman, 2008). Purists from 

either positivist or postmodern traditions may see a conflict in mixing methods, as they view 

the world either in terms of a single truth which can only be studied objectively, or as purely 

internally constructed which requires an understanding of the subjective meanings of events 

(Babbie, 2004; Guba & Lincoln, 2008). However, a mixed methods approach is consistent 

with a pragmatist philosophy, which breaks the interconnectedness of method and paradigm 

(Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Rather, pragmatists believe in employing diverse approaches 
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to data collection where it is shown to provide a more complete understanding of the research 

problem (Creswell, 2007).  

 

Pragmatism is based on several key principles which have been detailed by researchers such 

as Cherryholmes (1992), Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009), and Creswell and Plano Clark 

(2007). Underpinning pragmatism is a conviction that the research question, rather than the 

paradigm or method, is of primary importance. Research methodology is dictated by 

whatever means best addresses the research question and a dogmatic choice between 

positivism and constructivism is unnecessary. Pragmatists believe the social world can be 

‘real’ as well as relative. A pragmatist framework not only coincides with the author’s own 

beliefs, it is relevant to the ontological nature of workplace bullying which, as established in 

the third chapter, can be considered as consisting of both subjective and objective 

dimensions.  

 

Researchers whose aim is to explain the process of workplace bullying or how individuals 

interpret events as bullying have, understandably, adopted a hermeneutical approach in their 

studies. For example, Liefooghe and Mackenzie Davey (2001) conducted focus group 

discussions with employees to understand how they operationalised bullying in their working 

environments. For research questions concerned with measuring the prevalence of bullying or 

exploring associations between variables, the emphasis has been on gathering survey data, 

such as Einarsen, Raknes, and Matthiesen’s (1994) study of the relationship between the 

incidence of bullying and workplace environmental factors. But as researchers like Creswell 

and Plano Clark (2007) and Bryman (2008) point out, combining qualitative and quantitative 

methods may be the only way to provide adequate answers to certain research questions. This 

doctoral thesis combines data from focus groups and interviews with key informants with a 
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survey of union members on the pragmatist grounds that this provides the best answer to the 

research question. Mixed methods have been employed in a number of studies of workplace 

bullying (for example, Archer, 1999; Lewis, 1999; Zapf & Gross, 2001). The rationale for 

adopting this approach in this study is set out in the following paragraphs. 

 

6.3 Research methods overview  

This study essentially followed an ‘exploratory mixed methods design (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2007), that is, a two-phase sequential design where qualitative data is gathered and 

used to inform a second quantitative stage. Exploratory research is necessary in the absence 

of extant literature on union intervention in workplace bullying from which studies could be 

replicated, survey instruments could be developed, or relevant theory could guide the 

formulation of hypotheses (Fox & Stallworth, 2004; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007; Bryman, 

2008). In order to explore the usage and impact of union support it was necessary to adopt an 

inductive approach in which original data was gathered and used to develop models from the 

ground up (Babbie, 2004; Creswell, 2007).  

 

The initial research phase involved an exploration of the issue of workplace bullying and the 

response of trade unions through focus group discussions and individual interviews with key 

informants from the participating unions. The ensuing themes informed the design of the 

survey instrument that was used to test the qualitative data on a wider sample of union 

members in the second stage of the study. As this study’s findings could be used to develop 

future intervention programmes by trade unionists and others, it was necessary to look 

beyond the individual stories of union members captured by the qualitative data, to the 

collective trends revealed by a survey of a broader sample of the wider memberships. 

Qualitative data is typically small-scale (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007) and impressionistic 
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(Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). Whilst being valid and deeply informative about, for example the 

concerns and needs of union members, it is an inadequate basis for the future development of 

practical anti-bullying measures and decisions made by union leaders over the allocation of 

resources. A survey will provide measures of, for example, the prevalence of bullying 

amongst members of a particular union, which may influence the extent to which union 

officials allocate resources to address bullying as against other workplace issues. Quantitative 

data can also be used to assess the tendency for targets to utilise various support systems, the 

actions typically taken by union officials and others to address bullying, and the factors 

which may influence the outcomes achieved. Such information is invaluable in tailoring anti-

bullying strategies to the needs of targets. 

 

As the focus groups and interview data were a rich source of highly information pertaining to 

the experience of bullying and the response of unions and organisations, the qualitative data 

was revisited in the third and final phase of the study to illustrate and clarify the survey 

results (Hansen, Cottle, Negrine, & Newbold, 1998; Barbour, 2008; Roscigno, Hodson, & 

Lopez 2009), particularly where these were unexpected or appeared to be counterintuitive. 

This ‘re-immersion’ (Lopez, Hodson, & Roscigno, 2009) in the qualitative findings provided 

a more complete understanding of the bullying experience and interventions by trade unions 

and others within the working environments studied, from which anti-bullying strategies 

could be developed.  

 

6.4 Collection of the qualitative data 

The primary purpose of the qualitative data collected in the first stage of the study was to 

inform the survey design. While scales of high reliability and validity are available to 

measure the incidence of workplace bullying (Cowie et al., 2002), as far as the researcher is 



 

131 
 

aware, there are no such instruments which capture information on the support mechanisms 

utilised by targets, the actions taken by union officials in response to bullying incidents, and 

the outcomes achieved. Furthermore, there is insufficient literature from which items could 

be developed. Therefore, the questionnaire design was necessarily based upon original data 

from knowledgeable informants. These were identified as the trade union officials who 

devised and implemented policies and practices relating to workplace bullying, and the trade 

union members who experience the consequences of them. 

 

Focus groups were chosen as the most appropriate vehicle for accessing this lay knowledge, 

being particularly useful for exploring poorly understood topics and designing contextually 

relevant questions for surveys (Morgan 1997; Stewart, Shandasani, & Rook, 2007; Barbour, 

2008), which reduces the potential for instrumental errors (Hansen et al., 1998). They are 

capable of obtaining fulsome explanations that are difficult to extract from either written 

questionnaires or telephone interviews (Bryman, 2008) and are more cost effective than 

conducting a series of individual interviews (Morgan, 1997; Liefooghe & Mackenzie Davey, 

2001; Liefooghe, 2004). A feature which is peculiar to focus groups is their ability to recreate 

spontaneous conversations, which some researchers believe creates a synergy that generates 

observations, opinions, wishes, concerns, and insights that would not emerge during one-to-

one interviews (Barbour & Kitzinger, 1999; Liefooghe & Olafsson, 1999).  

 

Focus groups have a number of limitations which needed to be taken into account. 

Participants’ responses may be influenced by group interaction (Morgan, 1997) and dominant 

individuals may carry a disproportionate amount of influence and inhibit free debate 

(Creswell, 2007; Stewart et al., 2007). Group discussions can also generate ‘groupthink’ 

(Janis 1982), whereby dissenters tend to suppress their opinions in favour of maintaining the 



 

132 
 

group consensus. Focus groups may also elicit socially desirable, rather than accurate, 

responses and may not be suitable for discussing sensitive issues (Bryman, 2008). For 

example, perpetrators, union officials, and colleagues may experience guilt if they feel they 

have not done enough to support targets, and targets may feel ashamed (Lewis, 2004), 

stigmatized (Leymann, 1996; Einarsen, 1999), or emotionally distressed (McCarthy et al., 

2003). Participants may be reluctant, therefore, to share their feelings frankly in front of 

others. Alternatively, the willingness of respondents to take the time and trouble to participate 

in focus groups may indicate they hold particularly strong opinions on bullying which may be 

atypical of their colleagues (Liefooghe & Mackenzie Davey, 2001). All of these factors may 

reduce the internal validity of the focus group data by distorting or inhibiting the discussion.  

 

It was felt that the disadvantages were outweighed by the benefits of cost efficiency and the 

use of social interaction to trigger insights. The researcher noted that the focus groups format 

did indeed appear to generate rich data when compared to individual interviews, observing 

that the recollections of one member frequently triggered insights of similar experiences in 

others, highlighting any consistencies and differences. However, interviews proved a useful 

supplement, being amenable to capturing the experiences of particularly painful experiences, 

such as, those recalled by one public sector worker who had been taunted for possessing a 

stammer.  

 

Moderation techniques exercised some control over the dominance of certain individuals and 

reticence of others. Holding a number of focus groups also helped to compensate for the 

idiosyncrasies of individual groups. To limit the effect of group behaviour further, and so as 

not to restrict input from anyone for whom bullying was a sensitive issue, one-to-one 

interviews were offered to anyone who wanted to share their experiences in a less public way.  
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Fears, expressed earlier in the chapter, that group and individual discussions could prove 

distressing for individuals with direct experience of bullying, whether as perceived targets; 

alleged perpetrators; or witnesses, were allayed. Although not required to do so, many group 

participants volunteered their involvement in bullying incidents, reflecting a general 

atmosphere of mutual support. After concluding each focus group by thanking participants 

for their contribution to the research, members invariably expressed their gratitude for the 

opportunity to share their experiences or for being given the ‘space’ to consider the issue of 

bullying in detail.  

 

The need to capture a range of perspectives had to be balanced with the need for a free-

flowing discussion. On the whole, empirical evidence suggests self-disclosure is encouraged 

where participants perceive themselves as like each other and are comfortable in each other’s 

presence (Morgan, 1997; Barbour & Kitzinger, 1999), especially when discussing a sensitive 

topic (Farquhar, 1999; Barbour, 2008) such as workplace bullying. The overarching concern 

was the creation of an environment in which participants would feel at ease to speak freely 

about their experiences, feelings, opinions and ideas in order to provide the most 

comprehensive data for the survey design. It was decided, therefore, to keep groups of trade 

union officials and members separate so that they could express freely their opinions of each 

other.  

 

Within the ranks of trade union officials, discreet groups were formed to encourage free 

discourse without fear of offence or retaliation and to discourage domination of the 

discussion by those with more formal power. Separating members on the basis of 

occupational role and status was impractical because of the relatively small number who 
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expressed an interest in participating in group discussions. It was possible that focus groups 

could be made up of members who had experienced bullying and the distress (McCarthy et 

al., 2003), stigmatization (Leymann, 1996; Einarsen 1999), or embarrassment (Lewis, 2004) 

this could entail; those who had witnessed bullying; those who had been accused of bullying; 

and those with no experience of bullying, including those who may not believe in its 

existence. However, any discomfort which may have stifled discussion was limited by setting 

a tone of permissibility at the start of the focus groups, the neutral phrasing of questions, and 

offering the alternative of individual interviews. Separate group discussions were also held 

for minority groups so that members could feel at ease with one another (Lai-Fong & Knight, 

1999).  

 

6.4.1 Selection and recruitment of focus group participants 

As the primary purpose of the qualitative data was not to make probabilistic generalisations 

but to inform the survey design, diversity, rather than representativeness, was the guiding 

principle in selecting focus groups participants. The main concern was to minimise bias by 

obtaining as broad a set of perspectives as possible (Morgan, 1997; Krueger & Casey, 2000; 

Barbour, 2008). Therefore consideration was given to assembling a cross-section of union 

members and officials in terms of union rank or occupational role and status, the size and 

geographical location of employing organizations, and membership of minority groups. 

Sampling frames could not be used as membership lists did not contain information on all the 

stratifying criteria, for example, disability or union status. As random sampling would not 

necessarily have captured the required diversity (Morgan, 1997; Barbour & Kitzinger, 1999), 

focus group members were selected by purposive sampling. This is a non-random but 

strategic method of selecting participants because they have in-depth knowledge about the 
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research topic (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007) and possess the desired demographic or 

workplace characteristics (Babbie, 2004; Bryman, 2008).  

 

Responses to a general invite sent by the researcher may not have resulted in a mix of key 

characteristics. It was, therefore, necessary to utilize the expertise of the participating unions 

to act as ‘gatekeepers’ (Barbour & Kitzinger, 1999) in inviting potential participants and 

compiling groups of respondents. This effectively relinquished control over the sampling of 

focus group members which could have skewed the data. There was the possibility that 

gatekeepers would fail to pass on the invitation to all members and could potentially screen 

participants to include those with similar views or exclude critics (Barbour & Kitzinger, 

1999), or fail to convey the information accurately (Barbour & Kitzinger, 1999. However, 

utilising a senior officer from each trade union to issue invitations and provide a suitable mix 

of participants in terms of the key characteristics was an efficient use of limited financial 

resources and essential in obtaining the required heterogeneity. Furthermore, it was felt union 

members and officials were more likely to respond to an invitation from a familiar, 

authoritative source rather than an unknown researcher, and the use of gatekeepers has been 

established as a legitimate device by focus group researchers (Barbour & Kitzinger, 1999; 

Krueger & Casey, 2000).  

 

The potential for bias and concerns over ethical issues were limited by thoroughly briefing 

gatekeepers of the aim of the focus groups and providing letters of invitation for the members 

(Appendix B) and officials (Appendix C) of each participating union which contained 

information on, for example, the purpose of the research and how participants’ anonymity 

would be protected. It was decided to be open about the key area of interest being workplace 

bullying for two reasons. First, the participating unions were keen to let their membership 
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know they were taking the issue seriously, and second, this would ensure a lively discussion 

by attracting those with something to say. However, it posed the possibility that only those 

with strong views on bullying one way or the other would feel motivated to attend. It was, 

therefore, emphasised to gatekeepers and in the letter of invitation that the opinions of 

everyone were valued, irrespective of their experiences.  

 

Initially, three focus groups with each type of participant (union official and member) were 

planned with each participating union, consistent with the approach adopted by focus group 

specialists (for example, Morgan, 1997; Krueger & Casey, 2000). In addition, focus groups 

were conducted with minority interest groups, where they existed, in order to obtain as 

diverse a range of opinions as possible on which to base the design of the survey instrument. 

Further groups could be arranged until reaching ‘theoretical saturation’, a term most closely 

associated with grounded theory to denote the point at which emerging concepts have been 

fully explored. The term has been borrowed by focus group specialists (Bryman, 2008) to 

indicate the point at which no new insights are being generated (Krueger & Casey, 2000) and 

the moderator can predict the outcome of discussions (Morgan, 1997).   

 

A breakdown of the focus groups planned and conducted for each participating union is 

shown in Tables 6.1 and 6.2. There was sufficient interest amongst union officials to conduct 

three initial focus groups in Unions A and B. In Union C, however, one group was cancelled 

at the request of the gatekeeper due to lack of interest, and one was conducted as an interview 

as only a single participant attended. A further interview was arranged at a later date to 

supplement the discussions which had taken place. As the group discussion and interviews 

were not generating any significant new information, it was deemed that theoretical 

saturation had been reached and the number of focus groups (eight) and individual interviews 
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(two) were sufficient. Lively discussions were generated by groups of between two and five 

participants, in line with many other focus group studies (for a summary, see Bryman, 2004).   

 

Table 6.1: Focus groups and individual interviews conducted 

Focus group/ 

Interview 

Trade 

union 

Participants Location 

Number of 

Participants 

Union officials Union A Full-time national officials Cardiff 3 

Branch secretaries and 

representatives 

Newport 2 

Branch secretaries and 

representatives (2) 

Swansea 7 + 6 

Union B Full-time national officials London 5 

Regional officials Manchester 5 

Branch secretaries Manchester 6 

Union C Unpaid officials (2) London 1 + 1 

Unpaid officials Manchester 0 

Unpaid officials Newcastle 5 

 

Galvanising the interest of members proved rather more difficult. Union A successfully 

organised two of the requisite three focus groups, and three members were interviewed 

individually. Union C cancelled two of the three focus groups planned due to lack of interest 

and Union B failed to arrange any discussion with members at all. Despite urging the 

participating unions to re-send invitations, the consultation with members remained 

disappointing. Organising focus groups of minority interests also proved difficult as only 

Union A had a well established pan-equality network which enabled them to arrange three 
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focus groups and one interview, representing disability, ethnicity, gender, and sexual 

orientation equality strands. The remaining two unions were not able to draw upon such 

networks to organise dialogue with minority groups.  

 

Table 6.2: Focus groups and individual interviews conducted 

Focus group/ 

Interview 

Trade 

union 
Participants Location 

Number of 

Participants 

Union members Union A Focus groups 

 

Newport 7 

Swansea 7 

Llandudno 0 

Individual interviews Newport 3 

Union C Focus groups London 5 

Manchester 0 

Newcastle 0 

Special interest 

groups 

Union A Disability  Cardiff 6 

Black and Minority Ethnic 

Members  

Cardiff 6 

Women Cardiff 9 

Sexual orientation Swansea 1 

 

 

The lack of input from members and minority groups from all the participating unions could 

have reduced the validity of the survey instrument, skewing it towards themes which were of 

significance to officials. However, any adverse effect was thought to be limited for several 

reasons. First, there was little difference between the themes which emerged from the 
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discussions which did take place with members and those which were raised by union 

officials. Second, equal prominence was given to issues raised by officials, members, and 

minority groups when designing the questionnaire. As a final compensatory measure, 

comments boxes were included in the survey instrument at regular intervals to provide all 

members with the opportunity to expand upon their answers or convey information which 

was of importance to them and which was not captured elsewhere. Whilst participation in 

some of the planned focus groups was disappointing, some mechanisms for maximising 

turnout proved useful, such as, piggy-backing focus groups onto pre-existing meetings and 

sending electronic reminders. In particular, it was noted that, where the union gatekeeper’s 

commitment to the research project was high and drove the process of organising focus 

groups and interviews, as in Union A, attendance was highest.   

 

6.4.2 Conduct of the focus groups 

All the focus groups took place between October 2007 and September 2008 and were 

conducted in line with recommendations of focus group specialists (for example, Morgan, 

1997; Krueger & Casey, 2000; Barbour, 2008) and ethical considerations (as detailed at the 

end of this chapter). The discussions, which lasted between 60 and 150 minutes, were 

digitally recorded, with the written consent of participants. Each session commenced with an 

explanation of the research aim, how participants’ anonymity would be protected, the format 

of the discussion, and some ground rules, including respecting the confidences of fellow 

participants. The questions were introduced for discussion, following the process laid down 

by Charmaz (2006), whereby an ‘initial’ question acted as a discussion-starter and was 

followed by several substantive ‘intermediate’ questions before an ‘ending’ question brought 

the session to a close. These were set out in an interview guide (Appendix D). 
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6.4.3 Focus group interview guide 

The interview guide followed a semi-structured format, where questions were open but 

focussed towards themes suggested by the research topic. This balanced the need for a 

relevant discussion with the ability to pursue unanticipated but potentially fruitful lines of 

enquiry (Morgan, 1997; Stewart et al., 2007). The use of neutral, readily understood language 

and open questions limited the possibility that the researcher, as moderator, could unwittingly 

influence the interaction by asking ‘loaded’ or confusing questions (Morgan, 1997; 

Oppenheim, 2001; Bryman, 2008). The interview guide consisted of just five main areas to 

keep the discussion focussed, which grew directly from the research topic, with additional 

probes to stimulate discussion where necessary. 

 

The ‘discussion-starter’ question ‘What is workplace bullying?’ was designed to stimulate 

conversation and get participants to set their terms of reference for the ensuing discussion. 

The first intermediate question (‘What workplace issues concern you (members)/ your 

members (officials)?’) would explore where bullying sat alongside other workplace issues 

which could influence decisions about allocating union resources.  

 

Question two (‘Where would people turn to for support if they had a problem with workplace 

bullying?’) was intended to explore the role of unions in assisting bullied members alongside 

other sources of support. Care was taken to ask projective questions when broaching a 

sensitive issue (Oppenheim, 2001; Bryman, 2008). Participants were asked about what 

‘people’ would do, rather than personal experience, to avoid causing embarrassment to any 

members who may have felt bullied but did not wish to reveal this to fellow group members. 

Members were questioned about what action they believed officials would take or would like 

to be taken to avoid the need for targets to identify themselves. Similarly, officials were 
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asked about the action they could take, rather than did take, to avoid offending those who felt 

they had not done enough, to reduce the risk of eliciting socially desirable responses 

(Oppenheim, 2001). This information would provide inventories of potential sources of 

support for bullied members and union interventions for the questionnaire. 

 

Question three (‘how are cases of bullying dealt with?’) would provide a list of possible 

actions taken by trade unions and employers and outcomes of bullying scenarios. Again, the 

question was de-personalised so that officials could provide honest, open responses without 

fear of recrimination, and members did not have to reveal themselves as targets. The 

information from this question would allow an exploration of any relationships between the 

type of intervention and the outcomes achieved, which could be pursued with survey data.  

 

Question four, ‘How do colleagues react to someone who feels bullied?’ was intended to 

obtain information on how individuals responded to bullied co-workers, which would provide 

items for the survey. The reference to ‘colleagues’ as a third party avoided the possibility of 

embarrassing anyone who may have felt their actions had been inadequate in order to 

discourage social desirability in the answers. The concluding question, ‘Do you have any 

recommendations for addressing workplace bullying?’, was an opportunity to capture the 

ideas of key informants, with a view to providing findings which could ultimately inform best 

practice in dealing with workplace  bullying. 

 

The schedule was used as a framework only and, after the initial ‘discussion starter’, 

questions were rarely asked in the precise form or order as laid down in the guide, which was 

effectively used as a checklist. Participants were allowed to broach the subjects in the natural 

course of the conversation, with the moderator simply clarifying ambiguous statements, 
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probing answers where necessary, re-directing participants who wandered into irrelevant 

areas, and introducing questions from the interview guide which had not been touched upon. 

As a result, all areas of interest were covered, but the format was sufficiently flexible to allow 

unexpected avenues to be pursued and issues of significance to informants to emerge 

(Morgan, 1997; Barbour & Kitzinger, 1999; Stewart et al., 2007).  

 

6.5 Collection of the quantitative data  

The focus group and interview data was used to inform the design of the survey instrument, 

as detailed in chapter seven, to test the qualitative findings on a wider sample of the union 

memberships. This method is relatively uncommon in workplace bullying research, but has 

been adopted by Hutchinson, Vickers, Jackson, and Wilkes (2005) and in the related 

constructs of workplace abuse (for example, Richman, Rospenda, Flaherty, & Freels, 2001), 

workplace aggression (Glomb & Liau, 2003), and incivility (Cortina, Magley, Hunter 

Williams, & Day Langhout, 2001). As with a number of other studies (for example, Salin, 

2009; Rayner, 2009; O’Driscoll et al., 2011) an on-line questionnaire was developed, using 

‘Survey Monkey’ survey software. An on-line survey had several advantages over a mailed 

version. Discussions with contacts at the participating unions indicated it was a convenient 

format for members and would be expected to encourage responses from the target 

population. A web-based survey was also a practical solution which fitted the time and 

financial constraints of the research, allowing the survey to reach the large number of 

members from which to acquire a sample of adequate size, and also reduced the potential for 

data input errors.  

 

Some disadvantages to delivering the survey on-line had to be considered. In particular, there 

was the danger that those without adequate computer literacy or access to the internet would 
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be excluded from the sample, potentially skewing the results. However, discussions with the 

unions suggested members tended to be computer-literate and had access to the internet at 

home and/or work and a hard copy of the questionnaire was made available. In some 

workplaces, employees shared a single pc. Therefore, collector settings had to be set to allow 

more than one response per ‘ip’ address. The inability to control for persons completing the 

survey more than once is a possible source of sampling error. To reduce this risk, an 

instruction for respondents to submit just one completed survey was highlighted in the letters 

of invitation (Appendices E-G) and reminder letters (Appendix H-I).  

 

As with any survey, there is a possibility of response bias, whereby those who feel most 

aggrieved about an issue like bullying are more likely to respond to a survey about it. Some 

researchers (Fevre et al., 2009) fear this may be extenuated by self-completed questionnaires. 

However, it could be argued that postal or on-line questionnaires are less likely to invoke 

social desirability in responses to questions about a sensitive topic like bullying than face-to-

face or telephone interviews, as indicated by some research (for example, van Tilburg & de 

Leeuw, 1991; Feveile, Olsen, & Hogh, 2007). In this survey, response bias was reduced by 

inviting members to take part in a survey about ‘workplace behaviour’ rather than ‘workplace 

bullying’, and the invitation highlighted that responses were welcome from all members, 

irrespective of their experiences at work.  

 

 

6.5.1 Selection of survey respondents 

The study consisted of three separate samples, drawn from the members of each participating 

union or division. The aim was to obtain a sample which was representative of the 

memberships of each union or division. The findings of this survey were not intended to be 

transferable to members of other trade unions, non-unionised employees, or the British 
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working population. However, the samples were appropriate for the research questions in this 

study, where the objectives were to identify trends in particular populations (Nielsen & 

Einarsen, 2008) and explore significant associations between key variables (Notelaers et al., 

2006; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007), such as the source of support utilised or type of action 

taken by the union upon bullying outcomes. The findings will facilitate the development of 

effective bullying interventions and provide a basis for comparative studies or future 

replications (Babbie, 2004). The inclusion of three unions, operating in three different 

economic sectors, made a considerable contribution to knowledge and enabled the 

triangulation of three sets of findings, increasing confidence in the transferability of the 

findings to other populations or revealing insightful differences (Babbie, 2004; Bryman, 

2008), and facilitating the building of models of intervention. It is stressed that this study 

focuses on the perceptions of the members and officials of the participating unions, which 

may or may not be typical of the members and officials of other unions or non-unionised 

employees. The accounts of other parties involved in bullying interventions, including 

managers; HR officers, EAP providers; non-union employees; and the members and officials 

of other unions, are outside the scope of this study but may provide an additional, alternative 

perspective and remains a fruitful area for future research.  

 

Randomly selecting participants from a sampling frame was rejected as a large number of 

people needed to be surveyed in order to obtain a subgroup of targets of acceptable size to 

study (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2008). A general invite was, therefore, sent to all members of the 

participating unions as with some other studies of workplace bullying (for example, McKay 

et al., 2008; Rayner, 2009). The invite was sent by as direct a means as possible in order to 

encourage a response. Union A did not hold private e-mail addresses for its members. The e-

invite was, therefore, cascaded to members via workplace representatives using workplace e-
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mail systems. This method had the drawback that it relied upon representatives to forward the 

e-mail to all members correctly. As the e-invite may not reach those on long-term leave 

during the survey period, representatives were asked to contact them by post. Using 

gatekeepers to deliver requests to complete online surveys was the most reliable method of 

delivery available and their use has been established in other studies of workplace bullying 

and similar constructs (for example, Blase et al., 2008; McKay et al., 2008). Union B was 

able to e-mail the invitation directly to its members. Union C had the means to e-mail a 

substantial proportion of its members directly, with the remainder distributed via workplace 

representatives as for Union A.  

 

As further assurance that all members had an opportunity to complete the survey, each union 

included the letter of invitation to participate on the members’ page of their websites, 

including a direct link to the questionnaire. As this could only be accessed by members’ log-

in details, the survey could not be completed by the general public which would have 

potentially skewed the results. As only members of Union A in Wales were to be surveyed, 

the questionnaire was placed on the members’ page of the Welsh website. A question 

regarding the location of the workplace was added at the beginning of the questionnaire so 

that any members working outside of Wales who ‘strayed’ onto the Welsh page could be 

identified and excluded from the results. Similarly, as only one division of Union C was 

included in the study, the invite and link to the survey appeared on the ‘Community and not-

for-profit’ sector page, and respondents were required to indicate which type of organisation 

they worked for so that those working outside of the chosen division could be filtered out. 

Union B could not be confident that only current members could access the on-line 

questionnaire via the website. A safeguard was, therefore, added to the questionnaire which 

required respondents to confirm they were members. The unions also publicised the survey 
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and links to the questionnaire in their in-house magazines to reach members with no internet 

access. Creating multiple opportunities for members to participate in the survey gave rise to 

the possibility that individual members could receive more than one invitation from different 

sources. However, the risk of multiple responses from a single candidate was reduced by 

including instructions to submit only one completed survey in the e-invites (Appendices E-G) 

and reminders (Appendices H-I). It is thought unlikely that duplicate responses would be of a 

magnitude which skewed the findings.  

 

To encourage a response, the e-invites included an assurance of confidentiality, an 

explanation of how the data would be held securely, the purpose of the research, a guide to 

the likely completion time and a direct link to the on-line survey. Contact details were 

provided for those who encountered problems accessing the survey or had other enquiries. To 

ensure only those from the target population completed the questionnaire, that is, existing 

members of the trade union who had been employed in the previous two years, an instruction 

for others not to complete the survey was added. For ethical reasons, the invite also contained 

details of how anyone experiencing workplace bullying could contact their trade union. 

 

6.5.2 Conduct of the survey 

The survey was conducted between March and July 2009. The three surveys were run 

consecutively; so that it was easier to monitor the responses and handle any enquiries. The 

surveys were to run for four weeks, after which the reminder e-letter would be sent, and the 

survey held open for a further two weeks. In practice, delays in sending reminders on the part 

of union personnel and public holidays meant the survey ran for 10 and 12 weeks for Unions 

A and C respectively. Union B was unwilling to send a reminder as it clashed with another, 
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un-related survey which may have caused confusion. The survey was closed, therefore, after 

4 weeks.  

 

6.5.3 Survey instrument 

A similar survey instrument was administered to the members of each of the three 

participating trade unions (Appendices J-L). The requirement to use wording relevant to each 

membership necessitated a small number of differences between the questionnaires. For 

example, ‘head teacher’ and ‘head of department’ were added to the list of potential 

perpetrators in the survey for Union B in the education sector. The questionnaire was 

developed largely from original qualitative data, as set out in the following chapter, as pre-

existing instruments which gathered information on the utilisation of various support systems 

and the response of unions, colleagues, and employers were not available as far as the 

researcher is aware. The prevalence of negative behaviour, and the way in which it 

manifested, in the different populations was assessed by means of a 29-item behavioural 

inventory. This method did not require respondents to label themselves as victims, which 

could have resulted in under-reporting (Einarsen & Raknes, 1997). The battery used in this 

study was adapted from the 21-item British Workplace Behaviour Survey (BWBS) (Fevre et 

al., 2009) using information obtained during the initial stage of the research. The 

development of the revised 29-item BWBS (WBS-R) from the qualitative data is detailed in 

chapter seven.  

 

The behavioural inventory was combined with a direct self-labelling question, in common 

with a number of studies of workplace bullying (for example, Hoel et al., 2001; Matthiesen & 

Einarsen, 2004; Lewis & Gunn, 2007). This increased reliability and validity by recognising 

both the objective and subjective dimensions of bullying (Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2001; Salin, 
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2001; Nielsen et al., 2008), allowing respondents to take account of context in the experience 

of bullying (Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2001; Salin, 2001), which reduced the risk of overstating 

incidence. It was decided to provide respondents with some guidance by including a loose 

definition of bullying. Many different versions have been employed in the research on 

workplace bullying (Fevre et al., 2009; Nielsen et al., 2009). The following definition, based 

upon Fevre et al.’s pilot study, was adopted in this study: 

 

“By bullying I mean a situation where you have persistently over a period of time 

perceived yourself to be on the receiving end of negative actions from one or more 

persons, in a situation where as the target of bullying you have had difficulty in 

defending yourself against these actions.  For the purposes of this survey only, I am not 

referring to a one off incident as bullying.” 

 

While the definitional question was dropped from Fevre et al.’s national survey because of 

concerns over different interpretations by respondents (Fevre et al., 2009), it was a necessary 

inclusion in this study in order to identify union members who considered themselves to have 

been bullied so that they could be directed to questions about their experiences relating to 

outcomes, the sources of support utilised, and any action taken by their union. Furthermore, 

there were concerns that the failure to set any parameters for the experience of bullying 

risked respondents’ interpretation being so wide it became a meaningless concept (Nielsen et 

al., 2009), potentially inflating incidence.  

The form of words was chosen as it stipulated the pervasiveness of the behaviour and 

powerlessness of the target, in order to delineate bullying from behaviour which is simply 

inappropriate as discussed in the second chapter of this thesis. At the same time, the 

definition allowed respondents a degree of latitude in the interpretation of what constituted 
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‘negative actions’ and whether or not they felt they could tolerate such behaviour, in order to 

take account of individual perception and context. The definition did not require either the 

perpetrator’s intent to harm or a detrimental impact upon the target, consistent with the 

researcher’s position that the focus should be on the behaviour carried out rather than the 

targets’ reaction to it, as set out in chapter two. The only alteration from the original wording 

of Fevre et al. (2009) was the addition of the phrase ‘for the purposes of this survey only’ 

before the criterion that one-off incidents were not to be treated as bullying. This was in 

response to concerns from one union that the guidance conflicted with the dignity at work 

policy they promoted, which could have caused confusion. It was considered that this 

compromise did not significantly alter the substance of the definition.  

 

There are some methodological limitations associated with the survey instrument not yet 

discussed. Despite providing a loose definition of bullying, the self-identification of target 

status is open to interpretation (Hoel et al., 2001; Einarsen et al., 2009). Similarly, the 

exposure to negative behaviour, despite being generally considered a more objective 

measure, is still based upon individual perceptions (Einarsen et al., 1994), as are responses 

relating to how bullying incidents were resolved, the helpfulness of the support provided and 

action taken by unions, and the attitudes of employers. The findings could, therefore, be 

criticised for being too subjective (Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996) and may be affected by 

dispositional factors. For example, targets may hold more negative views about their 

employer because of negative affectivity, which may be a pre-existing personality trait or a 

consequence of bullying. Furthermore, all the survey data was gathered from a single source 

via a common method, raising the possibility that mono-source and common-method bias 

may have increased measurement and/or correlation errors (Djurkovic et al., 2008). However, 

perception is a key element in determining the incidence of bullying (Lewis & Gunn, 2007) 
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as well as the acceptability of any resolutions, helpfulness of any support, and employers’ 

attitudes. Target perceptions are seen as crucial as, unless bullied employees have faith in the 

various support mechanisms designed to help them, they are unlikely to prove effective. 

Similarly, bullied members’ views of the efficacy of their union’s actions are central to 

devising anti-bullying strategies which meet the needs of targets, or manages their 

expectations. Accordingly, respondents’ interpretation has been accepted as a valuable source 

of data. Others have drawn attention to research in the field of workplace and school bullying 

which suggests target accounts tend to be comparable to witness reports (Einarsen & 

Skogstad, 1996; O’Moore et al., 2003).  

 

The perceptions on which this study’s findings are based may not be typical of all employees. 

Ultimately, this study is not intended to present one true picture of the experience of being 

bullied. Capturing other perspectives, including alleged perpetrators, the members and 

officials of other unions, non-unionised employees, employer representatives, and the 

providers of Employment Assistance Programmes is outside the scope of this study but 

remains a fruitful area for future research in order to gain a more well-rounded understanding 

of bullying interventions. A final concern was the possible influence of other measured or 

unmeasured third variables, such as, time; individual personality traits; personal coping 

strategies such as exercise or faith; or variations in the abilities and attitudes of support 

providers.  

 

6.6 Ethical considerations  

Given the potential for workplace bullying to have a devastating effect upon targets 

(Leymann, 1966; McCarthy et al., 2003) and cause embarrassment and shame to all the 

parties involved, it was essential to raise the matter sensitively in focus group discussions, 
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interviews, and surveys. As outlined earlier in the chapter, the language used was neutral and 

those who felt they had been involved in bullying, whether as targets, perpetrators, or 

bystanders, were not obliged to reveal themselves as such in front of others. In spite of the 

emotional nature of the subject under discussion, several focus group participants decided to 

declare their personal involvement in bullying incidents, and group members invariably 

declared the discussions, helpful, empowering, and thought-provoking  

 

Respecting the confidentiality of all focus group participants, interviewees, and survey 

respondents was paramount, in order to protect their interests and encourage their 

participation in the research. The intention to record discussions and the measures taken to 

protect confidentiality and anonymity were explained to participants in the invitations to take 

part in the focus groups and surveys and reminder letters. At the beginning of all focus 

groups, participants were asked to respect the confidences of fellow group members. Signed 

copies of informed consent (Appendices B-C) were obtained from all those who took part in 

group discussions and interviews before sessions were recorded. The recordings were stored 

on password protected computers and hard copies locked away when not in use. Similarly, 

survey data was stored initially on Survey Monkey, and then downloaded onto the university 

server, which was password protected. Access to these records was restricted to the research 

team. Only summaries of the data or anonymous extracts, which referred to contributors’ in 

terms of their union status (for example, ‘a member of Union A’ or ‘a branch secretary in 

Union B’) were included in the main body of the thesis and reports to the executives of each 

participating union.  

 

  



 

152 
 

6.7 Summary 

A mixed methods research approach was the best means of answering the research questions. 

The information gathered in focus group discussions and individual interviews enabled the 

adaptation of established scales to measure the incidence of bullying behaviour in specific 

workplaces and the development of a new survey instrument to gather information on topics 

about which very little is known, including the sources of support utilised by targets, and the 

response of unions, co-workers, and employers. The quantitative data also enabled significant 

associations between outcomes and the support used or type of union intervention to be 

identified, in order to assess the efficacy of different interventions. This, combined with the 

explanatory power of rich qualitative data, may facilitate the future development of effective 

anti-bullying strategies. The survey findings are reported and discussed in chapter eight, after 

presenting the results of the analysis of the qualitative data and detailing its transformation 

into the questionnaire in the following chapter.  
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Chapter Seven 

Analysis of the qualitative data and development of the survey instrument 

 

7.1  Introduction 

The previous chapter set out the methodological approach which underpins this study and 

detailed the research methods used. These include the development of a survey instrument 

from qualitative data gathered from focus groups of trade union members and officials and 

interviews with key informants. This chapter sets out the results of the content analysis of the 

qualitative data and the hierarchical coding structure which emerged and which formed the 

basis of the questions used in the survey administered to members of the three participating 

unions. The chapter describes the process of developing, piloting, and modifying the survey 

instrument from the taxonomy, including testing the reliability of the scales used. The 

qualitative data was re-visited in the final stage of the research, to illustrate and clarify the 

survey findings, as reported in chapters eight to eleven.  

  

7.2  Content analysis of the qualitative data 

All the recordings of focus groups and interviews were listened to in full to gain an initial 

impression of the discussions and emergent themes, before being transcribed. The recordings 

were of good quality, apart from one which was transcribed from handwritten notes. A 

professional transcription service was used, which freed up the researcher’s time to 

concentrate on analysing the content of the discussions and producing a reliable survey 

instrument. All transcripts were checked to the original recordings to ensure they were 

accurate and captured the essence of the conversation, for example, by noting laughter or 

emphatic tone.  
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Content analysis was performed on each of the transcripts, which identified the domains, 

items, and scales for inclusion in the survey instrument, following the coding process of 

Charmaz (2006). This consisted of the initial coding (nodes) of each line of text to reflect the 

areas of questioning in the interview guide, followed by the emergence of sub-categories 

(child nodes) as the transcripts were read. This was a cyclical process, involving re-coding 

the original categories and adding new ones as transcripts were added (Hansen et al., 1998; 

Barbour, 2008). The initial coding was followed by focussed coding (Charmaz, 2006) 

whereby the initial codes were sifted to identify which would form the basis for survey 

questions. There is always an element of subjectivity in coding text, however content analysis 

can be either ‘manifest’, concerned with concrete terms used in communications, or ‘latent’, 

which focuses on the underlying meaning (Babbie, 2004). In this study, the coding 

necessarily tended towards a manifest content analysis, which is less impressionistic and 

more appropriate for identifying areas of questioning and item wordings for a survey 

instrument (Silverman, 2005; Stewart et al., 2007; Bryman, 2008).  

 

The coding process was aided by computer-assisted analysis of qualitative data (CAQDAS). 

The choice of NVivo 8 software was based upon consultation with colleagues, reading 

software reviews, the ready availability of training and support, and trying out the software. 

NVivo 8 emerged as a user-friendly package capable of performing the required tasks, 

including importing transcripts in word document format, easy coding of text, the 

maintenance of a link between the codes and the source data, and the ability to attach notes to 

the transcripts. While CAQDAS has been criticised, this is largely because of an erroneous 

association with quantitative techniques (Silverman, 2005). While there are no 

methodological barriers to mixing qualitative and quantitative techniques in a pragmatist 

paradigm, such criticisms may be valid where software has been used inappropriately, for 
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example, to count the number of instances a word is used, which may not reflect its relative 

significance. However, in this study, each category was a valid consideration for the 

questionnaire in order to capture the diversity of opinions required to develop a valid 

instrument.  

 

Other criticisms of CAQDAS include a genuine concern that it does not allow a ‘fine-

grained’ analysis of the ways in which language is constructed (Silverman, 2005). However, 

CAQDAS was considered appropriate in this study, where the prime purpose of the data 

analysis was to identify areas of questioning and items for the survey, rather than for 

discourse analysis. Indeed, as researchers like Silverman (2005) and Bazeley (2007) argue, 

CAQDAS freed the researcher to concentrate on developing thematic ideas by carrying out 

the processes of coding and retrieving data more quickly than by traditional ‘cut and paste’ 

techniques, and facilitated the interpretation of the data by retaining the link between the 

codes and the context contained in the original data extract. Furthermore, CAQDAS was a 

practical option for coding the large amount of data contained within 20 transcripts and added 

rigour to the analytic process, as assurance that the text had been reliably coded was gained 

through double-checking that all relevant material in each transcript had been coded in full 

(using the coding stripe function in NVivo 8) and that the coding summaries contained only 

text relevant to the particular node.  

 

The content analysis resulted in a hierarchical coding structure consisting of main themes and 

sub-categories. The key themes are shown in Table 7.1. The table also indicates how the 

information was used in the research, whether to modify existing measures, compile new 

scales, provide item lists for the survey instrument, or to illustrate and explain the survey 
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results in the third “re-immersion” stage of the research, making reference to the relevant 

survey questions.  

Table 7.1: Key themes from the hierarchical coding system 

Key theme (nodes) Research use 

Survey 

section 

number 

Survey 

question 

numbers 

The nature of bullying Scale modification 1 3-9 

Non-bullying issues for 

members 

Provide item list 

Omitted 

following  

pilot test 

Omitted 

following  

pilot test 

Resolutions Provide item list 2 10-12 

Sources of Support Provide item list 3 13 

Reasons for not approaching 

the trade union 

Provide item list 3 13-14 

Trade union action Provide item list 4, 6 

15-16; 19-

20 

Outcomes considered 

successful 

Re-immersion N/A N/A 

Factors which aid successful 

outcomes 

Scale development/ Re-

immersion 

 

7 

 

20-22 

Factors which impede 

successful outcomes 

Scale development/ Re-

immersion 

 

7 

 

21-23 

 

Features of bullying 

Scale development/ Re-

immersion 

 

7 

 

21-23 
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7.3 Pilot testing the draft survey instrument 

The original draft of the survey instrument (Appendix M) was cognitively tested, in both hard 

copy and online formats, in order to minimise the possibility of serious errors in 

conceptualisation, comprehension, and interpretation of the survey items (Fevre et al., 2009). 

The pilot group participants were drawn from the researcher’s own Business School 

personnel, most of whom were also members of a trade union. The pilot group was, therefore, 

sufficiently similar to the survey participants to provide a reliable test (Oppenheim, 2001) 

without revealing the survey to potential respondents. Of the eighteen individuals 

approached, fourteen completed the pilot test. Nine completed the web survey and five 

completed the hard copy.  

 

Participants were observed and timed whilst completing the questionnaire, after which they 

were asked about their understanding of the questions and the ease of completion. The 

questioning followed a pre-written ‘Pilot Test Interview Guide’ (Appendix N). However, a 

semi-structured approach was adopted, whereby the questions were not necessarily asked in 

the sequence or wording in which they appeared in the guide. Rather, participants were 

encouraged to comment freely upon the questionnaire, so that unanticipated problems or 

improvements would not be excluded. Each participating union was also consulted about the 

relevance of the questions and appropriateness of the language used for their members. The 

results of the pilot test and the modifications made to the draft survey are presented in 

Appendix O The resultant questionnaires, one for each of the participating unions were more 

appropriately worded, better sequenced, and more user-friendly than the original, with less 

risk of confusing, overwhelming, or deterring respondents (Oppenheim, 2001), thereby 

increasing the reliability of the survey instrument and the validity of the findings. There 

follows a discussion of the final, post-pilot questionnaire by section.  
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7.4 Section 1: Experience of negative behaviour and bullying  

The first section of the questionnaire (after an initial question to filter out illegible 

respondents) collected information on how bullying behaviour manifested in the various 

workplaces in which the three unions operated, and the incidence of self-reported bullying. 

This provided information of interest to the participating unions and identified targets for the 

study. The behavioural inventory used to measure respondents’ exposure to negative acts in 

the original survey was the British Workplace Behaviour Survey (BWBS) (Fevre et al., 

2009). The pilot test revealed some participants were unable to locate some of the negative 

behaviour they had experienced, including those perpetrated by co-workers and subordinates. 

Indeed, the qualitative data yielded some forms of bullying behaviour which did not appear in 

the BWBS. These included one (‘pressure to achieve unreasonable targets’) primarily 

characterised as peer bullying, where team members behaved aggressively towards 

individuals who were seen as under-performing, which increased the burden on colleagues or 

adversely affected team targets and bonuses. A further behaviour (‘someone refusing to co-

operate with you’) chiefly related to subordinates, and was sometimes viewed as tantamount 

to emotional blackmail. As shown in Table 7.2, cross-checking all the items under the 

‘bullying behaviour’ node to the BWBS revealed eight negatives acts which were identified 

in the present study but did not appear in the 21 items listed in the BWBS. These were added 

to form a 29-item modified version of the BWBS (WBS-R) for use in this thesis.  
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Table 7.2: Comparison between British Workplace Behaviour Survey (BWBS) items and the hierarchical coding system (‘nature of bullying’ node) 

Items per the BWBS Items per the nature of bullying node 

Someone withholding information which affects your 

performance.   

Withholding information 

Pressure from someone else to do work below your level of 

competence. 

 

Having your opinions and views ignored Ignoring opinions  

Someone continually checking up on you or your work when IT 

IS NOT NECESSARY  

Excessive supervision & monitoring 

Pressure from someone else NOT to claim something which by 

right you are entitled to  

Pressure not to take leave, sick leave, & questioning expense claims 

Being given an unmanageable workload or impossible deadlines Allocation of unmanageable workload 

Your employer not following proper procedures Failure to act on complaints fairly; misusing appraisal, capability, and 

disciplinary procedures; pressure to change  contract terms 

Being treated unfairly compared to others in your workplace Being treated differently to others, unfairness, & insensitivity 

Being humiliated or ridiculed in connection with your work Humiliation 

Gossip & rumours being spread about you or having allegations 

made against you 

Gossip, backbiting, & spreading rumours 

Being insulted or having offensive remarks made about you  Insults 

Being treated in a disrespectful or rude way Spoken to, or ordered to do something, in an overbearing way 

People excluding you from their group Exclusion 
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Items per the BWBS Items per the nature of bullying node 

Hints or signals from others that you should quit your job Being told you cannot do your job or being forced out  

Persistent criticism of your work or performance which is unfair Persistent  and unwarranted criticism 

Teasing, mocking, sarcasm or jokes which go too far Teasing,  sarcasm, or jokes 

Being shouted at or someone losing their temper with you  Shouting, swearing and throwing things 

Intimidating behaviour from people at work Intimidation 

Feeling threatened in any way while at work Threats 

Actual physical violence at work  

Injury in some way as a result of violence or aggression at work  

N/A Inappropriate use of electronic communication (e.g. being bombarded 

with unnecessary e-mails, receiving offensive text messages or being the 

subject of humiliating postings on social networking sites) 

N/A Not being given credit for your achievements or someone taking credit 

for your work 

N/A Someone refusing to co-operate with you 

N/A Unreasonable pressure to meet targets 

N/A Being treated unfairly because you are a member of a trade union 

N/A Being given work below your level of responsibility or having 

responsibilities taken away for no reason  

N/A Feeling harassed after taking something to which you are entitled (e.g. 

excessive or unwarranted contact during sick or holiday leave) 

N/A Resented for expressing opinions 
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Whilst caution should be exercised before altering the wording of instruments of proven 

reliability and validity like the BWBS (Fevre et al, 2009), or extending the length which may 

deter respondents, it was considered that the modifications would increase overall validity by 

reducing the risk of under-reporting negative behaviour. This included a potential failure to 

detect certain forms of peer-to-peer and upward bullying. The WBS-R was also capable of 

capturing the ways in which bullying manifested in the particular working environments of 

the target populations which general purpose surveys may have failed to identify. Similar 

scale modifications have been made in research into the related construct of workplace 

aggression (see, for example, Dupre & Barling, 2006).  

 

Respondents were asked to indicate the frequency of their exposure (“daily”, “weekly”, 

“monthly”, “now and then”, “just once” and “never”) to each of the behaviours listed in the 

WBS-R, during the previous two years. Similar categories and time constraints were used in 

Fevre et al.’s (2009) survey, allowing for comparisons to be made between the findings of 

this study and a nationally representative sample of the working population. The two-year 

timescale also balanced the need to capture a sufficient number of bullied targets to constitute 

a meaningful subsample, with the need for accurate recall.  

 

7.4.1 Reliability of the WBS-R 

The reliability of the WBS-R, which was developed for this study, was assessed using 

Cronbach’s alpha, and the underlying structure of the items was examined by exploratory 

factor analysis. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the WBS-R was 0.95 for all three 

samples, indicating very high internal consistency and reliability for a 29-item scale (Field, 

2009). This is unsurprising since the NAQ-R (Einarsen & Hoel, 2001), from which the 

original BWBS was developed, has been accredited with a similarly high internal consistency 
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(Einarsen et al., 2009). Furthermore, the BWBS had undergone cognitive testing for use in 

the UK context (Fevre et al., 2009) and further refinements had been made to reflect the 

particular working environments of the members of the three participating unions.  

 

The Item-Total Statistics revealed the sample for Union A contained two items with low 

Corrected Item-Total Correlation values (less than .3) (Appendix P), indicating they did not 

correlate well with the other items. These were ‘actual physical violence at work’ and ‘injury 

in some way as a result of violence or aggression at work’. The Alpha if Item Deleted values 

for these items (.951) were also marginally higher than the final alpha value (.947), indicating 

the scale could be improved by deleting these items. The sample for Union B showed a 

similar pattern. The items ‘actual physical violence at work’ and ‘injury in some way as a 

result of violence or aggression at work’, had low Corrected Item-Total Correlation values 

and the Alpha if Item Deleted values of .952 and .951 respectively (Appendix Q) were 

somewhat higher than the final alpha value of .949. In the sample for Union C, although the 

Corrected Item-Total Correlation values for these items were slightly above .3 (.338 for 

‘actual physical violence at work’ and .339 for ‘injury in some way as a result of violence or 

aggression at work’), the Alpha if Item Deleted values for these items (.954 each) (Appendix 

R) were again, somewhat higher than the final alpha value of .953). On balance, it was 

decided that the reliability of the WBS-R could be improved if these items were removed 

from the scale. These two items presented a distinct grouping as they related purely to 

physical bullying, and may be distinct from psychological negative behaviours, at least in the 

samples in this study. 
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7.4.2 Factor analysis of the WBS-R 

The resultant 27 items of the WBS-R were subjected to exploratory principal components 

analysis (PCA) using SPSS 19. Prior to performing PCA, the suitability of the data for factor 

analysis was assessed. The overall sample sizes of between 602 and 2,865, each with at least 

five cases per variable, were sufficient. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olikin (KMO) value was 0.96 for 

Unions A and C and 0.97 for Union B, exceeding the recommended value of .6 (Kaiser, 

1979; 1974) at which the inter-correlations amongst the items are deemed sufficiently strong. 

Inspection of the correlation matrices revealed the presence of many coefficients of .3 and 

above and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity (Bartlett, 1954) reached statistical significance (p = 

.000) for all three samples, supporting the factorability of the correlation matrix.  

 

There was a high level of congruence between the factor analyses of the three samples. PCA 

revealed a three-component solution for Union A, which explained a total of 57% of the 

variance, with Component 1 contributing 46%, Component 2 contributing 7%, and 

Component 3 contributing 4%. (Appendix S). In the remaining samples, a four-factor 

solution emerged. This explained 60% of the variance, of which Component 1 contributed 

46%, Component 2 contributed 6%, Component 3 contributed 4% and Component 4 

contributed 4% in Union B (Appendix T) and 61% of the variance, with Component 1 

contributing 47%, Component 2 contributing 6%, Component 3 contributing 4%, and 

Component 4 contributing 4%, in Union C (Appendix U). An inspection of the scree plots of 

all three samples (Appendices V-X) revealed a clear break after the second component, and 

less steep breaks after that, implying a two-factor solution may be most appropriate. 

Furthermore, most items loaded quite strongly (at least .4) on the first component, but to a 

lesser extent on the remaining factors in the components matrix of all three unions 

(Appendices Y-AA). The results of Parallel analysis, which showed only two eigenvalues 
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exceeding the corresponding criterion values for a randomly generated data matrix of the 

same size (Appendix BB), reinforced the argument for retaining just two components.  

 

To aid the interpretation of the factor analysis further, Oblimin rotation was performed. This 

method was chosen as it does not assume the constructs are independent (Field, 2009; Pallant, 

2010) and allows for the possibility that different types of bullying behaviour may be related. 

For example, an individual whose work is publically criticised by a superior may lose the 

respect of peers and subordinates, which could result in teasing or a lack of co-operation. An 

inspection of the Pattern matrix in the rotated solution for Union A (Appendix CC) revealed 

each of the initial three components contained three or more positive items loaded above .3 

and represented distinct aspects of bullying. Similarly, the Pattern matrices in the rotated 

versions for Unions B and C (DD-EE) revealed each of the original four components 

possessed three or more items which were strongly loaded (at least .4) and represented 

different types of negative behaviour. The rotated solutions fulfilled Thurstone’s (1974) 

requirements for a simple structure, with all components showing a number of strong 

loadings and all variables loading substantially on one component. By contrast, forcing a 

two-factor solution resulted in some items (‘inappropriate use of electronic communication’ 

and ‘being treated unfairly because you are a member of a trade union’) which did not load 

strongly (less than .3) on either component in two of the samples (Unions A and B) and 

resulted in a less nuanced classification of negative behaviour. 

 

Following the guidance of Pallant (2010) for researchers to employ judgement based upon 

their understanding of the research topic, rather than rigid adherence to statistical rules, in the 

interpretation of the data from factor analysis, a three-factor solution for Union A, and four-

factor solution for Unions B and C, was considered optimal. This balanced the need to find a 
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simple solution with the need to explain as much of the variance as possible and present a 

meaningful distinction between different types of negative behaviour. As Table 7.6 

demonstrates, four dimensions of negative behaviour were identified, that is, ‘personal 

attack’, ‘undermining one’s work’, ‘undue pressure’, and ‘intimidation’. The latter two 

components were conflated into one factor in the sample for Union A, reflecting subtle 

differences in diverse working environments. 

 

‘Personal attack’ is directed at the person, rather than someone’s work, by, for example, 

insulting someone, spreading gossip about them, or excluding them from the group. 

‘Undermining’ a person’s work, on the other hand, reduces their ability to carry out their 

work effectively or weakens their work status. Examples of this type of behaviour include 

withholding information necessary for job performance, ignoring opinions, or allocating work 

below an individual’s level of competence. The third factor is ‘undue pressure’, whereby 

unreasonable work demands are made, either by setting unmanageable workloads or 

unreasonable targets, or the heavy-handed use of electronic communication. Finally, 

‘intimidation’ involves putting obstacles in the way of employees receiving their proper 

entitlements. This type of behaviour includes treating someone unfairly because they are a 

union member; putting pressure on someone not to claim something they are entitled to, such 

as, sickness or holiday leave; or harassing them after they have done so. 
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Table 7.6: The four dimensions of Negative Behaviour 

Personal attack Undermining Undue pressure Harassment 

Being insulted or having offensive 

remarks made about you 

Pressure from someone else to do 

work below your level of competence 

Being given an unmanageable 

workload or impossible deadlines 

Being treated unfairly because you 

are a member of a trade union 

Gossip and rumours being spread 

about you or having allegations made 

against you 

Someone withholding information 

which affects your performance 

Pressure to achieve unreasonable 

targets 

Pressure from someone else NOT to 

claim something which by right you 

are entitled to 

Intimidating behaviour from people at 

work 

Having your opinions and views 

ignored 

Inappropriate use of electronic 

communication 

Feeling harassed after taking 

something to which you are entitled 

Feeling threatened in any way while 

at work 

Being given work below your level of 

responsibility or having 

responsibilities taken away for no 

reason 

  

Teasing, mocking, sarcasm, or jokes 

which go too far 

Not being given credit for your 

achievements or someone taking 

credit for your work 

  

Being shouted at or someone losing 

their temper with you 

Being treated unfairly compared to 

others in your workplace 
  

Being treated in a disrespectful or 

rude way 

Someone continually checking up on 

you or your work when IT IS NOT 

NECESSARY 

  

People excluding you from their 

group 

Being resented for expressing 

opinions*** 
  

Persistent criticism of your work or 

performance which is unfair 

Your employer not following proper 

procedures***** 
  

Hints or signals from others that you 

should quit your job* 
   

Being humiliated or ridiculed in 

connection with your work** 
   

Someone refusing to co-operate with 

you**** 
   

*Included in harassment in sample C  **Included in undermining in sample C  ***Included in personal attack in sample C  ****Included in undermining in 

sample A  *****Included in harassment in sample A
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Attention is drawn to the fact that the factor structures are not replicated precisely across the 

three samples. The underlying structure of the BWBS, from which the WBS-R was adapted, 

is not known. However, established instruments like the NAQ have shown variations in 

factor structures similar to the WBS-R when applied to different samples (see, for example, 

Einarsen & Raknes, 1997; Lewis & Gunn, 2007). There has been limited examination of the 

structural validity of the revised version of the NAQ (NAQ-R), from which the BWBS was 

designed. However, Einarsen & Hoel (2001) found the presence of two factors, namely 

‘personal’ and ‘work-related’ bullying. Personal bullying broadly equates to the first 

component identified in the present study, that is, ‘personal attack’.  The WBS-R applied to 

the three samples in this study, gave rise to a more nuanced measurement of work-related 

bullying in these populations, delineating between behaviour which undermines, unduly 

pressurises, and harasses targets. Interestingly, exploratory factor analysis applied to a cross-

section of civil servants using a Japanese version of the NAQ-R (Tsuno et al., 2010) 

suggested a different three-factor solution in which person and work-related bullying 

behaviours were closely related, as were physical and psychological forms of intimidation, 

while occupational devaluation (removing areas of responsibility and allocating work below 

an individual’s level of competence) emerged as a distinct form of bullying. The authors 

attribute the variation in the underlying dimensions of workplace bullying to differences in 

national cultures.  

 

As the WBS-R is a newly-developed scale for this thesis, exploratory factor analysis was 

conducted. Confirmatory factor analysis is a more sophisticated technique for corroborating 

the structural validity of previously explored variables (Pallant, 2010), and has been 

undertaken by Einarsen et al. (2009) on the NAQ-R, using a cross-section of British 

employees. This indicated an optimal three-factor solution comprised of ‘work-related’, 
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‘person-related’ and ‘physically intimidating’ bullying. The latter equates to the two physical 

behaviours (‘actual physical violence at work’ and ‘injury in some way as a result of violence 

or aggression at work’) which were removed from the WBS-R before conducting PCA, as 

they may be a separate construct to psychological bullying in the workplaces in this study. 

Interestingly, the Japanese study (Tsuno et al., 2010) did not find an optimal fit for one, two, 

or three-factor models using confirmatory analysis. 

 

The lack of consistency between the underlying dimensions of workplace bullying as 

revealed by exploratory factor analysis of the WBS-R in the samples in this study, and, more 

particularly, by confirmatory analysis of the NAQ-R applied in different contexts, may 

suggest these instruments are highly culturally sensitive. Tsuno et al. (2010) consider the 

battery of negative acts listed in the NAQ-R, which was developed in Europe, may not be 

wholly appropriate to the collectivist nature of Japanese employees. Even within the UK, 

bullying is likely to pattern differently between workplaces. For example, resenting someone 

for expressing an opinion may be an effective means of undermining them in occupations 

with a high professional status like teaching, but may have a different impact for those 

working as, for example, a care worker, who may perceive such behaviour as more of a 

personal insult. Workplace bullying may not behave in the same way as constructs such as 

‘depression’ or ‘personality’, where there is general agreement regarding their underlying 

dimensions as measured by scales such as the Beck Depression Inventory (Beck, 1961) or the 

‘Big Five’ personality traits (Norman, 1963; Goldberg, 2001) and which have been found to 

be stable across a range of contexts (Coyne, Seigne, & Randall, 2003). It seems reasonable to 

suppose that bullying will be patterned differently in workplaces with varying hierarchical 

structures, ways of working, and cultural traditions.  
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The lack of consistency in factor structures and the potentially culturally sensitive nature of 

instruments to measure workplace bullying may pose a problem where the intention is to 

develop scales to measure and compare the prevalence of workplace bullying in different 

contexts. However, it is important to note that there continues to be some disagreement 

around some of the dimensions of well-established scales, such as, the ‘Big Five’ taxonomy 

of personality traits (Coyne, Seigne, & Randall, 2003). Furthermore, while instruments like 

the NAQ-R may be susceptible to national and organisational cultural differences and benefit 

from further testing and refinement, they may still represent useful measures in the 

investigation of the prevalence of bullying in particular constituencies and associated factors. 

Indeed, the WBS-R was developed specifically to capture the incidence and nature of 

bullying within the memberships of the participating trade unions, and not to gauge the 

prevalence of bullying within a nationally representative sample of the workforce. 

 

7.4.3 Self-reported bullying 

In addition to gathering information on respondents’ exposure to negative behaviour, they 

were asked if they felt bullied according to a loose definition. Those who identified 

themselves as targets were directed to additional questions which afforded a fuller picture of 

the bullying experience. These pertained to the identity of the perpetrator; whether they were 

bullied alone or with others; and the impact upon their health and wellbeing. The item 

wording for these questions was based upon Fevre et al.’s (2009) survey, but adapted to 

reflect the sources of perpetration relevant to the three sets of participants in this study based 

upon information provided by union officials. For example, in the survey for Union B, whose 

members worked in the education sector, the option entitled ‘line manager’ was extended to 

include ‘head of department’. Similarly, relevant examples of non-organisational perpetrators 
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were given, such as a customers and clients for Union A, and students, parents, or governors 

for Union B.  

 

7.5 Section 2: How bullying incidents are resolved  

Self-identified targets were asked if they were still experiencing bullying in order to direct 

those who had resolved the situation to questions about how the matter had been settled. The 

list of possible resolutions was developed from the node entitled ‘Resolutions’, with an 

option of ‘other’ added in order to capture any outcomes not discussed in the focus groups or 

interviews. A further option of pursuing a personal injury claim was added at the request of 

Union B during the pilot test. Respondents to this question were also asked to indicate if they 

were satisfied with the outcome, or how they would have preferred the matter to have been 

resolved. The data on the frequency of different bullying outcomes, and the extent to which 

they met targets’ expectations, cast light on whether perceived targets or alleged perpetrators 

were made responsible for the solution and the level of target satisfaction with those 

outcomes. 

 

7.6 Section 3: Sources of support  

All self-labelled targets were asked to indicated which sources of support they had turned to, 

being presented with a list of possible support mechanisms taken from the sub-categories of 

the ‘sources of support’ node. An option for ‘other’ EAPs, such as telephone help-lines 

provided by the employer, was added at the request of Union B during the pilot test, and a 

box was provided for respondents to note sources of support which had not been identified in 

the qualitative data. Targets were also asked to indicate either how helpful the service 

provided had been or the main reason for rejecting it, taken from the node titled ‘reasons for 

not approaching the trade union’. This information was used to assess the utilisation of union 
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support alongside other voice mechanisms for airing concerns about workplace bullying, 

identify the factors which guided targets’ choice of support system, and investigate whether 

the choice of voice channel influenced the outcomes of bullying incidents. 

 

7.7 Sections 4 and 6: Trade union action  

Those who indicated they had approached the trade union for support were asked about the 

action that had been undertaken on their behalf. The items were obtained from the ‘Trade 

union action’ node, with the addition of options to take account of the possibility that no 

action was taken, or ‘other’ actions not identified by key informants had been carried out. 

These respondents were also asked to indicate if they had wished for a different response. 

This provided some much-needed information on how unions respond to allegations of 

bullying, the extent to which interventions met members’ needs, and enabled the exploration 

of any significant associations between different union responses and bullying outcomes.  

 

All respondents were required to indicate the action they would like their union to undertake 

in respect of workplace bullying. The options included supporting individual bullied 

members and collective forms of action identified in the ‘Trade union action’ node (garnering 

the support of colleagues and working with employers towards an anti-bullying culture) 

which related to action taken in response to specific incidents of bullying. Two items which 

pertained to general support (providing members with information about bullying and 

lobbying politicians for anti-bullying legislation) were also added. Members of Unions A and 

B were also asked whether or not they thought the union had the power the influence how 

bullying was addressed in their place of work. This was omitted from the survey of the 

members of Union C, following concerns from their officials that this could question the 

utility of union membership. This set of questions had been drawn up in response to interest 
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from some union officials, but could provide valuable information pertaining to unions’ role 

in addressing bullying, for example, whether perceptions of union power influence the 

likelihood of collective responses, as suggested by mobilization theory. 

 

7.8 Section 5: Co-worker support  

All respondents were asked if they had witnessed bullying, after being reminded of the 

definition of workplace bullying. The perceptions of those who do not feel victimised but 

believe they have observed bullying can reinforce the reports of self-identified targets (Cowie 

et al., 2002; Einarsen et al., 2009). Identifying witnesses also provided the opportunity to ask 

supplementary questions about what action they took (using information from the ‘sources of 

support’ node), or did not take, to support targets and their assessment of its effectiveness or 

the main reason for failing to act in particular ways (using information from the node ‘factors 

which impede success’). This question posed a moral challenge for those who felt they could 

have done more to support bullied colleagues. There was a danger that respondents would fail 

to answer or provide socially desirable responses, so neutral language was used as far as 

possible (Oppenheim, 2001). Further assurance was gained from the high completion rate for 

this question in the pilot test. The question was, therefore, retained in the final survey as it 

would provide valuable insight into the role of colleagues in supporting targets, and the 

relevance of mobilization theory.  

 

7.9 Section 7:  Employers anti-bullying policies and attitudes  

Whilst analysing the focus group and interview data, the reluctance of employers to tackle 

bullying emerged as a key factor in impeding what they considered to be successful 

outcomes. It became apparent that it was not possible to investigate the role of unions in 

intervening in bullying incidents without also considering the response of employers, as the 
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two were inextricably linked. Key informants believed the ability of union officials to achieve 

outcomes which were satisfactory from targets’ point of view was constrained by the 

reluctance of employers to take firm action against bullying. Information was gathered on the 

prevalence of anti-bullying policies, publicity, training programmes, and cultures which was 

used to assess the extent to which employer attitudes influenced bullying outcomes. 

However, the mere presence of anti-bullying measures may not reflect their implementation. 

A more sensitive measure to gauge the extent to which employers were intolerant or 

accepting of bullying behaviour was, therefore, designed for the study (Employers Attitude 

Scale) (EAS). This comprised of nine positive and nine negative statements about employers’ 

attitude to bullying intervention. The positive items were drawn from the node entitled 

‘Factors which facilitate successful outcomes’ and the negative items from that named 

‘Factors which impede successful outcomes’. Further statements pertaining to bullying at the 

organisational level were obtained from items coded under ‘Features of bullying’. The items 

incorporated the language used by focus group participants and interviewees, which would 

aid respondents’ comprehension and increase the validity of the EAS. All respondents were 

asked to indicate on a five-point Likert scale how strongly they agreed or disagreed with each 

statement. As the EAS was newly-developed for this study, its reliability was tested, 

revealing extremely high internal consistency and reliability with Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficients of 0.93 for Union A, 0.95 for Union B, and 0.94 for Union C.  

 

7.10 Section 8: Demographic risk factors  

Information on demographic and workplace characteristics was gathered, in order to gauge 

the representativeness of the sample. The categories were based on Fevre et al.’s (2009) 

survey of the British working population. Additional categories were added to capture the 

union roles which may be performed by members, using information provided by union 
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officials. This information was placed at the end of the questionnaire (with the exception of 

initial questions to filter out illegible respondents) following the advice of Oppenheim (2001) 

that positioning the least demanding questions at the end of surveys aided their completion. A 

final comment box was provided to collect any thoughts pertaining to how trade unions and 

employers addressed the issue of workplace bullying which had not been captured elsewhere 

in the survey instrument.  

 

7.11 Summary 

This chapter set out the process by which focus group data had been transformed into the 

survey instrument. Some of the measurements used in the survey instrument were necessarily 

simplistic in order to maintain a reasonable questionnaire length. For example, the impact 

upon targets’ health and wellbeing was measured by a single question which required 

respondents to self-diagnose the effect according to a seven-item Likert scale, rather than 

including a pre-existing scale such as the General Health Questionnaire (Goldberg & Hillier, 

1979). Similarly the effectiveness of each type of support provided was measured by asking 

respondents to rate it according to a five-point Likert scale, rather than incorporating one of 

the many scales which measure social support in existence, such as Perceived Organisational 

Support (Eisenberger et al., 1986) or the Social Support Scale (Sargent & Terry, 2000). This 

limited the extent of the statistical analysis, such as, the identification of moderating factors. 

However, the measurements adopted were considered appropriate for an exploratory study 

which required the extraction of large amounts of detailed data pertaining to the support 

provided by union officials and colleagues, a hitherto under-researched area, and generated 

some important, initial findings and identified future research needs.  
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Chapter Eight 

Results: Incidence of negative behaviour and the experience of bullying 

 

8.1 Introduction 

Earlier chapters show that bullying behaviour is a significant problem in British workplaces. 

This chapter presents the first set of quantitative findings relating to the frequency of negative 

behaviour and bullying experienced by the members of the participating unions, required by 

the first research question. There follows a report of the findings in respects of the three 

bullying outcomes measured by the survey, that is, the impact of bullying episodes upon 

targets’ health and wellbeing, how bullying incidents were resolved, and targets’ satisfaction 

with those resolutions, which are used in the bivariate and multivariate analyses in 

subsequent chapters. The findings are shown separately for each union, before making 

comparisons between the samples and with the extant literature. The qualitative data obtained 

in the first stage of the research is revisited in order to illuminate the survey findings.  

 

8.2 Analysis of the quantitative data 

The survey responses were analysed using SPSS 19. There were some non-responses to 

certain questions, which were coded as ‘not applicable’ or ‘not answered’. Items which were 

answered in error were also coded as such. Omissions and errors were treated as missing 

values and excluded from all statistical analyses on a pairwise basis. Excluding responses 

only where the missing data was required for a specific analysis made optimum use of the 

data. In reporting the results, attention is drawn to any lack of response which may have 

skewed the findings. To gain assurance that all the data had been correctly coded, descriptive 

frequency statistics were checked to ensure the minimum and maximum values were within 

the expected ranges and missing items were correctly identified. In addition, ten percent of 
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the sample (one percent in the case of Union B owing to the large sample size) was cross-

checked to the original downloaded information for accuracy.  

 

8.3  Sample size and composition 

The entire memberships of each participating trade union were invited to complete the 

survey. The number of responses received were 727 for Union A (3.4% of the estimated total 

population of 21,400); 3,643 for Union B (3.6% of the estimated total population of 100,000); 

and 656 for Union C (1.6 % of the estimated total population of 40,000). Questionnaires 

which were insufficiently complete, that is, those where respondents had not completed as far 

as, and including, section six pertaining to employers’ policies and attitudes, were excluded. 

This was felt to be an appropriate cut-off point as the remaining questions relating to 

demographic information were answered on a voluntary basis. The number of partially 

completed responses which were deleted was 113 for Union A, 559 for Union B, and 117 for 

Union C. Safeguards had been built into the questionnaire to identify those who were not 

eligible to complete the survey but may have gained access to the online version via their 

union webpage. This resulted in the exclusion of 12 members of Union A who worked 

outside of Wales, 219 non-current members of Union B, and 11 members of Union C who 

were employed outside of the not-for-profit sector. This resulted in final sample sizes of 602 

for Union A, 2,865 for Union B, and 528 for Union C. 

 

As Rayner (2009) notes, a traditional response rate cannot be calculated where participants 

have responded to a general invite and there is no way of determining for certain how many 

members it reached. The low response rate may also be associated with the sensitive nature of 

the subject matter (Bjorkqvist, Osterman & Lagerspetz, 1994) or ‘survey fatigue’, with public 

sector employees and union members surveyed on a fairly regular basis on a variety of topics. 
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Because of the low response rate, caution should be exercised in generalising the survey 

findings to the entire union memberships. However, the potential for bias was somewhat 

reduced as, according to senior union officials, the demographic characteristics of each 

sample shown in Table 8.1 (excluding those who preferred not to provide this information) 

were similar to each unions’ overall membership.  

 

Table 8.1: Demographic breakdown of the samples for Union A, B and C 

 

Demographic variable: 

Percentage of sample: 

Union A Union B Union C 

Gender: Female 64 78 66 

Male 36 22 34 

Age: 16-24 years 5 3 3 

25-34 years 20 16 23 

35-44 years 28 24 29 

45-54 years 33 34 28 

55 years or more 14 23 17 

Ethnicity: White British 95 96 88 

Mixed background 4 2 5 

Asian, Black or other 

background 1 2 7 

Religion: Christian 65 78 52 

Other religion 2 3 9 

No religion 33 19 39 
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Demographic variable: 

Percentage of sample: 

Union A Union B Union C 

Sexual 

orientation: 

Bisexual, gay or lesbian 5 4 8 

Heterosexual 95 96 92 

Employment: Full-time permanent 90 71 81 

Full-time fixed-term contract/ 

agency work/temping 

 

1 

 

8 

 

6 

Part-time  9 21 11 

Voluntary 0 0 2 

 

It is not possible to know if respondents were representative of all union members in terms of 

deeper differences, such as disposition, although previous research into workplace bullying 

suggests this does not significantly affect the findings (Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2002). 

Furthermore, the tendency to attract a disproportionate response from those who hold 

particularly strong views on bullying was reduced by describing the survey in general terms 

as relating to ‘workplace behaviours’. Ultimately, the ability to triangulate the survey results 

of three samples obtained from different working environments, and with the qualitative data, 

increased confidence in the transferability of the findings or revealed insightful differences. 

 

Some respondents possessed at least one long-standing physical or psychological condition 

[23% in Union A (n = 121), 15% in Union B (n = 395), and 25% in Union C (n = 120)], a 

breakdown of which is given in Table 8.2 (excluding those who preferred not to provide this 

information) for each sample. As some respondents reported more than one condition, the 

total number of conditions exceeds the number of respondents with at least one long-standing 

health problem. 
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Table 8.2: Long-standing physical and psychological health conditions by number and 

percentage of respondents for Union A, B, and C 

Condition 

Union A Union B  Union C 

n 

% of 

sample n 

% of 

sample n 

% of 

sample 

Deafness or severe hearing 

impairment 16 3 46 2 15 3 

Blindness or severe visual 

impairment 4 1 2 0 1 0 

A condition that substantially 

limits one or more basic physical 

activities 28 5 97 4 36 8 

A long-standing psychological or 

emotional condition 28 5 85 3 35 7 

Other long-standing illness 62 12 202 7 56 12 

 

Some trade union members also acted as union officials [7% of the sample of Union A (n = 

92), 14% of Union B (n = 395), and 26% of Union C (n = 125)]. A breakdown of their roles, 

for each sample, is given in Tables 7.3 - 7.5 (excluding those who preferred not to provide 

this information), reflecting the different structures within each union. As union officials 

frequently fulfil multiple roles, the total number of roles is greater than the total number of 

officials.  
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Table 8.3: Union role by number and percentage of respondents for Union A 

 

Union role n 

Percentage 

of sample 

Office representative 36 7 

Branch official 51 9 

National official 8 1 

Education representative 14 3 

Equality representative 10 2 

Health & Safety representative 24 4 

Other 15 3 

 

Table 8.4: Union role by number and percentage of respondents for Union B 

Union role n 

Percentage 

of sample 

Workplace representative 336 12 

Branch secretary 28 1 

Regional official 1 0 

Executive committee member 9 0 

Health & Safety representative 37 1 

Other 15 3 
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Table 8.5: Union role by number and percentage of respondents for Union C 

Union role n 

Percentage 

of sample 

Lay officer 29 6 

Union representative 90 19 

Full time officer 5 1 

Other 8 2 

 

8.3.1  Exposure to negative behaviour and self-reported bullying 

All respondents completed the modified Workplace Behaviour Survey (WBS-R), which 

measured respondents’ exposure to a list of negative behaviours which may be considered 

bullying. Participants were asked to indicate if they had experienced each of the acts ‘daily’, 

‘weekly’, ‘monthly’, ‘now & then’, ‘just once’, or ‘never’ during the previous two years. The 

frequencies of respondents’ exposure to each of the negative behaviours are shown in full in 

Appendices FF-HH for each of the three samples. To aid analysis, operational criteria of 

experiencing at least one negative act on at least one occasion were applied to distinguish 

between respondents who were ‘exposed’ and ‘not exposed’ to negative behaviour (Table 

8.6). 

 

The rate of exposure to negative behaviour was comparable across all three unions, with over 

90% of respondents exposed to some form of negative behaviour on more than one occasion 

within the last two years. This appears high in relation to some other studies reviewed in 

chapter three (Table 3.1). However, it is difficult to make direct comparisons because of the 

different sampling techniques, methods of data collection, operational criteria, and 

timeframes employed.  
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Table 8.6: Exposure to Negative Behaviour for Union A, B, and C 

Negative behaviour (per WBS-R) 

Union A Union B Union C 

Exposed 

Not 

exposed Exposed 

Not 

exposed Exposed 

Not 

exposed 

Someone withholding information which affects your performance 53 47 57 43 67 33 

Pressure from someone else to do work below your level of competence 49 51 43 57 59 41 

Having your opinions and views ignored 71 29 76 24 77 23 

Someone continually checking up on you or your work when IT IS NOT NECESSARY  50 50 46 54 51 49 

Pressure form someone NOT to claim something which by right you are entitled 27 73 23 77 27 73 

Being given an unmanageable workload or impossible deadlines 61 39 65 35 71 29 

Your employer not following proper procedures 39 61 36 64 51 48 

Being treated unfairly compared to others in your workplace 50 50 44 56 48 52 

Being humiliated or ridiculed in connection with your work 27 73 24 76 28 72 

Gossip & rumours being spread about you or having allegations made against you 29 71 25 75 33 67 

Being insulted or having offensive remarks made about you 28 72 28 72 29 71 

Being treated in a disrespectful or rude way 46 54 49 51 50 49 

People excluding you from their group 35 65 36 64 40 60 

Hints or signals from others you should quit your job 14 86 15 85 18 82 

Persistent criticism of your work or performance which is unfair 23 77 23 77 28 72 

Teasing, mocking, sarcasm, or jokes which go too far 27 73 17 83 23 77 

Being shouted at or someone losing their temper with you 23 77 22 78 27 73 
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Negative behaviour (per WBS-R) 

Union A Union B Union C 

Exposed 

Not 

exposed Exposed 

Not 

exposed Exposed 

Not 

exposed 

Intimidating behaviour from people at work 32 68 35 65 37 62 

Feeling threatened in any way while at work 21 79 30 70 31 69 

Actual physical violence at work 0 100 7 93 4 96 

Injury in some way as a result of violence or aggression at work 0 100 4 96 2 98 

Inappropriate use of electronic communication 15 85 13 87 24 75 

Not being given credit for your achievements or someone taking credit for your work 54 46 57 43 60 40 

Someone refusing to co-operate with you 44 56 46 54 54 46 

Pressure to achieve unreasonable targets 49 51 54 46 62 38 

Being treated unfairly because you are a member of a trade union 8 92 6 94 12 88 

Being given work below your level of responsibility or having responsibilities taken away for no reason 33 67 26 74 38 62 

Feeling harassed after claiming something to which you are entitled 20 80 17 83 23 77 

Being resented for expressing opinions 40 60 46 54 67 33 

 

Exposed  = experienced negative behaviour more than once (‘daily’, ‘weekly’, ‘monthly’, or ‘now & then’) 

Not exposed  = experienced negative behaviour ‘just once’ or ‘never’ 
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The incidence rates reported here are higher than those based upon face-to-face interviews 

with nationally representative samples, such as the UK’s Fair Treatment at Work Survey 

(FTWS) (Fevre et al., 2009) which indicated 51% of the national working population were 

exposed to some form of negative treatment within a two-year period. UK research based on 

self-completed questionnaires has produced a broad range of results, reflecting differences in 

sample selection and operationalisations of bullying. Hoel’s (2002) NAQ-based survey of a 

cross-section of UK organisations found 38% of respondents were exposed to at least one 

negative act per week within the past six months. More recently, Einarsen et al.’s (2009) 

latent class cluster analysis of the same data indicated 71% of respondents were exposed to 

some form of negative behaviour. Using a different behavioural inventory, Quine (2002) 

found 84% of the junior doctors in her survey experienced one or more bullying behaviours 

in the year prior to the survey. The longer timeframe of two years employed in this thesis, 

and an operationalisation which allows for infrequent (less than weekly) exposure to negative 

behaviour, may provide some explanation for the higher incidence of bullying compared to 

other research using self-completed questionnaires. A further consideration is the inclusion of 

additional items in the WBS-R, which may have detected some forms of bullying, such as 

upward and peer-to-peer bullying, which general purpose behavioural inventories may not.  

 

In addition to questioning respondents about their exposure to negative behaviour, they were 

asked whether or not they considered themselves to have been bullied within the past two 

years, according to a loose definition. In line with other research (for example, Hoel et al., 

2001; Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 200l; Lutgen-Sandvik et al., 2007), not all of those who 

experienced negative behaviour considered this constituted bullying. Of the 602 members of 

Union A surveyed, 159 (26%) considered themselves to have been bullied within the last two 
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years. In Union B, 730 (26%) of the 2,865 respondents felt bullied, and in Union C, 162 

(31%) of the 528 respondents felt bullied within the same period.  

 

The bullying incidence rates of between one quarter and one third of respondents reported 

here were similar across the three unions. The results are within the ranges recorded in a 

number of British and Irish studies of workplace bullying reported in chapter three (Table 

3.2). It is difficult to make comparisons with the extant research because of the different 

sampling techniques, definitions of bullying provided, methods of data collection, and 

timeframes employed. The prevalence rate indicated by this study is higher than those based 

upon face-to-face interviews with nationally representative samples. Recent UK and Irish 

studies adopting such a methodology have reported incidence rates of self-labelled bullying 

of seven percent within the preceding six months (O’Connell et al., 2007) and eight percent 

within a two-year timeframe (Fevre et al., 2009). When based on self-completed 

questionnaires, incidence rates are more varied, ranging from 11% within the past six months 

in Hoel’s (2002) large-scale study, to 53% in Rayner’s (1997) survey, based on a 

convenience sample of part-time students and no time constraints upon respondents’ 

experiences. The variation is likely to reflect the differences in sample selection and the 

timeframes employed. 

 

The composition of the sample, that is, trade union members, may have inflated incidence. 

According to the FTWS (Fevre et al., 2009), union members were more likely to report 

negative behaviours than non-members. This may be because dissatisfied workers are more 

inclined to unionise. Indeed, several union officials in this study believed many employees 

only joined the union when they experienced problems at work. Increased reports of negative 

behaviour amongst union members may also be a result of ‘voice-induced complaining’ 
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(Freeman & Medoff, 1984), whereby unionised workers tend to express more discontent 

compared to other employees because of a greater awareness of problems, and because the 

stock of dissatisfied workers increases as turnover is lower amongst unionised workers.  

 

The relatively high rate of exposure to negative behaviour reported in this study may also 

reflect the location of the respondents in sectors which are associated with an above average 

risk of exposure to bullying, including pubic administration, education, (for example, 

Grainger & Fitzner, 2007; Fevre et al., 2009; 2011) and the voluntary sector (Hoel, 2002). 

Several key informants believed managers in public bodies tolerated more bullying than 

bosses they had worked for previously in the private sector. This may reflect the pressures of 

working in an environment subjected to constant restructuring (Sheehan, 1999; Ironside & 

Siefert, 2003) and, as some union officials alluded to, externally imposed targets for year-on-

year efficiency savings or performance improvements, or of working in emotionally 

challenging environments in the third sector with increasingly limited resources. The 

qualitative data revealed a widespread perception amongst the members and officials of all 

three unions that most bullying emanated from managers, who adopted a ‘feudal’ style of 

micro-management in the belief this would achieve the productivity improvements required 

of them by government or funding cuts. Some focus group participants related bullying 

directly to management’s failure to recognise such behaviour as unacceptable and to target-

driven cultures, as expressed by one member of Union A: 

 

“I think it is a culture of tolerance but it’s also ... target driven, where people lose sight 

of the fact that they’re working with people, whether it’s as colleagues or managers, ... 

they are thinking of the tasks and the jobs and they’re forgetting that a) they’re people 

who have got a life in work and b) they’re people who’ve got a life outside work.”   
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The timing of the survey may also help to explain the relatively high incidence of negative 

behaviour. There have been suggestions that bullying behaviour is increasing over time and 

has been exacerbated by the pressures of the financial crisis (Namie, 2009a) which struck 

global economies at the time of the survey. However, FTWS data (Grainger & Fitzner, 2007; 

Fevre et al., 2009), which is representative of the national working population, suggests there 

has been no significant rise in exposure to negative behaviour. Furthermore, it is difficult to 

attribute any increase to economic factors, as opposed to social influences such as a growing 

intolerance of autocratic management styles. There may be a growing tendency for union 

members, such as those represented in this study, to interpret such working practices as 

negative in response to unions’ role in raising awareness of how bullying manifests. Some 

support for this was provided in the 2009 survey of UNISON members, which indicated an 

increase in bullying behaviour in recent years resulted from both a greater exposure to 

negative behaviour and a greater awareness of bullying behaviour.  

 

Respondents were also asked if they had witnessed bullying in their place of work within the 

last two yeas. In Union A, 246 respondents (41% of the sample), in Union B 1,241 

respondents (43%), and in Union C 252 respondents (48%) reported they had observed 

bullying within the two years prior to the survey. The incident rates of observed bullying 

generated by the three samples were similar, and the highest rate was recorded by the not-for-

profit sector union, consistent with the incidence of self-reported bullying. Observed bullying 

may be overstated by the reports of those who feel strongly about the issue, or understated 

because co-workers do not have perfect knowledge and may be unaware of the behaviour 

others in the workplace are subjected to. However, as a significant proportion of those who 

believed they witnessed bullying did not feel bullied themselves, at least within the previous 

two years, their reports give some validation to the perceptions of self-labelled targets of 
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bullying. The incidences of observed bullying reported in this study are within the ranges 

noted in a number of other British studies detailed in chapter three (Table 3.2), of between 

22% and 77%, and similar to the level of 47% reported in Hoel’s (2002) large-scale, cross-

sectional survey.  

 

8.3.2 Type of negative behaviour 

Table 8.6 shows the negative behaviour manifested in similar ways across all three samples. 

Based upon the classification of behaviours which arose out of the results of the factor 

analysis reported in the previous chapter, negative acts mainly involved undermining a 

persons work by, for example, having one’s opinions ignored, which was the most common 

negative act experienced by the members of all three unions and reported by approximately 

three quarters of them. Other common examples of this type of behaviour included not being 

given credit for ones’ achievements and withholding information, both of which were 

reported by more than half of all respondents. Burdening employees with undue pressure, by, 

for example, allocating unmanageable workloads (reported by 61%-71% of respondents) and 

pressure to achieve unreasonable targets (49%-62%) was also relatively widespread. The 

emphasis on behaviours which attack a target’s ability to perform their work, whether by 

undermining or unduly pressurising them, is typical of other UK survey-based studies 

(Rayner 1997; Rayner, 1999; Quine 1999; Hoel, 2002; Rayner, 2009; Fevre et al., 2011).  

 

The least frequently reported negative acts were types of ‘personal attack’ in all three unions, 

particularly physical bullying in the form of ‘actual physical violence at work’ (reported by 0-

7% of respondents) and ‘injury in some way as a result of violence or aggression at work’ (0-

4%). These forms of behaviour were excluded from the factor analysis of bullying behaviours 

in chapter seven, as they may portray a fundamentally different concept. Whilst physical 
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violence and injury were relatively uncommon compared to psychological negative 

behaviours, in line with other UK studies (Rayner, 1997; 1999; Quine, 1999; Hoel, 2002; 

Fevre et al., 2011), they still affected a significant number of union members. The levels are 

somewhat higher than the level of ‘actual physical violence at work’ occurring on more than 

one occasion reported in the nationally representative FTWS (Fevre et al., 2009) of three 

percent, but lower than the incidence of ‘threats of violence or physical abuse’ on more than 

one occasion of 10.5% in Hoel’s (2002) study. The difference in incidence rates may lay in 

the organisations studied. Research by Jones et al. (2011) suggested physical abuse was most 

prevalent amongst those working for public sector organisations, which were over-

represented in the present study and in Hoel’s (2002) research. Jones et al. (2011) reported 

rates of exposure to physical violence of ten percent amongst workers employees in public 

administration and defence, and six percent of employees in education. In the present study, 

the highest rate of physical aggression occurred in the teaching union B, with seven percent 

and four percent of respondents reporting physical violence and injury respectively, in line 

with Jones et al.’s findings (2011). Several officials of Union B who participated in the focus 

groups expressed concerns over physically intimidating behaviour from both pupils and their 

parents.  

 

Union C, in the third sector, experienced the next highest rate of physical abuse, with four 

percent and two percent of the sample indicating they had been exposed to physical violence 

and injury respectively. This may be a reflection that many of their members worked with 

disadvantaged and difficult members of the public, for example, in housing and children’s 

charities. It is, perhaps, more surprising that exposure to violence was not more apparent in 

the public administration sample, whose members worked in areas like tax collection and 

approving welfare payments which bought them into contact with disgruntled members of the 
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public, and which was highlighted as one of the highest risk areas by Jones et al. (2011). 

However, in recent years, there has been a shift in the delivery of public services away from 

face-to-face contact and towards call centre operations, and Jones et al.’s (2011) study may 

be expected to indicate a higher level of physical violence in merging public administration 

employees with defence workers in line with standard industry classification.  

 

Behaviours which may be considered as ‘intimidation’ were also relatively rare. However, 

discriminating against employees because they were union members was reported by more 

than one in ten of respondents in Union C in the not-for-profit sector. The researcher is 

unaware of any other study which has collected information on the possible harassment of 

union members with which to compare these results. However, some reference was made to 

this phenomenon by focus group participants. In contrast to the quantitative findings, the 

intimidation of union members was of greatest concern to officials in Unions A and B, where 

it was felt that certain managers and head teachers resented employees belonging to trade 

unions and regarded them as ‘troublemakers’. More research is needed on this previously un-

reported phenomenon. 

 

8.3.3 The bullying experience  

All those who indicated they had been bullied were directed to supplementary questions 

pertaining to the perpetrator’s status and whether they were bullied individually or with 

others. Table 8.7 shows the percentage of targets bullied by each category of perpetrator for 

all unions. As targets were frequently bullied by more than one individual, the total 

percentage exceeds one hundred. Bullying is portrayed as emanating predominantly from 

management, particularly from line managers/supervisors in Unions A and C (cited by almost 

two thirds of targets in both samples) and members of the senior management team in Union 



 

191 
 

B (cited by just over half of the targets). A substantial minority (between a quarter and a third 

of targets) in all three samples reported co-workers as the perpetrator. This was sometimes 

referred to as ‘sideways’ or ‘peer group’ bullying in the focus groups, and was considered to 

consist mainly of personal attack, by excluding members from the group, or undue pressure 

from team members to achieve targets on which they were all judged. The pattern of 

perpetration was typical of UK studies (Rayner, 1997; Quine, 1999; Rayner, 1999; Hoel et 

al., 2001; Grainger & Fitzner, 2007; Rayner 2009).  

 

Table 8.7: Status of perpetrator as a percentage of targets for Union A, B, and C 

Status of perpetrator 

Percentage of targets 

Union A 

(n = 159) 

Union B 

(n =730) 

Union C 

(n = 162) 

Senior manager [and head teacher/ college 

principal or head of other establishment for Union 

B] (who is not your line manager) 35 55 36 

A line manager/supervisor [and head of department 

for Union B] 62 41 62 

A co-worker 30 24 26 

A subordinate 9 10 15 

Someone outside of the organisation 3 10 7 

Not an individual i.e. the organization 4 2 7 

 

Bullying by a subordinate, although relatively uncommon, was reported by approximately 

one in ten targets in the public administration and education samples and as many as 15% of 

targets in Union C. Similar, relatively low, levels of ‘upwards bullying’ (Branch et al., 2007) 
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have been reported in some other UK studies (Rayner, 1997; Quine 1999; Hoel 2002; Rayner, 

2009). This form of bullying was identified as a problem in the focus groups, where it was 

referred to as ‘reverse’ or ‘bottom up’ bullying. Key informants described a situation 

whereby subordinates were able to draw informal power and bully managers by their ability 

to withhold co-operation, for example by refusing to carry out tasks in the way they had been 

asked, or to emotionally blackmail them, for example, by making false accusations of 

victimisation. It is possible there was some under-reporting of bullying by subordinates 

because of a failure to connect the negative attitude of those with less formal authority to 

bullying, or a sense of shame in feeling threatened by lower status employees.  

 

Bullying by parties from outside the organisation was rarer still, being indicated by three to 

ten percent of targets. Other studies have reported a minority of targets were bullied by 

customers and service users, particularly in public-facing organisations (Mayhew & 

Chappell, 2007; Lewis et al., 2008; Jones et al., 2011), in which many of the respondents in 

this study were employed. Prevalence was highest amongst members of the education union. 

A detailed breakdown of external perpetrators (Appendix II) revealed no single source was 

cited by more than three percent of targets, but bullying by students and parents in Union A 

was the most prevalent. The findings lend some support to the existence of what Lampman et 

al. (2009) termed ‘contrapower harassment’, whereby those with apparently low levels of 

authority, like students, bully higher status individuals, like teachers and lecturers, as 

indicated by a number of studies of bullying in schools and universities (Duncan & Riley, 

2005; McKay et al., 2008; Lampman, 2009; White, 2009; de Wet, 2010). This study indicates 

that, in the UK, this form of bullying extends to parents. Some officials in the teaching union 

believed the changed status of parents to ‘customer’ gave them the power to bully teachers by 

raising expectations they could demand certain outcomes from their child’s education. 
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Furthermore, any inconsistency in the treatment of teachers who received complaints from 

students or parents was also viewed as a form of bullying. Again, the incidence of ‘client-

initiated’ (Mayhew & Chappell, 2007) bullying may be understated because negative 

behaviour by customers may be tolerated as ‘part of the job’ (Bishop & Hoel, 2008) and not 

perceived as bullying. 

 

Only a small minority (two to seven percent) of respondents in each sample considered 

themselves bullied by the organisation. This does not appear to support the view by 

researchers such as Liefooghe and Mackenzie Davey (2001) that most bullying is 

organisational in nature, where ‘the system’ is held responsible for the routine subjugation of 

employees, rather than managers. This study indicates bullying tends to be attributed to 

individuals rather than institutions. The two very different pictures of workplace bullying, 

arising out of different methodologies, are discussed in greater detail in chapter twelve.  

 

The depiction of bullying as, primarily, an isolating experience is reinforced by the findings 

in respect of whether targets were bullied alone or with others, as shown in Figure 8.1 for 

each union. The results indicate targets were typically bullied individually in all three 

samples (reported by 58% - 66% of targets) or in small groups (28% - 38%). By contrast, 5% 

or less of targets felt they were bullied as part of the team or department, and even fewer by 

the organization as a whole. These findings differ somewhat from the trends indicated in 

other British studies (UNISON, 1997; Hoel, 2002) in which the majority of targets were 

bullied in groups, although not usually at the organisational level.  
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Figure 8.1: Individual, group, and organisational bullying in percentage of targets for 

Unions A, B, and C 

 

8.4  Bullying outcomes 

The survey measured three bullying outcomes. All targets were asked to indicate the impact 

bullying had upon their health and wellbeing.  Those respondents who reported the bullying 

had ended (95 in Union A, 381 in Union B, and 77 in Union C) were presented with a list of 

potential resolutions and asked to select which ones applied. Former targets were also asked 

if they wished the situation had been resolved differently, being offered the options of ‘yes’, 

‘no’, and ‘uncertain’. This information was provided by 93 ex-targets in Union A, 373 in 

Union B, and 77 in Union C. 

 

8.4.1 Health and wellbeing 

The impact which bullying had upon targets’ health and wellbeing is presented in Table 8.8 

for all three unions. The impact profile is extremely similar across the samples, with 

% of
respondents in

Union A (n =
159)

% of
respondents in

Union B (n =
727)

% of
respondents in

Union C (n =
162)

65 59 57

28
32 38

5 5 31 3 1

Everyone in the organisation

Your team or department

You and several others

You alone
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approximately half of targets experiencing an extremely negative reaction, approximately a 

third a negative effect, and the remainder a fairly negative impact apart from a small 

proportion (one percent or less) who perceived bullying had a positive or no effect.  

 

Table 8.8: Impact of bullying upon targets’ health and wellbeing as a percentage of 

targets for Union A, B, and C 

Impact upon health and wellbeing 

Percentage of targets 

Union A 

(n = 159) 

Union B 

(n =726) 

Union C 

(n = 162) 

Extremely negative 57 51 51 

Negative 32 32 35 

Fairly negative 11 16 14 

Neither negative or positive 0 1 0 

Fairly positive 0 0 0 

Positive 0 0 0 

Extremely positive 0 0 0 

 

These findings are based upon a single question which, as with most other studies of 

workplace bullying, required targets to self-diagnose the impact bullying had upon them. 

Self-reports are susceptible to individual interpretation and it cannot be ruled out that at least 

some reports of the negative impact bullying had were related to pre-existing negative 

affectivity, or the combined effect of exposure to negative behaviour with other stressful 

situations outside of work. However, the findings mirror the overwhelming balance of extant 

research which associates bullying with severe health impairment (for a summary, please see 

Rodriguez-Munoz et al., 2009; Hogh et al., 2011), much of which employed established 
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scales, such as, the General Health Questionnaire (Goldberg & Hillier, 1979), or, in studies 

by Hansen et al. (2006; 2011), a physiological measure of stress. 

 

8.4.2 Resolutions 

Figures 8.2-8.4 show the frequency of the resolutions for reported incidents of bullying, 

ranked in order of magnitude, for each sample. As respondents were able to select more than 

one outcome, the total percentage exceeds one hundred. The survey results revealed some 

similarities and some differences between the three unions. Apart from resolutions which 

occurred by chance (the target changed jobs for reasons unconnected with the bullying), the 

least common resolutions, across all three unions, were the dismissal of the target, which was 

reported by less than three percent of former targets and legal solutions (employment 

tribunal, personal injury claims, and compromise agreements), indicated by less than ten 

percent. Relatively few former targets in Union A and B resigned in unfavourable 

circumstances, accounting for two percent and eight percent respectively, but was reported by 

as many as 13% in the teaching Union B. It should be noted that the number of individuals 

who were dismissed, sought legal redress, or resigned may be understated in this survey as 

they would have necessarily left the workplace and may no longer be union members capable 

of being sampled. The dismissal of targets may also be understated in the sense that bullied 

individuals may have been encouraged to leave their employment by making their working 

life unbearable, rather than being formally sacked. In Union B it was also relatively unusual 

for targets to be moved to another part of their organisation, which may reflect the difficulty 

in arranging transfers in relatively small organisations like schools.  
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Figure 8.2: How incidents of bullying were resolved by percentage of targets for whom the bullying had ceased for Union A 
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Figure 8.3: How incidents of bullying were resolved by percentage of targets for whom the bullying had ceased for Union B 
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Figure 8.24: How incidents of bullying were resolved by percentage of targets for whom the bullying had ceased for Union C 
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Solutions which held the alleged perpetrator accountable (the perpetrator acknowledged their 

behaviour or was moved to another part of the organisation or sanctioned formally or 

informally) were also comparatively rare, being cited by less than ten percent of ex-targets. 

The only exception was dealing with the perpetrator ‘off the record’, which was used rather 

more frequently, especially in Union C where it was cited by 16% of ex-targets, although 

such cases may be under-reported as respondents may be unaware of any action taken behind 

the scenes.  

 

Apart from chance (the perpetrator left for reasons unconnected with the bullying), the most 

frequently reported outcomes tended to seek solutions from the perceived recipient of the 

bullying behaviour rather than the alleged perpetrator. The target changing jobs on their own 

initiative to escape bullying was the most common resolution in Unions A and B, where it 

was reported by over a fifth of ex-targets. This was much less apparent in Union C, where 

most bullying incidents were resolved by the target taking sick leave with over a fifth of ex-

targets resorting to this course of action. Moving the target to another part of the organisation 

was prominent in Union A, where it was cited by a one in five ex-targets, possibly because of 

the greater scope to transfer staff between departments in large organisations like government 

bodies. Targets in Union B reached a workable solution or felt more able to cope more 

common than in either Union A or C, accounting for a fifth of resolved cases. The factors 

which may explain the differences between the samples, including the source of support 

utilised and nature of any union intervention, are explored in chapters nine and ten. 

  

Respondents were given the opportunity to identify other resolutions which were not listed. 

These are shown in Appendix JJ. None were reported by more than five percent of former 

targets and some of the information provided lacked detail as to whether resolutions occurred 
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by chance or by design. For example, where targets had reduced their hours; retired; been 

made redundant; or took leave, or where contracts had ended or work had been reorganised, it 

is not known to what extent these decisions were of targets’ choosing or influenced by their 

experience of bullying. Future research, incorporating in-depth interviews with ex-targets, 

would help to refine the survey instrument and provide a better understanding of the 

complexities which lay behind the way in which incidents of bullying are settled. 

 

Whilst there are some differences between the three samples, overall, the results present a 

relatively consistent picture that bullying incidents tended to be resolved in ways that 

punished perceived targets rather than alleged perpetrators. This finding mirrors those of 

other studies of workplace bullying reviewed in chapter two (for example, Keashly, 2001; 

Zapf & Gross, 2001; Zogby International, 2010) and are consistent with wider research in the 

field of industrial relations which, as noted in chapter five, indicate job exit is frequently the 

only viable option for discontented workers (for example, Withey & Cooper, 1989; Boroff & 

Lewin, 1997; Batt et al., 2002).  

 

The disproportionate burden placed upon targets of bullying was a popular theme in all the 

focus group discussions. The question of whether targets ever received any positive outcomes 

was frequently met with laughter, and few participants could cite instances where bullying 

complaints had been upheld or perpetrators had been punished. This was eloquently summed 

up by one official in Union C: 

 

“It’s really difficult though isn’t it, because when a person is being bullied it really 

should be that they should be able to expect that they turn to somebody for support? 

They go through the procedures, and, at the end they, should be able to expect that this 
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person, this bully, is gonna leave the organisation or be told that their behaviour is 

unacceptable This will stop. ... Perfectly reasonable to expect that, isn’t it? 

Unfortunately it’s not realistic in terms of the stuff that people have to work with within 

those organisations. ...  For anyone who is in a situation of being bullied it’s a really 

harsh lesson. That this is ... basically, not going to be o.k. for them.”  

  

Officials in all the participating unions noted that avoiding underlying behavioural problems, 

whether by redeploying targets or encouraging them to retire or sign compromise agreements, 

allowed bullying to persist.  

 

8.4.3 Target satisfaction 

Given the reliance upon resolutions which place the onus upon targets, it is probably 

unsurprising that the majority were dissatisfied with the way in which bullying incidents were 

settled in all three samples. Almost two thirds of ex-targets in Union A (62%) and Union C 

(64%) would have liked a different resolution. The bullied members of Union B were 

marginally less dissatisfied, but more than half (56%) wished matters had been handled 

differently. Just eight percent of former targets in Union A, 13% in Union C, and 14% in 

Union B, were satisfied. The remaining 30% (Unions A and B) and 23% (Union C) were 

uncertain. The extent to which variations in target satisfaction is explained by different union 

practices is explored in chapter ten. The level of dissatisfaction reported in this study is 

somewhat lower than that reported in Quine’s (1999) study, which indicated approximately 

three quarters of targets working for one NHS trust were dissatisfied with bullying outcomes. 

However, there is a lack of contemporary UK research, across a range of settings, with which 

to make meaningful comparisons.  

 



 

203 
 

Even allowing for differences in the perceptions of self-proclaimed targets and other 

organisational members, and the potential for malicious claims of bullying, the extent of the 

dissatisfaction at least raises questions as to the adequacy of the organisational response to 

workplace bullying. The qualitative data from all three unions depicted grievance processes 

as protracted, traumatic, and failing to achieve positive outcomes for targets. The following 

quote from an official in Union A was typical of participants’ views: 

  

“...by the end, the person who raised the original grievance is a shadow of their former 

self.  They’re completely frazzled … and it becomes an impossible situation to resolve.  

And even at the end, if the person raising the complaint was found to be correct, it 

doesn’t seem like much of a victory because they’re half the person they were and their 

confidence has been completely shattered by the process that was there to help them.”   

 

Grievance procedures were invariably considered biased towards the, typically senior, 

perpetrator, while targets were left feeling unsupported and even harassed, as revealed by the 

following exchange between two participants in the public administration union: 

 

P5: “... anytime you put a formal grievance through they’re [management] always 

gonna be on the defence, because they want to defend their organisation. So even if the 

person is quite obviously innocent and they should be doing something about the 

bullying, they will twist it, turn it around, be clever with lawyers to try and, you know, 

defend themselves rather than genuinely believe in ... the grievance system. That it is a 

fair system, transparent system ... an unbiased point of view.” 
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P7: “... yeah, which is going to put people off taking out grievances. Because you 

realise that you are ... not actually taking on ... the perceived bully, you’re taking on the 

whole weight of the organisation ... I’m up against lawyers basically…” 

 

There were even reports of those charged with investigating bullying grievances using 

underhand tactics to undermine targets. One official in Union B explained how personal 

information held by employers could be used to ‘dig up and smear’ complainants. Most 

participants thought formal processes were best avoided as they usually exacerbated the 

suffering and isolation of targets, ruined working relationships and divided teams, and rarely 

upheld the complaint. This is a somewhat damming indictment of the policies and procedures 

put in place, ostensibly to address bullying, by the employers in this study.  

 

8.5 Summary  

Negative behaviour and bullying was found to be a significant problem in the workplaces 

represented in this study. The outcomes of reported incidents were overwhelmingly negative 

from the perceived target’s point of view, whether measured in terms of health impact, 

resolutions, or targets’ satisfaction. This implies current anti-bullying strategies are not 

servicing the needs of those they were created to help. Whilst these findings are based upon 

the perceptions of self-identified targets, it is part of a wider industrial relations pattern 

observed in chapter five and formed on the basis of multiple perspectives, of employer-

initiated voice mechanisms failing to address the concerns of workers. Furthermore, anti-

bullying measures are of little value unless they secure the confidence of all parties. From the 

accounts of union members and officials in this study, the procedures adopted by 

organisations to address complaints of bullying are so off-putting, they are frequently 

rejected. The impact of anti-bullying policies and programmes upon outcomes are 
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investigated further in chapter eleven. Meanwhile, the extent to which the source of support 

can improve the situation for bullied individuals is explored in the following chapter. 
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Chapter Nine 

Results: Sources of support 

 

9.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, the survey findings regarding targets’ usage of various support systems are 

reported in order to answer the second research question. Having established that support for 

bullied individuals may be available through direct voice mechanisms, including managers; 

HR; and Employment Assistance Programmes (EAPs), representative voice exercised by 

trade unions, or advocates like co-workers; GPs; and family and friends, this chapter assesses 

which support mechanisms are favoured by targets, and why others tend to be rejected. The 

chapter goes on to explore the extent to which the choice of voice channel influences bullying 

outcomes, in response to research question three.  

 

It was noted earlier that the support systems created by employers to address bullying were 

often deemed inadequate by targets, and non-organisational support may lack the power to 

alter managerially-derived outcomes. By contextualising this study’s findings within wider 

employment relations trends in employee voice, it is easier to gauge whether any failure of 

organisational support systems to intervene effectively in bullying incidents is related to well-

intentioned but ill-advised strategies or a tolerance of bullying behaviour. It will also help to 

shed light on whether any failure of union officials to improve the outcomes for bullied 

members is explained by their ineptitude or by intrinsic inequalities in the employment 

relationship.  
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The results are reported factually for each union sample before comparing the three sets of 

findings. Where possible, comparisons are made with the extant research on workplace 

bullying, and the qualitative data is used to illustrate and clarify the survey results.  

 

9.2 Sources of support utilised 

Self-identified targets were presented with a list of possible sources of support and asked to 

indicate whether they had utilised them or not. If they had, respondents were required to rate 

how helpful the support had been (‘very helpful’, ‘helpful’, ‘unhelpful’, ‘very unhelpful’ or 

‘neither helpful or unhelpful’). For ease of analysis, the categories ‘very helpful’ and 

‘helpful’ were collapsed into a single category entitled ‘helpful’. Similarly, ‘unhelpful’ and 

‘very unhelpful’ categories were merged into one named ‘unhelpful’. A third, ‘neither helpful 

nor unhelpful’ category remained. For each support mechanism rejected, respondents were 

asked to indicate the main reason from the list provided. Several targets failed to answer this 

question in respect of each source of support listed and some indicated that they had both 

utilised and rejected the same source [Appendices KK-MM], which is taken into account in 

interpreting this set of results.  

 

Figure 9.1 shows the percentage of targets in each sample that utilised the various support 

systems. As bullied individuals frequently turned to more than one source, the total exceeds 

one hundred percent. There was a strong preference for non-organisational sources of support 

by the bullied members of all three unions. When targets chose to voice concerns over 

bullying, it was mainly through advocates like colleagues and family and friends, with 69-

83% and 55-64% of targets respectively seeking their help. The trade union was invariably 

the third most utilised voice mechanism, being consulted by 40-46% of bullied members. 

These voice channels tended to be chosen over the support systems created by employers to 
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address bullying, whether in the form of EAPs, HR, or management. The results are broadly 

similar to American studies of the utilisation of formal organisational support (Fox & 

Stallworth, 2004, 2005; Shannon et al., 2007) and the limited amount of data available in UK 

studies (for example, Rayner, 1997; Hoel, 2002) reviewed in chapter four, which suggest a 

general tendency for bullied employees to put their faith in non-organisational support 

systems.  

 

While the union was preferred over organisational sources of support, consistent with 

employment relations research which indicates employees with grievances tend to favour 

union representation over direct voice mechanisms, it was still rejected by the majority of 

bullied members for reasons explored later in the chapter. However, the levels of union usage 

reported here were higher than those indicated by other research conducted in the UK. 

Approximately a quarter of targets sought union assistance in studies by Hoel (2002) 

involving of a cross-section of employees. Whilst some of these respondents may not have 

had access to union representation, a similar proportion of targets turned to the union for 

support in Rayner’s (1997) of UNISON members. However, the level had risen to 37% a 

decade later (Rayner, 2009). The higher utilisation of union services in the present study may 

be partly attributable to an increased awareness of union support for bullied individuals in 

recent years, or a growing confidence in their ability to alter outcomes. Furthermore, those 

unions willing to participate in research concerning their role in intervening in workplace 

bullying, as opposed to merely providing access to employees with which to study the 

experience of bullying within organisations, may take the issue more seriously than others. 

As a result, their members may feel more encouraged to approach union officials compared 

to the members of some other unions.  
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Figure 9.1: Sources of support utilised by percentage of targets for Unions A, B, and C 
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In all three samples, the support mechanisms utilised least by targets were EAPs, partly 

because of a lack of availability but also for other reasons discussed later in the chapter. 

There were some differences in the usage of particular services. Overall, occupational health 

was utilised by 11-16% of targets, staff counsellors by 5-24%, mediators by 5-7%, 

harassment contact officers (HCOs) by 2-11%, and other EAPs by 8-10%. Staff counsellors 

were the most popular EAP in Union A, whilst occupational health attracted the most usage 

in Unions B and C. These figures may reflect the availability of these services in the different 

sectors as well as targets’ enthusiasm for them. Where information has been collected, other 

UK studies too have indicated a relatively low uptake of EAPs. For example, occupational 

health/welfare were consulted by four percent of targets in Hoel’s 2002 research and (five 

percent) in the 1997 survey of UNISON members, although this rose to 16% in the most 

recent survey (Rayner, 2009) in line with the present findings, which may reflect the growth 

of EAPs in recent years.  

 

Whilst access to EAPs remains patchy, targets did not turn to organisational sources of 

support that were readily available to any great extent either. Line and senior managers were 

approached by 31-38% and 27-37% of targets respectively. HR was consulted by just 11% of 

targets in the teaching Union B. It should be noted that HR services are frequently ‘bought in’ 

from local authorities in this sector and not available in all educational establishments. 

However, in Unions A and C, with more ‘in-house’ HR functions, their services were still 

utilised by less than a third of targets (29-31%). This trend is broadly in line with other 

British research which reported 13% (Hoel, 2002) and 24% (UNISON, 1997) of targets 

consulted personnel, but somewhat lower than the 45% reported in the 2009 UNISON 

survey. The reasons why the respondents in this study rejected HR support are examined in 

the paragraphs that follow. Respondents were also able to note any support mechanisms they 
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had consulted which were not listed. These are shown in Appendix NN. None were utilised 

by more than three percent of targets, the main one being a privately obtained counsellor or 

therapist.  

 

9.2.2 Reasons for not utilising support mechanisms 

The reasons why targets failed to utilise particular support mechanisms are reported in full for 

each union in Appendix QQ. Where family and friends were not approached and reasons 

were specified, this was chiefly because targets did not want anyone else to know they were 

being bullied (Union A and C) or did not believe family and friends had the power to 

influence outcomes (Union B). The main specified reasons for not enlisting the help of co-

workers were that they were unavailable (Union A) or perpetrating the bullying (Unions A 

and C), or because targets believed they were unable to influence outcomes (Union B), feared 

the information would not be held in confidence (Unions A and C), ‘or would be held against 

them (Union A)’, or did not want anyone else to know (Union C). GPs were largely rejected 

by targets because it did not occur to them to consult them. This was also the main 

explanation for not turning to the union for support in all three unions, cited by 26-29% of 

non-users. Other prominent reasons for failing to approach union officials included a belief 

the union did not have the power to affect outcomes (9-14%) or would not do anything (8-

14%), and fears it would be held against targets (8-19%).  

 

In spite of the increased provision of EAPs in recent years, lack of availability and a failure to 

occur to targets to use them, were the main explanations provided for not accessing HCOs, 

staff counsellors, occupational health, mediation, and other EAPs. Other significant concerns 

emerged including perceptions that EAPs lacked the power or the will to take action, or 

would hold it against targets. These issues were of greater concern for members of Union A 
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than the other two unions, while a lack of availability and awareness were more prevalent in 

Unions B and C than in Union A. This pattern reflects a lack of employee services in 

educational establishments and not-for-profit organisations compared to large public sector 

organisations.  

 

Senior and line managers were rejected mainly because they were perceived as the source of 

bullying in all three samples. This is, perhaps, unsurprising given the finding, reported earlier, 

that targets attributed most bullying to management grades. A significant proportion also 

expected senior and line managers would be biased (9-19% and 5-13% of non-users 

respectively), do nothing (12-16% and 5-8% respectively), or retaliate (4-14% and 2-5% 

respectively). HR, although rarely considered the perpetrator, was perceived in similar terms, 

being considered partisan by 6-23% of non-users, unlikely to act by 8-19%, or liable to 

retaliate by 4-16%. The members of Union A held the most negative views of HR, while 

unavailability and lack of awareness were relatively more important issues in Unions B 

(38%) and C (26%). Again, this pattern may be expected owing to fewer employee services 

present in educational establishments and voluntary organisations compared to large public 

sector bodies.  

 

9.2.3 Perceived helpfulness of support mechanism 

The helpfulness of each support mechanism, as perceived by targets of bullying, is depicted 

for each union in Figures 9.2-9.4. Owing to the number of potential sources, a mean value 

was calculated for all EAPs (occupational health, mediator, staff counsellor, HCO, and other 

EAPs) for greater clarity. A breakdown of the helpfulness of individual EAPs is given in 

Figures 9.5-9.7. Figures 9.2-9.4 demonstrate the responses in all the samples fall broadly into 

two categories. Non-organisational sources of support (family and friends, co-workers, trade 
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unions, and GPs) were considered the most helpful. The support of family and friends was 

most valued, considered helpful by 88-93% of those who turned to them. Co-workers, GPs, 

and trade unions were also largely regarded as helpful resources, being regarded as such by 

85-88%; 82-91%; and 67-86% respectively.  

 

By contrast, direct voice mechanisms (senior and line management, HR, and EAPs) were 

perceived as the least helpful. HR was judged the most unhelpful source of support in two of 

the three unions (Unions B and C) and the second most unhelpful in Union A, being 

considered unhelpful by 45-62% of those who consulted them. In fact, in all three samples, 

HR was more likely to be considered unhelpful than helpful. Members of senior and line 

management were also often seen as unsupportive, being regarded as unhelpful by 33-49% 

and 31-47% of users respectively. Senior managers in Union A and line managers in Union B 

were more often viewed as unhelpful than helpful.  

 

 

Figure 9.2: Helpfulness of sources of support as perceived by users for Union A 
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Figure 9.3: Helpfulness of sources of support as perceived by users for Union B 

 

 
 

Figure 9.4: Helpfulness of sources of support as perceived by users for Union C 
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than helpful in Union C. HCOs were not only viewed as the least helpful EAP by the 

members of all three unions, being judged unhelpful by 17-47% of users, the members of two 

of the unions (A and C) found them just as likely to be unhelpful as helpful.  

 

 

Figure 9.5: Helpfulness of Individual EAPs as perceived by users for Union A 
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Figure 9.7: Helpfulness of Individual EAPs as perceived by users for Union C 
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unavailable, or effectively inaccessible because they were perceived as perpetrating the 
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bullying or unlikely to investigate complaints fairly. The uptake of EAPs too was hampered 

by a lack of provision and awareness, but also by perceptions they lacked the power or will to 

influence outcomes.  

 

The increase in the provision of anti-bullying programmes which was noted in chapter four 

has not necessarily translated into more effective bullying interventions from the perspective 

of targets. HR, and sometimes managers, were considered more unhelpful than helpful. In 

respect of EAPs, while staff counsellors and occupational health services may have provided 

some relief to bullied individuals, differences between the samples regarding the perceived 

helpfulness of mediation imply other factors are significant, such as, the quality of the 

provision, the stage in the bullying process in which intervention takes place, or the extent to 

which targets participate freely in the process or agreements are implemented. A final 

inference is that the utility of HCOs, a relatively recent introduction into the anti-bullying 

armoury, is questionable.  

 

There is a lack of empirical evidence regarding the reasons why targets fail to utilise various 

support systems and their perceived usefulness to act as a comparator for these results. 

However, the findings correspond with the thrust of much of the literature on workplace 

bullying reviewed in the fourth chapter, that the organisational response to allegations of 

bullying is frequently inadequate and EAPs may be applied inappropriately. The findings also 

reflect broader trends in employee voice identified in chapter five, in which direct voice 

channels, despite the rhetoric of concern for employee wellbeing, tend to be unresponsive to 

employees’ concerns, and workers have greater faith in trade unions to represent their 

interests in issues of fairness and justice. The issue of the efficacy of various voice 

mechanisms is pursued in the following paragraphs, where the findings in respect of the 
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ability of various sources of support to influence outcomes, as opposed to targets’ perceptions 

of their helpfulness, are explored.  

 

9.3 Source of support and bullying outcomes 

The impact which the choice of voice mechanism had upon two bullying outcomes was 

considered. The effect of the support provided upon targets’ health and wellbeing was 

investigated by conducting a Spearman’s Rank Order Correlation of the un-collapsed support 

and impact scales. To aid analysis, both sets of scales were coded so that a positive 

correlation indicated health impact became less negative as perceived helpfulness of the 

source of support increased, and vice versa. After re-coding, the frequencies of both variables 

had been re-checked to ensure the procedure had been carried out correctly. ‘the size of the 

effect was assessed according to Cohen’s (1995) criterion, that is small: r=.10 to.29; medium: 

r=.30 to .49; large: r=.50 to 1.0. 

 

The effect of utilising particular voice mechanisms upon target satisfaction was explored by 

means of a chi-square test for independence with Yates Continuity Correction. Owing to the 

number of small subsamples, Fisher’s Exact test was used to determine significance. As 

targets frequently turned to more than one source of support, multivariate techniques were 

used to isolate the influence of each source. Direct logistic regression was used as all 

variables were categorical (Field, 2009; Pallant 2010) and the data was deemed suitable as a 

multicollinearity test (using the collinearity diagnostics function in SPSS 17) indicated there 

were no low tolerance values (less than .1).  
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9.3.1 Source of support and health impact 

Table 9.4 shows the Spearman’s Rank Order Correlation between health impact and targets’ 

perceived helpfulness of each source of support, for all the samples. In Union A, there was a 

strong, positive correlation between mediation and health impact (r = .75, p < .05).  The more 

helpful the target found the services of a mediator, the less negative the impact of the 

bullying. There was also a moderately strong, negative relationship between impact and other 

EAPs (r = -.41, p > .05). As the perceived helpfulness of other EAPs increased, the impact of 

bullying became more negative. Although, this association did not reach statistical 

significance, this may be due to the small subsample (n = 15) depressing the effect (Pallant, 

2007; Field, 2009). The Spearman’s correlation did indicate a statistically significant, though 

relatively weak, negative relationship between health impact and the helpfulness of GPs (r = -

28, p < .05).  

 

Just two correlations registered as statistically significant in Union B, namely, GPs (r = -.15, 

p < 0.05) and family and friends (r = -.11, p < 0.01). Both sources were negatively associated 

with targets’ health and wellbeing. However, the effects were extremely small and statistical 

significance may appear high because of the relatively large subsamples involved. In the third 

sample for Union C, health impact varied significantly and moderately with line manager 

support (r = .33, p < 0.01). The more helpful the immediate superior was perceived to be, the 

less detrimental the health consequences of bullying became. By contrast, the deemed 

helpfulness of HCOs had a strong, negative effect upon the target’s health and wellbeing (r = 

-.58, p > 0.05). Although the correlation did not reach statistical significance, this may be due 

to the small subsample involved (n = 6). A strong, negative relationship between health 

impact and the perceived helpfulness of other EAPs was statistically significant (r = -.67, p < 

0.01). 
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Table 9.4: Spearman’s Rank Order Correlation between measures of Impact and 

Perceived Helpfulness of Source of Support for Union A, B, and C 

  Union A Union B Union C 

 Variables Impact n Impact n Impact n 

Impact 1 159 1 713 1 161 

A senior manager (who is not your line 

manager) -.057 43 -.030 219 .057 60 

Your line manager/supervisor -.022 49 .006 222 .330** 61 

A co-worker .017 88 -.010 459 .048 102 

Human resources .158 46 .135 82 .162 50 

A harassment contact officer -.029 17 -.258 17 -.577 6 

A Staff counsellor/welfare officer .093 38 .016 37 -.164 11 

Occupational health -.161 25 -.015 79 -.107 11 

A mediator .751* 8 .165 51 -.261 7 

Other EAP -.414 15 .062 61 -.674** 8 

Your trade union .149 64 .006 320 .130 31 

Your GP -.281* 50 -.146* 274 -.145 25 

Family or friends -.048 110 -.113** 565 -.071 56 

 

* p < .05 (2-tailed)  ** p < .01 (2-tailed) 
 

 

 

Taking the three samples together, there were just two statistically significant positive 

associations of note. Where mediation was regarded as helpful, it was strongly associated 

with a less detrimental health impact in Union A. It may be that good quality mediation can 

moderate the harmful effects of bullying upon the individual. Alternatively, as the direction 

of causality cannot be determined, mediation may be seen as most helpful by those targets 
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that experience the least negative consequences, or have not yet suffered severe detriment. 

Indeed, according to conflict management theory, mediation is only appropriate in the early 

stages of a dispute (Zapf & Gross, 2001; Keashly & Nowell, 2011). There was also a 

moderately strong association between the helpfulness of a line manager and a less severe 

health impact in Union C. This may be an indication that assistance from an immediate 

superior can mitigate the negative health consequences of bullying for targets. Equally, the 

findings may infer that line managers are most helpful when bullying is less severe such as in 

the early stages of the bullying process. As noted previously, the support of organisational 

members may become less forthcoming as bullying escalates and targets become increasingly 

stigmatised (Leymann, 1996).  

 

Some negative associations also emerged. Most notably, the helpfulness of HCOs was 

associated with a more severe negative health impact in all three samples. Although this did 

not reach statistical significance, this may have been due to the small number of targets using 

this service. The helpfulness of other EAPs was associated with a worse impact in Unions A 

and C, reaching statistical significance in the latter. These may be examples of a reverse 

buffering effect (Beehr, 1985), whereby support from officers or agents of the organisation 

exacerbate the situation for targets by, for example, reinforcing targets interpretation of 

abusive behaviour or failing to meet raised expectations of assistance. Alternatively, the 

support provided by HCOs and other EAPs may be perceived as most helpful to targets that 

are most seriously affected by the bullying experience.  

 

The findings should be interpreted cautiously as the direction of the causal link cannot be 

verified and the effects were not common to all the samples, limiting their transferability and 

highlighting the potential significance of other workplace factors. For example, the mediators 
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in Union A may be better qualified, or the line managers in Union C may be given more 

powers to deal with bullying, compared to those in other unions. A finding which was 

common to all the samples, however, was that the involvement of senior management, HR, 

co-workers, occupational health, staff counsellors, HCOs, and other EAPs did not 

significantly reduce targets’ health impairment. Non-organisational support also failed to 

significantly improve the health and wellbeing of targets in any of the samples. As 

representative voice mechanisms like unions, and advocates like family and friends, were 

generally regarded as helpful by those who consulted them, helpfulness may be interpreted by 

targets as providing temporary relief, rather than longer-term improvements in health and 

wellbeing. Non-organisational support mechanisms may be able to provide relief but not 

redress. The effect of the type of action taken by unions in response to allegations of bullying 

upon outcomes is explored in chapter ten. 

 

This set of results are in line with social support research which indicates organisational 

support has a limited effect upon health and wellbeing, but contradicts that which suggests 

non-organisational support has a greater effect (Henderson & Argyle, 1985). However, the 

evidence is mixed (Henderson & Argyle, 1985), and research focussed more specifically 

upon supervisor and co-worker support for bullied employees (Hansen et al., 2006) found it 

only partially mediated the relationship between bullying and health impairment. As far as 

the researcher is aware, the findings presented here are the first to assess the effect of EAPs 

upon the health and wellbeing of bullied individuals.  
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9.3.2 Source of support and target satisfaction  

Bivariate analysis did not reveal any significant associations between the source of support 

utilised and targets’ satisfaction in the sample for Union C. Only approaching occupational 

health appeared to increase satisfaction in Union A (²(1) = 3.16, p = .05, phi = .36 (Table 

9.15). However, this may be skewed by the presence of just one case in which a respondent 

did not consult occupational health and did not want a different solution. In Union B, seeking 

the support of a line manager (²(1) = 7.35, p = .01, phi = -.20) and mediator (²(1) = 3.63, p 

= .05, phi = -.17) appeared to reduce dissatisfaction with resolutions (Table 9.12). Although 

the phi coefficients suggested the strength of these associations was fairly weak, this may be 

due to the relatively small number of respondents in certain categories compared to the 

sample as a whole, and the odds ratios may be a more reliable indicator. These indicated that 

targets who sought the help of their immediate manager or a mediator were between two and 

three times more likely to be satisfied with the resolution.  

 

Table 9.12: Targets’ satisfaction with resolutions by source of support for Union A 

 

Percentage of targets: 

Union A Union B 

Occupational 

health 

Line manager Mediator 

Yes No Yes No Yes No 

Satisfied with resolution 27 3 30 14 35 15 

Not satisfied with resolution 73 97 70 86 65 85 

Odds ratio 12.33 2.69 3.00 

Total n = 43 n = 214 n = 167 
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As targets frequently utilised more than one form of support, multivariate analysis was 

conducted to isolate the effect of each voice mechanism. Logistic regression did not reveal 

any statistically significant associations between the choice of voice mechanism and target 

satisfaction. The results should be viewed with some caution owing to the large number of 

categorical predictor variables with a limited number of cases in each category (Pallant, 

2010). There were also low frequencies of some support mechanisms, which were not 

dropped from the logistic regression as this would render the model too incomplete to be 

meaningful. Finally, the model excludes the effects of other factors such as demographic 

characteristics or employer attitude.  

 

The qualitative data helps to clarify why no single source of support affected target 

satisfaction. Solutions which superficially appear constructive may not be experienced as 

such by targets. Several respondents used the written comments box provided to reinforce 

targets’ need for acknowledgment. This required an apology which was sincere, as measured 

by a change in the perceived perpetrator’s behaviour, and for perpetrators to be held visibly 

accountable. For many respondents this took the form of formal disciplinary procedures 

including dismissal for serious cases of bullying or suspension where the perceived 

perpetrator was a student. Hence, seemingly constructive outcomes like reaching a working 

solution may offer temporary relief but fail to acknowledge and address any underlying 

behavioural problems which are allowed to recur, and dealing with alleged perpetrators 

informally may deprive targets of justice. Other factors which increased dissatisfaction noted 

by respondents were the long time taken to intervene in bullying incidents, including a failure 

to nip bullying behaviour in the bud by having a quiet word with alleged perpetrators, and a 

lack of opportunity for targets to air their feelings, either to perpetrators or third parties. Even 

where the burden of bullying was lifted from targets, if this was not done in a way which was 



 

225 
 

timely and provided targets with ‘closure’, feelings of dissatisfaction remained. Several also 

expressed concerns that allegations of bullying were treated as isolated incidents, so that 

serial bullies were allowed to continue unopposed. 

 

9.3.3 Revisiting the qualitative data  

The focus group data supported the impression gained from the survey responses that 

organisational interventions rarely enhanced outcomes for targets. A constant theme was 

management’s strategic tolerance of bullying because it was seen as a means of delivering 

results, rather than adopting more constructive management techniques to bring about 

necessary change. There was a widespread feeling that managers were not impartial when 

dealing with complaints of bullying, echoing the perceptions of survey respondents. 

Managers were thought to be unwilling to criticise other managers and ‘cover up’ bullying by 

‘sweeping complaints under the carpet’ or throwing their weight behind alleged perpetrators, 

who were typically of superior status to targets. This was powerfully illustrated by the 

following exchange between two members of Union A:  

 

P1: “I’d like to see the chain of management broken.  This almost ‘old boys’ network 

that you’ve got going.” 

 

 P2: “Or ‘old girls’ network in some cases” 

 

P1: “Yes absolutely.  You go to that senior person and you find [slaps table] they’re 

just making excuses for them ... perhaps they didn’t know this, perhaps they didn’t 

know that.  Well they shouldn’t criticise you for things without finding out if it’s me or 
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them in the wrong ... But that chain is reinforced every time somebody of a junior grade 

makes that complaint.” 

 

Bullying was variously dismissed as targets’ ‘perception’ or ‘misinterpretation’; perpetrators’ 

‘miscommunication’, ‘management style’ or response to being ‘under pressure’, or a 

‘personality clash’ between the two parties. At best, there was a partial admission that things 

could have been handled better or that there was fault on both sides. It was felt that the 

organisational hierarchy was more likely to ‘turn a blind eye’ to bullying when it was 

perpetrated by individuals considered indispensible because they achieved targets. As one 

representative in the teaching union put it, “If you have a very successful head whose 

producing good exam results you could almost say ... the head can murder as many people as 

they want.”  

 

HR was widely regarded as facilitating bullying by demonstrating partisanship with 

management, reinforcing the quantitative findings. In the education sector, HR was 

considered as lacking independence from head teachers in practice, as local authorities 

obtained a financial benefit from providing HR services. The following extract from a 

member of Union A is typical of many:  

 

“If somebody’s in the management grade ... as far as HR are concerned they’re walking 

on water.  They couldn’t possibly be in the wrong.  It’s obviously the admin member of 

staff is ... in the wrong  

 

HR officers were also frequently accused of failing to take action when faced with reports 

of bullying, consistent with the survey results. One participant in Union A, who had 
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identified herself as bullied, gave a poignant account of how avoidance could take the 

form of disbelieving targets or deflecting the problem back onto them:  

 

“One of the HR advisors even said to me ... I think it was my second time of trying to 

come back, when ... basically my face exploded in a profusion of tears and snot and I 

was you know really hyper-ventilating, so upset, things are not getting any better, 

‘please, can we please do something about this?’.  And she just looked me up and down 

and said ‘are you sure you should be in work?’  Ha-ha ‘why do you think I’ve been off 

sick for the last three months?’ HR seem to have this thing that if it’s stress, depression, 

whatever the cause of it, it doesn’t seem to count as a real illness. So ... if you’re off 

sick with depression or stress, and obviously it’s linked to bullying, bad behaviour in 

the workplace, they don’t want to know.  They wanna treat you as if you’re swinging 

the lead and I think that is absolutely wrong.”  

 

Many focus group members related the failure of HR to support bullied employees to a shift 

in their role away from staff welfare and towards human resource management, supporting 

arguments by Lewis and Rayner (2003), and the simultaneous devolvement of responsibility 

for personnel matters to line managers, often with inadequate training, knowledge, or 

empathy. This was put succinctly by one official in the public administration union as 

“You’ve gone from people to numbers now. You’re a resource not a person anymore.”  

 

The welfare functions formerly carried out by personnel have not only been delegated to line 

managers, some have been transferred to EAPs. This has not necessarily translated into 

improving the situation for bullied individuals, as indicated by the quantitative findings. The 

focus group data revealed that occupational health was often viewed as lacking both 
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independence from management or any real power, being able to recommend, but not 

authorise, action in respect of bullied employees. Where counselling was provided, it was not 

easily accessible in all locations and counsellors were often overworked, so that they 

concentrated on more ‘serious’ cases involving disability discrimination or an impending 

employment tribunal, negating early intervention in low-level conflicts before they had 

developed into full-blown cases of bullying. In respect of mediation, while one official in 

Union A invested great hope in its ability to resolve bullying, this form of intervention 

received little attention in the focus group discussions. This may reflect the limited 

availability of mediation in the workplaces in this study, or participants’ ambivalence towards 

it.  

 

HCOs attracted the most criticism in the focus groups, particularly in Union A where they 

were most prevalent. Participants, who included both self-identified targets and HCOs, 

reported the effectiveness of HCOs was hampered by the limited time resources given to 

those who volunteered, inadequate training, a failure to promote the service, and schemes left 

to disintegrate. HCOs were also often seen as partisan, being drawn mainly from 

management grades that were often perceived as perpetrators of bullying. In the words of a 

member in Union A, “The oldest trick in the book is that you disempower the people that 

would come to you.” HCO roles varied considerably between workplaces, but were often 

vague, passive, and lacking the power to influence outcomes. There was a widespread belief 

amongst HCOs that they were unable to take action against bullying unless they were 

approached, and many provided individuals who did with little more than sympathy.  The 

qualitative data helps to explain why the targets surveyed often found HCOs more likely to 

be unhelpful than helpful, and why consulting HCOs failed to improve the outcomes for 

targets. Resources may be better spent on other programmes, unless HCOs are better 
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resourced, trained, and publicised than appears to be the case at present, recruited from all 

grades of employees, and are given clearly defined roles with powers to seek out and address 

bullying.  

 

The lack of faith which many bullied individuals have in the support provided by employers 

implies a need for alternative voice mechanisms through which to air their concerns. Several 

focus group participants believed the trade union provided that voice, being independent of 

the employer, as expressed by one member of Union C: 

 

“I think [the union] has helped me because ... it’s somewhere else should I not get 

internal support or results. I feel there’s a helping hand and someone can see it 

objectively, without an agenda. Because there’s always gonna be an agenda internally... 

whereas I feel a union, it’s autonomous ... And it’s there for the good of its members.” 

 

However, many participants believed that despite their best efforts, union officials were 

constrained in the outcomes they could achieve by managers’ resistance to tackling bullying, 

as expressed by another member of Union C:  

 

“I know from my own personal experience that until [the union] got involved nothing 

was going to be done. Having said that, even when the union got involved, it was just 

the same old, same old – that me, as the person being bullied, got moved. And that’s all 

that ever gets done. What the union can facilitate is making sure that happens more 

quickly so that you don’t end up further down the pit of despair.” 
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9.4  Summary 

This set of observations provide some cautious optimism that counselling and mediation may 

improve the situation for some targets in some circumstances, but do not provide a basis for 

their widespread and indiscriminate use as recommended by the Gibbons (2007) review of 

workplace dispute resolution systems. More research is needed on the experiences of both 

recipients and providers of EAPs before the fears of some researchers,  noted in chapter four, 

that mediation (Zapf & Gross, 2001; Keashly & Nowell, 2011) and counselling (Arthur, 

2000; Allen, 2011) are unsuitable or ineffective interventions in cases of bullying, can be 

allayed.  

 

Ultimately, if the efficacy of support systems to address bullying is judged on their ability to 

increase targets’ satisfaction with resolutions, they appear to have largely failed. This is a 

limited measure of the success of bullying interventions, based only on the target’s 

perspective. However, if bullied individuals perceive the systems created to resolve bullying 

incidents are unjust, they are unlikely to be accepted and would serve little purpose. In 

respect of the voice mechanisms conceived by employers to address bullying, the study 

supports the thrust of much of the literature on workplace bullying discussed in chapter four 

that the organisational response to bullying frequently disadvantages targets. This may be 

because such interventions are well-meaning but ill-conceived, or because bullying is 

tolerated by managers seeking to maximise performance as argued by commentators like 

Ironside and Siefert (2003), Vickers (2006), and Beale and Hoel (2011). By viewing the 

findings as part of the wider trends in employee voice discussed in chapter five, in which 

direct voice channels tended to prioritise business improvement over concerns for employee 

wellbeing, the latter explanation may be seen as the more likely.  
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The absence of adequate organisational protection for targets implies a need for alternative 

voice channels for airing concerns. The trade unions which participated in this study appeared 

to provide an independent voice for bullied individuals. However, this study, which is 

believed to be the first to explore the relationship between the support utilised by targets and 

the way in which bullying incidents are resolved, found union involvement had a limited 

effect upon outcomes. This is consistent with Leather et al.’s (1998) finding that non-

organisational support, whilst perceived as helpful, failed to improve outcomes for victims of 

workplace aggression and other research which indicates support will only be effective where 

the source of the stress and the source of the support are congruent (Henderson & Argyle, 

1985). In other words, stress which arises out of problems in the workplace may only be 

alleviated by the employer, and any attempt by unions to address bullying would be futile. 

The findings form part of an industrial relations climate, discussed previously, of declining 

union power. There was little evidence that union intervention facilitated earlier resolutions 

of grievances as suggested by Antcliff and Saundry (2009), at least in respect of workplace 

bullying. Rather, some support is given to concerns raised by Rayner and McKivor (2007) 

over the utility of union intervention. Any failure on the part of unions to shape bullying 

outcomes may be explained by factors which are beyond their control, such as, an intrinsic 

imbalance in the employment relationship. As a result, unions may be confined in their ability 

to influence bullying resolutions by employers’ attitudes towards challenging or tolerating 

bullying. Alternatively, unions may be the authors of their own misfortune, for example by 

taking inadequate action. The effect of the type of union response upon bullying outcomes is 

investigated in the following chapter.  



 

232 
 

Chapter Ten 

Results: Trade union intervention 

 

10.1 Introduction 

Research questions four and five sought to ascertain what action is taken by trade unions in 

response to members’ allegations of bullying, and whether the different responses influence 

bullying outcomes, about which very little is currently known. This chapter reports the survey 

findings which relate to the frequency of various union interventions. A range of bivariate 

and multivariate analytical techniques are then used to explore any significant relationship 

between union action and bullying outcomes, in order to determine whether any types of 

union intervention achieve better outcomes for targets than others. For example, does treating 

bullying as a workplace issue achieve more than addressing each incident as an individual 

problem? The results are first reported factually for each individual union and then 

triangulated, to reveal any generalisable findings or insightful differences, and compared to 

any relevant literature. By placing the findings within the context of more general 

employment relations trends in unionism and collectivism, it is possible to gain a better 

understanding of why union officials respond to reports of bullying in the way they do, and 

what they are able to achieve.  

 

10.2 Trade union intervention 

Respondents who turned to the trade union for support, numbering 66 in Union A; 324 in 

Union B; and 75 in Union C, were asked to indicate which actions union officials undertook 

on their behalf from the list provided. Members who utilised union services were also asked 

whether they wished for a different response, being offered the options of ‘yes’, ‘no’, and 

‘uncertain’. The information was provided by 62 respondents in Union A, 311 in Union B, 
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and 71 in Union C. The frequency of each specified union intervention, expressed as a 

percentage of the total number of targets who utilised union services, are shown in Figures 

10.1-10.3. As officials frequently took several actions on behalf of bullied members, the total 

exceeds one hundred percent.  

 

In all three samples, using House’s (1980) typology, there was an emphasis on providing 

indirect informational, emotional, and appraisal support to bullied individuals. The most 

common response was to explain to targets the possible action they could take (reported by 

56%-74% of targets who used union support) and the likely consequences (45-55%), ask 

about the outcomes targets wanted (44-45%), advise on resolving bullying incidents 

informally (33-40%), make targets feel more able to cope (32-41%) and encourage them to 

take action (25-35%). By contrast, all the unions studied were least likely to take direct 

instrumental action. This included providing legal support to individual bullied members, 

either for an employment tribunal, personal injury claim, or compromise agreement, which 

was reported by just 1-5%; 1-2%; and 3-11% respectively of targets who used union support. 

This figure could be understated given those pursuing legal redress would have necessarily 

left the workplace and, possibly, the union. As such, they would be excluded from the survey. 

However, it could be expected that legal resolutions, which require a high burden of proof 

and considerable cost in both financial and emotional terms, are a last resort. 



 

234 
 

 

Figure 10.1: Action taken by the trade union in response to incidents of bullying for Union A 
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Figure 10.2: Action taken by the trade union in response to incidents of bullying for Union B 
 

74

55

45

41

40

30

25

24

19

12

11

11

10

7

2

1

1

1

1

0

Explained the possible action target could take

Explained the likely consequences of any action

Asked target what outcome they wanted

Made target feel more able to cope

Gave target advice on how to resolve the situation informally

Encouraged target to take action

Gave target guidance on how to gather evidence for a formal grievance

Accompanied target to an informal meeting with the perpetrator or other…

Represented target in a formal grievance/ capability/ sickness/…

Had an informal word with the employer on target's behalf

Negotiated a compromise agreement with target's employer

Discouraged target from taking action

Took no action

Prepared a formal grievance case for target

Actively sought the support of target's colleagues

Provided legal assistance for target to take their case to an employment…

Named and shamed target's employer to an outside body

Negotiated with target's employer for a move to another position

Provided legal assistance for the target to pursue a personal injury claim

Worked with target's employer to put antibullying procedures in place

Percentage of targets who utilised trade union support



 

236 
 

 
 
Figure 10.3: Action taken by the trade union in response to incidents of bullying for Union C
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Worked with target's employer to put antibullying procedures in place

Provided legal assistance for target to pursue a personal injury claim

Named and shamed target's employer to an outside body

Percentage of targets who utilised trade union support
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Perhaps less predictably, negotiating for the target to be moved to another part of the 

organisation (1-8%) and preparing a formal grievance case for targets (7-11%) were also 

reported infrequently. Just 12% of those who consulted Union B, and 11% who approached 

Union C, indicated union officials had a quiet word with employers about bullying incidents, 

although this course of action was pursued more extensively in Union A, where it was 

reported by approximately a quarter of those who used union support. In terms of direct 

collective action, galvanising the support of colleagues was reported by just 2-8% of those 

who involved the union, working with the employer to implement anti-bullying procedures 

by 0-3%, and ‘‘naming and shaming’’ organisations by 0-1%. It was also relatively unusual 

for union officials to take no action at all (5-10%) or discourage targets from taking action (7-

11%). 

 

Respondents were allowed to specify other actions which were not listed, the frequencies of 

which are shown in Appendix RR. None of these interventions were indicated by more than 

three percent of members who consulted their union. However, the data revealed that 

respondents distinguished between accessing union information via a representative or 

written/ online material and union officials providing support in person or via the telephone/ 

internet. The dialogue boxes also uncovered some responses which had not been identified in 

the focus groups, such as, acting as a sounding board for targets and negotiating a phased 

return to work plan. In general, the detail provided was insufficient. Future in-depth interview 

data may capture possible alternative strategies for addressing bullying and allow for the 

refinement of survey instruments. 

 

There is a lack of studies which have measured the actions taken by trade unions on behalf of 

bullied members with which to compare these results. However, the emphasis on providing 
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support to individual bullied members mirrors the general trend of declining collectivism in 

British workplaces reported in the industrial relations literature. The emphasis on providing 

indirect, chiefly informational, support may be unsurprising in that furnishing members with 

information is a necessary first step in handling bullying-related enquiries, not all of which 

will be taken further. Nonetheless, in the previous chapter it was reported that a majority of 

ex-targets were dissatisfied with the way in which bullying incidents were resolved. 

Furthermore, a significant proportion of those who turned to the union for support would 

have liked matters to have been handled differently. The members of Union A were the most 

satisfied. Just over half (55%) of targets who consulted that union did not want officials to 

have acted differently. In Unions B and C, 50% and 41% respectively of those who used the 

union for support were satisfied. By comparison, 23% of those utilising union support in 

Union A, 30% in Union B, and 35% in Union C, would have liked the union to have 

responded differently, with the remainder uncertain.  

 

The comments box provided indicated targets experienced an increased sense of isolation 

when they felt let down by their union. Dissatisfied respondents wanted union representatives 

to be more available, sympathetic, knowledgeable, and responsive and less defeatist. Many 

wished them to be more ‘proactive’, for example, by having a word with persons in authority 

about bullying incidents, alerting outside bodies such as school governors to the problem, or 

pursuing legal action. It may be that direct forms of action, such as preparing grievance cases; 

accompanying members to formal hearings; or funding legal action, are avoided as they 

require considerable investment in time, expertise, and financial resources at a time when 

union membership is stagnating and union funds are stretched. Dialogue with employers and 

external bodies of accountability may be a more cost-efficient means of settling bullying 

incidents, but is dependent upon these parties being prepared to listen. 
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Several targets who were dissatisfied with their union representative’s response,  particularly 

in the teaching Union B, believed a collective approach to addressing bullying, by 

highlighting widespread problems of bullying within workplaces rather than treating  

bullying allegations as individual grievances, would have achieved better outcomes. The 

effectiveness of indirect action aimed at individual targets, compared to more direct and 

collective forms, is considered later in the chapter. 

 

10.3 Action members would like trade unions to take 

All of those who took part in the survey were asked to indicate which practices, from the list 

provided, they would like the union to undertake in respect of workplace bullying. Table 10.1 

shows the percentage of the total sample for each union who indicated their support for each 

type of union action. Members of Union A and B were also asked whether or not they 

believed their trade union had the power to influence how bullying was addressed in their 

place of work (omitted from the survey of Union C on request of union official).  

 

Supporting individual bullied members received the highest level of approbation in all three 

unions, being considered important by more than three quarters of respondents (Table 10.1). 

Providing information about workplace bullying to members in general and campaigning in 

the workplace for a culture which takes firm action against bullying was rated as important 

by 63% and 76%’of members in all three samples. Other forms of collective action, namely, 

lobbying politicians for anti-bullying legislation and organising members to raise issues 

collectively, generated the least support. Even so, a majority of respondents across all three 

unions indicated these actions were important.   
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Table 10.1: Action members would like the trade union to take to address workplace 

bullying for Union A, B and C 

Trade union action  

Percentage 

of total 

respondents 

Union A 

Percentage 

of total 

respondents 

Union B 

Percentage 

of total 

respondents 

Union C 

Supporting individual members who experience 

workplace bullying 78 77 82 

Campaigning in your workplace for a culture 

which takes firm action against workplace 

bullying 72 63 73 

Providing members with more information on 

workplace bullying 68 68 76 

Organising members to raise issues collectively 62 62 72 

Lobbying politicians for anti-bullying 

legislation 62 59 69 

 

 

The actions members would most like their union to take to address bullying, that is, 

supporting individual bullied members and providing information about bullying to all 

members, corresponds to the support most commonly provided by union officials in response 

to allegations of bullying, which is to offer informational support. There was also 

considerable backing for unions to work with employers to put anti-bullying procedures in 

place and to garner the support of colleagues. However, the survey results suggest these are 

two of the actions union officials are least likely to take in response to complaints of bullying. 

It would appear that whilst members’ informational needs are largely being met, union 
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practice may not reflect members’ appetite for more collective forms of intervention. These 

results imply union members may be less inherently individualistic than is reported in much 

of the employment relations literature reviewed in chapter five, as argued by some industrial 

relations commentators like Kelly (1998) and Waddington and Kerr (1999b). 

 

As regards members’ perceptions of the power of trade unions, half (50%) of the respondents 

of Union A and 45% of the members of Union B believed the union could influence how 

workplace bullying was addressed. This left a considerable level of doubt (14% of Union A 

and 13% of Union B) and uncertainty (36% of Union and 42% of Union B) amongst 

members regarding the power of unions to shape bullying outcomes. The presence of a 

collective orientation and perceptions of union instrumentality are key facets of mobilization 

theory which Kelly (1998) uses to explain why some workers act collectively and some do 

not, which is explored further in chapter twelve. Unions’ ability to influence bullying 

outcomes, as opposed to members’ perceptions of union instrumentality, is explored in the 

following paragraphs.  

 

10.4 Trade union intervention and bullying outcomes 

The three outcomes reported upon are health impact, bullying resolutions, and targets’ 

satisfaction. A Chi-square test for independence with Yates Continuity Correction was 

conducted to ascertain if there were any significant associations between the type of action 

taken by unions in response to allegations of bullying and each of the bullying outcomes. 

Significance was determined by Fisher’s Exact test owing to the number of small subsamples. 

Direct logistic regression was then used to test the effect of each individual action upon the 

way in which bullying incidents were resolved and target satisfaction. The data had been 
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deemed suitable as the samples did not contain any outliers and a multicollinearity test did 

not detect any low tolerance values (less than .1).  

 

10.4.1  Trade union intervention and health impact 

No significant correlations were found between union action and targets’ health in Unions A 

and C, and only one significant relationship was detected in Union B. In this sample, 

‘‘naming and shaming’’ the employer was associated with a less negative impact profile 

(²(2) = 9.47, p = .03; phi = .17) (Table 10.2). However, the effect size was small and this 

result may be skewed by the small number of respondents who pursued this course of action 

(n = 3). Overall, the way in which union officials responded to reports of bullying did not 

affect targets’ health. This contradicts Schat and Kellloway’s (2003) finding that instrumental 

support in particular moderated the harmful effects of workplace violence. This may suggest 

differences in the support provided to targets of violence and bullying. For example, there 

may be stronger support for those who are unambiguously the victims of physical attack than 

a more subjective notion like bullying. Alternatively, targets of psychological abuse may be 

less amenable to support. However, it is not possible to draw conclusions from studies based 

on different sources of support, samples, and methodologies and further research is needed. 

 

10.4.2 Trade union intervention and resolutions: Bivariate analysis 

Some union responses significantly correlated with some resolutions. A distinction is made, 

using House’s (1980) typology, between indirect (informational, emotional, or appraisal) 

support and direct instrumental action. Because of the large number of variables, it is not 

feasible to record all the contingency tables here, but the significant associations between 

indirect union intervention and resolutions are shown for each union in Appendices SS, UU, 

and WW. For example, in Union A (Appendix SS), providing targets with information on 
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how to gather evidence for a formal grievance was significantly associated with the 

perpetrator acknowledging their behaviour. All significant correlations between direct union 

action and each specific resolution are shown for each union in Appendices TT, VV, and XX. 

The final column of each table shows the Phi coefficient to indicate the size of the effect. 

Where this indicated a weak association and the subsample was small, the odds ratio was also 

calculated, as this may be a better indicator of the strength of associations. A negative Phi 

coefficient indicated a negative association. For example, in Union A (Appendix TT), having 

an informal word with employers appeared to reduce the likelihood of targets changing jobs 

to escape bullying. 

 

Table 10.2: Significant association between “naming and shaming” employers’ and 

health impact for Union B in percentage of targets 

Trade union action 

Impact on health and wellbeing 

Fairly negative Negative 

Extremely 

negative 

Named and shamed 

employers  (n = 3) 

67 0 33 

Did not name and shame 

employers  (n = 317) 

11 26 63 

 

In Union A (Appendix SS), despite the emphasis placed by union officials on providing 

indirect support to individuals reported earlier, only one informational act (guidance on 

gathering evidence for a formal grievance) significantly correlated with any resolutions 

(perpetrators acknowledging their behaviour or moving on to bully someone else, and targets 
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feeling more able to cope). Providing positive emotional support by encouraging targets to 

take action was significantly related to perpetrators being informally dealt with, as well as 

targets feeling more able to cope.  

 

Direct actions were associated with a greater range of resolutions (Appendix TT). Several 

instrumental acts aimed at individual bullied members (accompanying targets to informal 

meetings, having an informal word with employers, preparing formal grievance cases, 

representing targets in formal processes, negotiating compromise agreements, and providing 

legal assistance for employment tribunal or personal injury claims) correlated not just with 

the target feeling more able to cope, but also with reaching workable solutions or resolutions 

which held perpetrators accountable, either by acknowledging their behaviour or being dealt 

with informally. Direct collective action (working with employers to implement anti-bullying 

procedures and seeking the support of colleagues) also appeared to increase the likelihood of 

perpetrators being made responsible for their actions by acknowledging their behaviour or 

being dealt with ‘off the record’.  

 

In all cases, the association was at least moderately strong. Of particular note was the 

negative correlation between having an informal word with employers and targets changing 

jobs to escape bullying. In other words, an unofficial union approach to someone in authority 

may help to keep bullied individuals in post. A second point of note is the relationship 

between the perpetrator acknowledging their behaviour and going on to bully someone else, 

which could be associated with the same union response. Several respondents used the 

comments box provided to note that where bullies had apologised, they had done so 

insincerely and remained unsanctioned and had simply moved on to the next target.  
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Several union interventions had no significant bearing upon resolutions. These tended to be 

indirect (explaining possible actions and likely consequences, asking about desired outcomes, 

advising targets on informal resolutions, discouraging targets from taking action, and making 

targets feel more able to cope). However, with the exception of discouraging targets, the 

findings reported earlier revealed that these were amongst the most common types of union 

action actually taken. The only direct form of assistance which did not appear to influence 

any resolutions was negotiating for the target to be moved to another position and, 

unsurprisingly, taking no action did not appear to have any bearing on how bullying incidents 

were resolved. 

 

None of the union responses had a significant bearing upon whether perceived targets or 

alleged perpetrators left the organisation for reasons unconnected with bullying, which are 

matters of chance. Less predictably, no union intervention affected whether targets took sick 

leave or resigned in undesirable circumstances, or whether perpetrators were formally 

disciplined, or whether either party was redeployed. It should be noted that a chi-square test 

for independence could not be calculated in respect of some resolutions (making an 

employment tribunal or personal injury claim or the target being suspended or dismissed) or 

union responses (‘naming and shaming’ organisations) owing to a lack of respondents in 

these categories.  

 

For the members of Union B, providing informational support had some significant effect 

upon how bullying incidents were resolved (Appendix UU). Explaining the possible actions 

targets could take and the likely consequences appeared to resign targets to their fate, either 

by signing a compromise agreement or changing jobs to avoid bullying. By contrast, advising 

targets more specifically on how to resolve the situation informally appeared to facilitate the 
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perpetrator being informally dealt with and the target feeling more able to cope. Emotional 

support also appeared to make a difference. Perhaps unsurprisingly, making the target feel 

more able to cope was positively related to the target resolving the bullying incident through 

coping. Less predictably, this form of support also reduced the likelihood of the target 

resigning in unfavourable circumstances, and increased the chances of reaching solutions 

which held the perpetrator accountable, either by being dealt with ‘off the record’ or, in the 

case of encouragement, formally disciplined. By contrast, dissuading bullied members from 

taking action was positively associated with solutions which effectively sanctioned the target, 

either by taking sick leave or resigning in unfavourable circumstances.  

 

Instrumental support, whilst provided to a lesser extent, also influenced resolutions 

(Appendix VV). Significant associations between negotiating with employers for targets to be 

moved to another part of the organisation and being redeployed, negotiating a compromise 

agreement and signing one, and providing legal assistance for an employment tribunal case 

and an application being made, may be expected. But other significant associations were less 

predictable. Direct action aimed at individual bullied members by accompanying them to 

informal meetings with perpetrators or others appeared to increase the likelihood of 

perpetrators acknowledging their behaviour, but also of targets seeking legal redress, either 

through an employment tribunal or signing a compromise agreement. Preparing formal 

grievance cases for bullied members representing them in formal processes or providing legal 

assistance for an employment tribunal were also related to resolutions which put the onus on 

targets by changing jobs, signing compromise agreements, taking sick leave, applying to 

employment tribunals, or being suspended or dismissed. By contrast, collective instrumental 

action, in the form of garnering the support of colleagues, was associated with solutions 

which shifted the focus onto the perpetrator, albeit ‘off the record’. Garnering support also 
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positively correlated with targets changing jobs for reasons unconnected with bullying. As 

this is a matter of chance, the association may have been due to the presence of a 

confounding variable, such as, time, with the likelihood of seeking witnesses and changing 

employers both increasing over time. 

 

The odds ratios suggested all the associations were strong. Certain indirect union actions 

(asking about desired outcomes and advising on gathering evidence for formal grievances) 

had no effect upon the way in which bullying incidents were resolved, even though they were 

amongst the most commonly reported interventions. Some instrumental forms of support (an 

informal word with employers, legal assistance for personal injury claims, and ‘naming and 

shaming’ employers) or taking no action, also failed to influence resolutions. No union 

actions altered the likelihood of perpetrators leaving their position for reasons unconnected 

with bullying, which is a matter of chance, or, perhaps less predictably, moving on to bully 

someone else or being redeployed. Union response was also not a significant factor in 

whether or not targets changed their behaviour, accepted the situation, or reached workable 

solutions. There were insufficient respondents who sought a personal injury claim to perform 

a chi-square test of independence for this outcome. 

 

In respect of Union C, the most conspicuous result was the limited extent to which union 

action influenced resolutions beyond arranging for the target to work in another part of the 

organisation. This was associated with both indirect (explaining the possible actions targets 

could take and encouraging them to act) (Appendix WW) and direct (preparing formal 

grievance cases, representing targets in formal processes, and negotiating for targets to be 

redeployed) (Appendix XX) support. Negotiating for targets to be relocated was also related 

to resolutions which placed a burden on targets by taking sick leave. Encouraging targets to 
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act was the only response which was related to any positive outcomes for targets, by 

apparently making them feel more able to cope.   

 

Most indirect actions (explaining the likely consequences, discouraging targets, asking about 

desired outcomes, advising on informal resolutions or on gathering evidence for formal 

grievances, and making the target feel more able to cope), or direct support (accompanying 

targets to informal meetings, an informal word with employers, negotiating compromise 

agreements, providing legal assistance for employment tribunal claims and working with 

employers to implement anti-bullying procedures) failed to influence resolutions, as did 

taking no action. Despite their apparent futility, many of these union interventions were 

amongst the most likely to be provided to bullied members. It was not possible to perform a 

chi-square test of independence for some uncommon resolutions (the perpetrator being 

redeployed, or the target changing their behaviour or seeking redress through an employment 

tribunal or personal injury claim) and infrequent union interventions (providing assistance for 

personal injury claims, seeking support from colleagues, and ‘naming and shaming’ 

employers).  

 

10.4.3  Trade union intervention and resolutions: Triangulating bivariate findings 

The results should be interpreted with some caution owing to the low frequencies of some 

cases, although the statistical techniques employed were sensitive to small subsamples. Few 

trends were common to all the samples, limiting their generalisability. However, in terms of 

indirect action, informational support achieved few constructive outcomes for targets in any 

of the samples, although this may be a necessary starting point for dealing with bullying-

related enquiries. Positive emotional support, by encouraging targets to take action, appeared 

to enable targets to cope better and was valued by targets who completed the dialogue boxes. 
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Such support may also have promoted solutions which held perpetrators accountable in two 

of the unions (A and B). It should be noted, however, that the reasons for encouraging or 

dissuading individuals from pursuing complaints are not captured by this survey, and these 

findings may reflect the relative strength of particular cases, as well as the positive effect of 

emotional support. However, some self-identified targets who took part in focus group 

discussions expressed feelings of empowerment as a result of being ‘backed up’ by their 

union. 

 

The findings in respect of instrumental action, which, according to the dialogue boxes many 

targets favoured, were rather more diverse, preventing them from being generalised to other 

populations. Direct action at the individual level appeared to improve the situation for targets 

in the public administration union. This was supported by the focus group discussions held 

with Union A. Several officials believed constructive outcomes were possible where there 

was an amenable HR officer who could be approached informally to resolve matters. 

However, this avenue was thought to be closing with the centralisation of the personnel 

function in many organisations, and day-to-day personnel issues increasingly devolved to 

untrained line managers. In Unions B and C, direct support for individual bullied members 

was associated with less favourable outcomes for targets. Differences between the samples 

point to the significance of other factors not measured by the survey. For example, 

representatives in both Union A and B may represent members in formal grievance processes, 

but one may be better trained or have more time to prepare a case than the other, or have 

access to more empathetic HR managers. 

 

Where there were sufficient reported instances of direct collective action, either through 

galvanising co-worker support or encouraging employers to implement anti-bullying 
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procedures, it was associated with holding perpetrators responsible for their actions, albeit 

informally. Caution should be exercised in drawing firm conclusions from the survey 

findings in the present study, due to insufficient cases of collective instrumental support in 

some samples. There is also the possible interactive effect of union officials responding in 

multiple ways, which is considered using multivariate techniques in the following 

paragraphs.  

 

10.4.4 Trade union intervention and resolutions: Multivariate analysis 

The significant associations between particular union interventions and resolutions indicated 

by bivariate analysis disappeared under logistic regression in Unions A and C. However, in 

Union B union action predicted certain resolutions. These were dealing with the perpetrator 

‘off the record’ (²(20, N = 181) = 31.46, p = .05) and the target taking sick absence’, (²(20, 

N = 181) = 33.39, p = .03) or resigning with no job to go to or to take up a less favourable 

position,( ²(20, N = 181) = 37.76, p = .01).  

 

The model explained between 16% (Cox and Snell R square) and 33.5% (Nagelkerke R 

squared) of the variance in dealing with the perpetrator off the record and correctly classified 

91.2% of the cases. Table 10.3 shows two union action variables made a unique statistically 

significant contribution to the model. The strongest predictor was seeking the support of 

colleagues, with an Exp(B) (odds ratio) of 20.80. Accompanying targets to informal meetings 

also increased the likelihood of dealing with perpetrators ‘off the record’, in this case’ over 

five-fold. 

 

The model also explained between 16.8% (Cox and Snell R square) and 26.5% (Nagelkerke 

R squared) of the variance in targets taking sick leave and correctly classified 82.3% of the 
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cases. The strongest predictor was being discouraged from taking action, with an odds ratio 

of 11.06 (Table 10.4). Giving guidance on gathering evidence for formal complaints and 

representing targets in formal processes more than trebled the chances of targets taking 

sickness absence.  

 

Finally, the model explained between 18.8% (Cox and Snell R square) and 29.8% 

(Nagelkerke R squared) of the variance in targets resigning in unfavourable circumstances 

and correctly classified 84% of the cases. Two union response variables made a unique 

statistically significant contribution. Discouraging targets from taking action increased the 

likelihood of targets resigning in deleterious circumstances approximately eleven-fold (Table 

10.5). By contrast, making the target feel more able to cope reduced the odds of the target 

resigning by approximately one fifth.  
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Table 10.3: Logistic Regression Predicting the Likelihood of dealing with the Perpetrator of the record for Union B  

Type of union action taken B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

95% C.I. for EXP(B) 

Lower Upper 

Explained the possible action  2.168 1.355 2.563 1 0.109 8.744 0.615 124.360 

Explained the likely consequences  -1.085 0.784 1.916 1 0.166 0.338 0.073 1.571 

Encouraged target to take action  0.019 0.672 0.001 1 0.977 1.019 0.273 3.803 

Discouraged target from taking action  0.667 1.002 0.444 1 0.505 1.949 0.274 13.877 

Asked me what outcome target wanted 0.669 0.646 1.074 1 0.300 1.952 0.551 6.921 

Advised on resolving the situation informally 0.232 0.639 0.131 1 0.717 1.261 0.360 4.414 

Accompanied target to an informal meeting  1.727 0.751 5.290 1 0.021 5.623 1.291 24.494 

Had an informal word with the employer  0.758 0.760 0.994 1 0.319 2.133 0.481 9.459 

Advised on how to gather evidence 0.145 0.780 0.035 1 0.853 1.156 0.251 5.331 

Prepared a formal grievance case  -0.312 1.303 0.057 1 0.811 0.732 0.057 9.419 

Represented target in a formal process -1.505 1.286 1.370 1 0.242 0.222 0.018 2.760 

Negotiated for a move to another position -19.820 27421 0 1 0.999 0 0  
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Type of union action taken B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

95% C.I. for EXP(B) 

Lower Upper 

Negotiated a compromise agreement  -1.534 1.190 1.660 1 0.198 0.216 0.021 2.224 

Provided legal assistance for an Employment Tribunal -19.750 40193 0 1 1 0 0  

Provided legal assistance for a personal injury claim -18.830 27701 0 1 0.999 0 0  

Worked with employer to implement anti-bullying procedures  -22.800 40193 0 1 1 0 0  

Made target feel more able to cope  1.148 0.735 2.442 1 0.118 3.152 0.747 13.302 

Actively sought the support of colleagues 3.035 1.490 4.147 1 0.042 20.795 1.121 385.910 

Named and shamed employer  1.589 1.594 0.994 1 0.319 4.901 0.215 111.510 

No action  -18.220 8657.500 0 1 0.998 0 0  

Constant 96.702 69463 0 1 0.999 9.933     
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Table 10.4: Logistic Regression Predicting the Likelihood of the Target taking sick absence for Union B 

Type of union action taken B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

95% C.I. for EXP(B) 

Lower Upper 

Explained the possible action  -0.605 0.619 0.954 1 0.329 0.546 0.162 1.837 

Explained the likely consequences  -0.362 0.594 0.371 1 0.542 0.696 0.217 2.230 

Encouraged target to take action  0.702 0.536 1.710 1 0.191 2.017 0.705 5.772 

Discouraged target from taking action  2.404 0.681 12.476 1 0 11.064 2.915 41.993 

Asked me what outcome target wanted -0.290 0.502 0.335 1 0.563 0.748 0.280 2 

Advised on resolving the situation informally -0.625 0.488 1.639 1 0.200 0.535 0.206 1.393 

Accompanied target to an informal meeting  0.493 0.547 0.811 1 0.368 1.637 0.560 4.787 

Had an informal word with the employer  0.624 0.634 0.968 1 0.325 1.866 0.539 6.464 

Advised on how to gather evidence 1.311 0.632 4.309 1 0.038 3.709 1.076 12.790 

Prepared a formal grievance case  -0.493 0.931 0.280 1 0.597 0.611 0.098 3.791 
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Type of union action taken B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

95% C.I. for EXP(B) 

Lower Lower 

Represented target in a formal process 1.258 0.643 3.826 1 0.050 3.518 0.998 12.408 

Negotiated for a move to another position 0.776 1.631 0.226 1 0.634 2.172 0.089 53.170 

Negotiated a compromise agreement  -0.466 0.646 0.521 1 0.470 0.627 0.177 2.226 

Provided legal assistance for an Employment Tribunal -21.456 40192.9 0 1 1 0 0  

Provided legal assistance for a personal injury claim 2.347 1.585 2.191 1 0.139 10.449 0.467 233.623 

Worked with employer to implement anti-bullying procedures  1.649 45913.2 0 1 1 5.203 0  

Made target feel more able to cope  -0.232 0.533 0.189 1 0.664 0.793 0.279 2.253 

Actively sought the support of colleagues -20.730 22193.5 0 1 0.999 0 0  

Named and shamed employer  -20.055 21128.3 0 1 0.999 0 0  

No action  -1.429 0.982 2.118 1 0.146 0.239 0.035 1.642 

Constant 56.543 60641.1 0 1 0.999 3.600     
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Table 10.5: Logistic Regression Predicting the Likelihood of the Target resigning with no job to go to or to or to take up a less favourable position for 

Union B 

Type of union action taken B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

95% C.I. for EXP(B) 

Lower Upper 

Explained the possible action  -0.744 0.619 1.445 1 0.229 0.475 0.141 1.599 

Explained the likely consequences  0.142 0.607 0.055 1 0.815 1.152 0.350 3.789 

Encouraged target to take action  -0.189 0.602 0.098 1 0.754 0.828 0.254 2.694 

Discouraged target from taking action  2.437 0.662 13.563 1 0 11.440 3.127 41.853 

Asked me what outcome target wanted 0.020 0.510 0.002 1 0.968 1.021 0.376 2.773 

Advised on resolving the situation informally -0.132 0.500 0.070 1 0.792 0.876 0.329 2.335 

Accompanied target to an informal meeting  -0.397 0.620 0.410 1 0.522 0.672 0.199 2.266 

Had an informal word with the employer  0.889 0.601 2.193 1 0.139 2.434 0.750 7.899 

Advised on how to gather evidence 0.352 0.770 0.209 1 0.648 1.422 0.314 6.428 

Prepared a formal grievance case  1.275 0.934 1.865 1 0.172 3.580 0.574 22.327 
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Type of union action taken B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

95% C.I. for EXP(B) 

Lower Upper 

Represented target in a formal process 0.934 0.688 1.846 1 0.174 2.545 0.661 9.793 

Negotiated for a move to another position 0.732 1.588 0.213 1 0.645 2.080 0.093 46.739 

Negotiated a compromise agreement  0.208 0.676 0.095 1 0.758 1.232 0.328 4.630 

Provided legal assistance for an Employment Tribunal -18.204 40193 0 1 1 0 0  

Provided legal assistance for a personal injury claim -18.714 27343.5 0 1 0.999 0 0  

Worked with employer to implement anti-bullying procedures  -18.826 40193 0 1 1 0 0  

Made target feel more able to cope  -1.473 0.608 5.863 1 0.015 0.229 0.070 0.755 

Actively sought the support of colleagues 1.292 1.380 0.876 1 0.349 3.639 0.243 54.390 

Named and shamed employer  1.078 1.55400 0.481 1 0.488 2.938 0.140 61.778 

No action  -0.682 0.833 0.670 1 0.413 0.506 0.099 2.587 

Constant 51.131 63076.3 0 1 0.999 1.611     
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10.4.5 Trade union intervention and resolutions: Triangulating multivariate findings 

The type of action taken by unions in response to reported incidents of bullying did not 

appear to influence resolutions in Unions A or C. In Union B, indirect action had a limited 

effect upon bullying resolutions. Informational support in itself, whilst a necessary starting 

point for union officials faced with members’ reports of bullying, does not appear to foster 

positive outcomes for targets. In fact, advising on gathering evidence for formal grievances 

was associated with targets taking sick leave, consistent with the perceptions of focus group 

participants that formal processes rarely end well for targets. Positive emotional support, by 

making targets feel more able to cope, appeared to reduce the likelihood of targets resigning 

in unfavourable circumstances. By contrast, negative emotional support apparently 

encouraged the target to resign or take sick leave, as in the bivariate analysis. These results 

may indicate the importance of positive emotional support in increasing targets’ resilience to 

bullying. Whilst it cannot be ruled out that union officials are simply discouraging targets 

from pursuing ‘weaker’ claims of allegations which, therefore, end badly for targets, there is 

some support in the qualitative data for the notion that union backing makes targets feel more 

empowered. 

 

In terms of instrumental action taken by officials in Union B at the individual level, 

accompanying targets to informal meetings appeared to foster low-level solutions by the 

perpetrator being dealt with ‘off the record’ as noted in some focus group discussions. 

Advising on and representing targets in formal processes, however, was associated with 

placing the burden on targets by taking sick leave. This is consistent with both the bivariate 

analysis, and qualitative data which suggests that once bullying allegations are formalised, it 

is targets that suffer. However, direct collective action, by seeking the support of colleagues, 

increased the likelihood of perpetrators being dealt with ‘off the record’ in both the bivariate 
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and multivariate analyses. This lends some support to arguments by commentators on 

workplace bullying like Ironside and Siefert (2003) and Hoel and Beale (2006), and to 

research findings from the field of employment relations (Badigannavar & Kelly, 2005), that 

collectivism fosters better outcomes for employees. The quantitative findings in respect of 

direct collective action are also consistent with the views of members and officials captured 

by the qualitative data that the availability of witnesses, and tackling bullying as a collective 

problem, increased the chances that perpetrators would be held accountable. The implications 

of this set of results for industrial relations and mobilization theory are developed further in 

chapter twelve. 

 

Attention should be drawn to the differences between the participating unions, with no 

significant association between the type of union intervention and resolutions found in two of 

the samples. The results cannot be generalised, but underscore the significance of other 

factors, such as the attitude of co-workers and employers, which are considered in the 

following chapter. Furthermore, the results of multivariate analysis could have been distorted 

by the large number of categorical predictor variables with a limited number of cases in each 

category (Pallant, 2010) and the low frequencies of several union actions. These items were 

retained as dropping them would have resulted in a model too incomplete to be meaningful. 

Categorical variables were used to measure the frequencies of particular union interventions, 

as required by the research objectives of this exploratory study. However, an investigation of 

the significant associations between the type of union action and outcomes was restricted by 

the number of low frequencies in some categories. The information obtained from this study 

provides a basis for the future development of scales to measure the union response to 

bullying incidents and investigate the possible buffering effect of particular interventions 

more fully, as discussed in chapter twelve. A final limitation of the model of interventions 
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used in this multivariate analysis is that it excludes other factors which may influence 

bullying resolutions, such as demographic characteristics or employer attitude. The ultimate 

measure of the efficacy of union intervention, from the union’s point of view, is the extent to 

which it meets the needs of bullied members. Targets’ satisfaction with the way in which 

bullying incidents were resolved is examined in the following paragraphs.  

 

10.4.6 Trade union intervention and target satisfaction 

Bivariate analysis found the type of union response had virtually no effect upon targets’ 

satisfaction with the way in which bullying incidents were resolved in any of the samples. 

The one exception, discouraging targets from taking action, which appeared to moderately 

reduce satisfaction (²(1) = 7.19, p = .01, phi = .47) in Union A, was unreliable as one of the 

cells contained no cases (Table 10.6). In line with the results of the bivariate analysis, no 

significant associations between particular union interventions and targets’ satisfaction were 

revealed after isolating the effects of each type of action. Some limitations of using logistic 

regression were noted earlier in the chapter. However, the qualitative data did provide some 

corroboration for suggestions reported earlier, using bivariate analysis, that collective action 

was associated with holding perpetrators responsible for their actions. Several respondents 

used the dialogue boxes to record their disappointment that union officials treated each 

complaint as an isolated incident and failed to group bullying cases together, which they 

believed would have strengthened their ability to bring about change. 
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Table 10.6: Significant associations between trade union intervention and target 

satisfaction for Union A  

Percentage of targets: 

Discouraged target from taking action 

Yes No  

Satisfied with resolution 0 77 

Not satisfied with resolution 100 33 

Total n = 4 n = 44 

 

Several focus group participants connected the willingness of colleagues to act as witnesses, 

although rare, to outcomes which held perpetrators accountable, as demonstrated by the 

following extracts provided by officials in Union A and C respectively: 

 

“the only time you get somebody re-trained is when you’ve got witnesses that are 

prepared to come forward… as in off-the-record witnesses … If you’ve got a case 

where you’ve got nine people who’ve just had enough ... then you can get things done”  

 

“...  you asked me ‘was there ever a positive outcome?’ ... I had one case … and there 

was evidence of unacceptable behaviour on behalf of the manager in so far as ... the 

individual member had been shouted at in an unacceptable manner inside an office, but 

shouted at to such a degree that it was obvious to staff sitting outside that office... And 

those staff outside the office acted as witnesses that fed into the grievance.”  
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Union officials could be proactive in engendering a shared sense of grievance over perceived 

bullying behaviour and achieve positive outcomes for bullied members, as in the following 

example provided by an official in Union A: 

 

“I’ve had a case where I’ve had an entire team come to me with the same problem … 

And all I had to do then was go to their work area, talk to the other teams around them 

and say ‘are you all experiencing the same problem with this piece of monitoring 

they’ve brought in?’ and they all agreed.  And I just went directly to their head and said 

‘look it’s not just the one team …you’ve got eight teams there complaining this is 

excessive monitoring’ and they took it out and that probably took me twenty minutes.  

It does help if it’s a collective rather than an individual.”  

 

As one official in the teaching union noted, instigating worker solidarity and harnessing the 

collective power of employees represented a return to more traditional union values, even 

though this did not come naturally to their moderate membership: 

 

“… what we have found … and this is the mechanism that most staff and colleagues are 

loath to enter into … is actual challenge.  And that’s challenge on the essence of, in a 

social sense, in a collective sense, that where you have schools that operate collectively 

as staff, they can usually put pay to a bullying culture…almost in essence you’re going 

back to a traditional trade union outlook of where people stand together …”  

 

10.5 Summary 

This study, which the author believes is unique in exploring the efficacy of various types of 

union intervention, found the type of action taken by unions in response to allegations of 
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bullying failed to influence target satisfaction. This finding was common to all the samples, 

increasing its generalisability. If measured by target satisfaction, union intervention in 

bullying incidents appears irrelevant. This may be unsurprising given the limited extent to 

which union involvement eased the burden placed upon targets for resolving bullying 

incidents. Positive emotional support may help some targets feel more resilient, but fail to 

improve longer-term outcomes. Informally approaching employers and taking collective 

action may help to shift the responsibility onto perpetrators in some unions, but any ‘behind 

the scenes’ sanctions may fail to satisfy targets’ need for acknowledgement and justice. 

Qualitative data suggests if bullying complaints are not dealt with in a timely manner; result 

in openly punishing perceived perpetrators; and do not allow targets closure, feelings of 

dissatisfaction remain. Overall, the involvement of union officials does not appear to 

encourage outcomes which meet the needs of targets. This may be because the expectations 

of bullied members are unrealistic or union interventions are ineffectual, for example by 

treating bullying as an individual, rather than a workplace, problem. Alternatively, in an era 

of weakened power, unions may be unable to rouse a collective response amongst workers or 

alter the solutions favoured by managers. The impact of co-worker support and employers’ 

attitudes are examined in the following chapter.  
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Chapter Eleven 

Results: Co-worker support and employers’ attitude 

 

 11.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter illustrated the way in which trade unions intervene in incidents of 

workplace bullying has a limited effect upon outcomes, and other factors may be more 

influential. Two constraints upon the influence exerted by unions may be the willingness of 

co-workers to support bullied colleagues and employers’ attitudes towards challenging, or 

tolerating, bullying. This chapter presents the survey findings relating to how those who 

observe bullying at work respond, and the extent to which employers’ anti-bullying policies 

and attitudes influence bullying outcomes, in answer to research questions six and seven. The 

results are presented for each union, before summarising key trends and highlighting main 

differences between the samples and their implications for the ability of trade unions to 

intervene effectively in bullying incidents. This set of findings is based upon the perceptions 

of bystanders and members in general, not all of whom have experienced bullying, providing 

an alternative perspective to targets. 

 

11.2 Co-worker support 

It was reported earlier that 41% to 48% of survey respondents believed they had observed 

bullying at work within the previous two years. These individuals were presented with a list 

of possible supportive actions and asked to indicate whether or not they had provided each 

type of support. Where a particular type of assistance had been given, respondents were asked 

to rate whether it had been ‘very effective’, ‘effective’, ‘ineffective’, ‘very ineffective’, or 

‘neither effective or ineffective’. For ease of analysis, ‘highly effective’ and ‘effective’ 

responses were merged into one ‘effective’ category. Similarly, ‘ineffective’ and ‘highly 

ineffective’ responses have been grouped into another labelled ‘ineffective’. The third 
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category of ‘neither effective or ineffective’ remained. Where support had not been provided, 

respondents were required to select the main reason for their decision from the list provided. 

Several targets omitted to answer all parts of this question. Occasionally, both ‘provided’ and 

‘not provided’ options were selected for a given type of support. All missing and irregular 

responses (Appendix YY) were excluded from the analysis. Where this may have skewed the 

findings, this was highlighted in the following paragraphs.  

 

The percentage of observers who gave each form of support is presented in Figure 11.1. This 

revealed a similar pattern across all three unions, with at least three quarters of bystanders 

being prepared to give targets moral support. There was far greater unwillingness to take 

overt action, whether by reporting bullying incidents to their employer (20-32%), acting as a 

formal witness (17-21%), or confronting the perpetrator (15-23%). This is in spite of the 

possibility that the level of overt support may have been overstated by the moral undertone of 

the question. Those who felt they could have done more to help bullied colleagues may have 

been tempted to exaggerate the support they provided.  

 

11.2.1 Reasons for not providing co-worker support 

The reasons provided for failing to offer bullied colleagues overt moral support are presented 

in APPENDIX ZZ, and various types of covert support (reporting the bullying, acting as a 

witness, and confronting the bully) in APPENDIX AAA. In all three unions, where 

bystanders withheld moral support, and a reason was specified, it was primarily because they 

believed targets did not want to take the matter further (12-21%) or tended not to get involved 

in matters that did not concern them (8-19%). In Union C, a significant proportion (13%) also 

considered it was just the way people behaved in their workplace, which may provide a 

degree of support for cultural explanations of bullying by researchers such as O’Leary-Kelly 
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et al. (1996) and Lee and Brotheridge (2006), in which negative behaviour is believed to 

become normalised in certain working environments (Archer, 1999; Bloisi & Hoel, 2008). It 

may seem counterintuitive to suggest those working for not-for-profit organisations, often 

stereotyped as caring individuals, tolerate abusive behaviour within the workplace. Indeed, 

some members of Union C noted the irony in a situation where voluntary workers, who were 

caring in their professional capacity, treated work colleagues with disrespect. It may be that 

funding restrictions cause the stressful working conditions which may facilitate bullying. 

However, this does not explain why similar traits were not found in the public administration 

and education samples, where respondents also faced stringent budgetary controls. It is 

possible that those who routinely encounter disturbing behaviour as part of their job become 

inured to bad behaviour amongst work colleagues. The possible reasons why bullying may 

become normalised within the voluntary sector remains an interesting area for future 

research.  

 

 
 

Figure 11.1: Type of support provided in percentage of observers for Union A, B, and C 
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The most commonly cited reason for not taking more overt forms of action was a belief that 

targets did not want to take matters further. This was indicated by 23-36% of bystanders who 

did not report bullying, 27-50% of those who did not act as witnesses, and 20-34% of those 

who did not confront perpetrators. Other significant reasons which emerged included the 

belief that openly supporting bullied colleagues would have no effect (6-15%) or would 

invite retaliation (3-13%), which featured heavily in the qualitative data. Relatively few 

bystanders withheld their overt support because of an inherent reluctance to get involved; 

relief it was not happening to them; fear of being the next target; or unwillingness to relive 

painful experiences.  

 

A degree of caution should be exercised when interpreting these findings due to the number 

of non-answers, which may have introduced an element of bias. There is also the possibility 

of social desirability in the responses. For example, where bystanders indicated targets did 

not want to take matters further, there is no way of knowing if this was an accurate reflection 

of how bullied individuals felt, or a convenient excuse not to get involved. Similarly, 

respondents may have downplayed unfavourable responses, such as, fear of repercussions. 

Lastly, there was insufficient space on the questionnaire, which had to balance the need to 

extract detailed data with acceptable length, to capture further details regarding what ‘other’ 

reasons might be. However, the findings from this exploratory study reveal some initial 

insights into the reasons why individuals are reluctant to openly support their bullied 

colleagues. 

 

11.2.2 Perceived efficacy of co-worker support 

The effectiveness of each type of support, as rated by those who provided it, is shown in 

Figures 11.2-11.4 Moral support was considered effective by the greatest number, being rated 
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as such by approximately two thirds of those who gave this type of assistance. There was 

some validation of this view in the finding, reported earlier, that a majority of targets 

considered co-workers a helpful source of support, and in research by D’Cruz and Noronha 

(2009b) which found targets valued the tacit support of colleagues. Acting as a witness was 

also considered more likely to be effective (44-50%) than ineffective (21-32%). However, 

reporting bullying to the employer or confronting the perceived perpetrator was generally 

seen as more likely to be ineffectual (30-43%) than to influence outcomes (31-38%) but 

varied between samples. The results were most marginal for Union B, but even in this 

sample, only approximately one third of those who reported bullying or confronted the 

perpetrator considered it had been effective’ after. This implies a considerable lack of faith in 

the organisational response to bullying incidents on the part of bystanders.  

 

 
 

Figure 11.2: Effectiveness of co-worker support as reported by observers in Union A 
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Figure 11.3: Effectiveness of co-worker support as reported by observers in Union B 

 
 

Figure 11.4: Effectiveness of co-worker support as reported by observers in Union C 
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bullied co-workers outweigh the likelihood of successful resolutions. There is a lack of 

research with which to compare this study’s findings, although the emphasis on supporting 

targets ‘behind the scene’ is consistent with qualitative research which highlight co-workers’ 

role in legitimising the experience of bullying (Lewis, 1999) and providing empathy and 

advice (D’Cruz & Noronha, 2009b). The lack of faith in the organisational response to 

bullying incidents on the part of bystanders mirrors the perceptions of targets reported earlier 

in this thesis. The reluctance of workers to openly support bullied co-workers also parallels 

the wider industrial relations climate noted previously in which direct voice mechanisms in 

general fail to address issues of fairness at work and collectivism is in decline. The proclivity 

for co-workers to support bullied colleagues on an individual, covert basis restricts unions’ 

ability to engender a collective response to bullying incidents, and has implications for 

mobilization theory which are pursued in the closing chapter. 

 

11.3 Employers’ anti-bullying policies and practices 

All respondents were asked whether they had access to policies, publicity, and training on 

workplace bullying issues, and whether they felt they worked in a culture which did not 

tolerate bullying behaviour. The percentage of respondents who reported the existence of 

each anti-bullying strategy is shown in Figure 11.5 for all the samples. Anti-bullying policies 

were most prevalent in the public administration and not-for-profit sectors, where over 70% 

of respondents reported they were available, compared to less than a third of members in the 

teaching union. The members of Union A received the greatest amount of publicity and 

training, although still indicated by just under a half. Once again, the teaching union recorded 

the lowest provision, with just 12% receiving publicity on anti-bullying issues and just seven 

percent having acess to relevant training. This may reflect the existence of more sophisticated 

HRM structures in larger public bodies compared to small institutions like schools. 
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Despite the considerable differences in the provisions of anti-bullying policies and 

programmes between the three samples, the proportion of respondents who felt they worked 

in an environment which did not tolerate bullying was remarkably similar (38% - 40%), and 

accounted for less than a half of the samples. Whilst, in Unions A and C, fewer members 

considered they worked in a culture which challenged bullying than were covered by anti-

bullying initiatives, the reverse was the case in Union B. These findings indicate the mere 

presence of anti-bullying polices, even if accompanied by publicity and training, do not 

necessarily translate into a culture of non-tolerance.  

 

 
 

Figure 11.5: Anti-bullying policies and practices in percentage of respondents for Union 

A, B, and C 
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incidents were resolved. The target’s perspective is just one of many interested parties, 

including managers and HR officials. Capturing these alternative perspectives is outside the 

scope of this study, but future research in this area would expand our understanding. 

However, target perceptions are seen as crucial as, unless organisational polices and 

programmes heralded as addressing bullying demonstrably improve the situation for those 

who feel targeted, they are unlikely to be utilised and would offer little more than ‘lip 

service’. Any association between the existence of anti-bullying initiatives and health impact 

or target satisfaction was investigated by means of a chi-square test of independence, having 

removed all ‘uncertain’ responses.  

 

The presence of anti-bullying policies and programmes did not influence the health impact of 

bullying in any of the samples, or target satisfaction in Union A. For targets in Union B, the 

possession of an anti-bullying policy (²(1) = 5.07, p = .02, phi = -.19) and a culture which 

did not tolerate bullying (²(1) = 9.32, p = .00, phi = -.25) appeared to slightly reduce the 

likelihood of being dissatisfied with the way in which bullying incidents were resolved 

(Table 11.1). In Union C, while possessing an anti-bullying policy had no effect, providing 

publicity (²(1) = 4.41, p = .02, phi = -.37), training (²(1) = 5.21, p = .02, phi = -.43), and a 

culture of non-tolerance (²(1) = 5.47, p = .01, phi = -.40) appeared to reduce target 

dissatisfaction, and the size of the effects was moderate (Table 11.2). 
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Table 11.1: Significant associations between employers’ anti-bullying policies and 

practices and target satisfaction for Union B  

Percentage of 

targets: 
Anti-bullying policy Publicity Training 

Anti-bullying 

culture 

Yes No  Yes No Yes No Yes No 

Satisfied with 

resolutions 
25 11 - - - - 37 15 

Not satisfied with 

resolutions 
75 89 - - - - 63 85 

Total n = 51 n = 126 n = 12 n = 163 n = 21 n = 149 n = 71 n = 93 

 

 

Table 11.2: Significant associations between employers’ anti-bullying policies and 

practices and target satisfaction for Union C  

Percentage of 

targets: 

Anti-bullying policy 
Publicity  Training Anti-bullying 

culture 

Yes No  Yes No Yes No Yes No 

Satisfied with 

resolutions 
- - 37 7 50 10 43 9 

Not satisfied with 

resolutions 
- - 63 93 50 90 57 91 

Total n = 36 n = 19 n = 19 n = 27 n = 10 n = 30 n = 14 n = 34 

 

The most prominent finding, which was common to all three unions, was the limited extent to 

which the policies adopted by employers, ostensibly to address workplace bullying, altered 

how negatively affected bullied individuals were by their experience. The differences 

between the samples indicate factors other than the mere presence of anti-bullying measures 

are significant in influencing bullying outcomes. For example, policies may be poorly drafted 
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or unenforced, and publicity and training may be inadequate or fail to convince employees 

bullying will be taken seriously.  

 

There are few studies into the efficacy of organisational anti-bullying strategies with which to 

compare these results. The relationship between outcomes and anti-bullying policies appears 

to be weaker than for policies relating to equality issues, which have been found to facilitate 

positive results for victims (Fevre et al., 2009; Lopez et al., 2009). This may imply policies 

are most effective when reinforced by legislation, as suggested by Shannon et al. (2007). 

While Rayner (2009) believes complaints procedures are being used with increasing effect, 

the results of the present study lend support to research by Salin (2008) which found no 

significant association between the presence of anti-bullying policies and the type of 

organisational response to reported incidents. Several focus group participants, across all the 

unions, commented that impressive looking policies were not enacted in practice. In the 

words of one official in Union C:   “... it’s easy to get management to sign pieces of paper 

and to agree to review this, that, and the other ... it’s a lot harder to actually get them to 

proactively engage in working with us on a journey of cultural change ...” 

 

Shortcomings in the design and implementation of anti-bullying policies and procedures, 

attention to which was drawn in chapter four, may be unintended. However, when 

contextualised within the wider industrial relations climate, the failure of the initiatives 

introduced by employers, ostensibly to improve the situation for bullied individuals, can be 

seen as part of a general trend for non-union voice mechanisms to fail to represent the 

interests of employees in issues of fairness and wellbeing. This strengthens the arguments of 

those (for example, Vickers, 2006; Lopez et al., 2009) who contend anti-bullying initiatives 

are less about protecting targets and more about reducing costs incurred through, for 
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example, bad publicity or legal action, in the same way that some industrial relations 

commentators (for example, Fairbrother, 2000; Gollan, 2006) argue direct voice mechanisms 

merely provide a cover to legitimise attempts to control the workforce. It was reported in 

chapter ten that union officials typically respond to reports of bullying by representing 

individual bullied members in their organisation’s grievance policy. This set of results 

suggests this may be of limited utility, and the outcomes for bullied members may be more 

likely to be improved by seeking to redress the power imbalance in the employment 

relationship. The final chapter includes an exploration of which factors may alter the relative 

power between employers and employees. 

 

Overall, organisational culture exerted more influence over bullying outcomes than the 

existence of anti-bullying policies and programmes, although it is somewhat surprising the 

effect was not stronger and apparent in all three samples. Some explanation was found in the 

dialogue boxes contained within the questionnaire. Several targets dissatisfied with, or unsure 

about, how their cases had been resolved were concerned about the slowness of the response 

and the lack of formal sanctions for perpetrators, rather than a failure to act per se. Other 

targets perceived managers were unable to alleviate bullying, rather than tolerating such 

behaviour. Ultimately, a single yes/no question regarding the existence of a culture which did 

not tolerate bullying may be too simplistic to capture the complexities of organisational 

attitudes towards intervening in reported incidents. An Employer Attitude Scale (EAS) was 

designed for this study to be a more sensitive measure of an organisation’s attitude towards 

addressing bullying. 
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11.4 Employers’ attitudes towards bullying 

The EAS was developed from the information obtained from the focus groups as detailed in 

chapter seven, and consisted of nine positive and nine negative statements about employers’ 

response to bullying incidents. For example, positive statements included ‘my organisation 

does not tolerate workplace bullying’. An example of a negative statement is ‘the senior 

managers know that bullying is happening but they ignore it.’ Respondents were required to 

indicate their level of agreement or disagreement with each statement, according to a five 

point Likert scale (‘agreed strongly’, ‘agreed’, ‘disagreed’, ‘disagreed strongly’, or ‘neither 

agreed or disagreed’).  

 

The results for Unions A, B and C are reported in full for all positive (Appendices BBB-

DDD) and negative statements (Appendices EEE-GGG). For ease of analysis, the mean value 

for each of the positive and negative statements, with the standard deviations (Appendices 

HHH and III respectively) was calculated. To facilitate comparisons between the samples, the 

mean scores for each union were plotted alongside each other in Figure 11.6 for positive 

statements and in Figure 11.7 for negative statements. A mean value of less than three 

denotes overall agreement with positive statements and general disagreement with negative 

statements. 

 

Figure 11.6 demonstrates the results for the three samples were extremely similar. Three 

positive EAS statements had mean values less than three, denoting overall agreement. The 

positive statement attracting the lowest mean score (2.61-2.81), indicative of the greatest 

level of affirmation, was P7 ‘if I saw someone being bullied I would be happy to report it 

without fear of repercussions’. Whilst this might appear to be a positive sign of co-worker 

solidarity, or to symbolise a working environment free from repercussions for those who 
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speak out about bullying, some caution needs to be exercised. Research suggests the actions 

anticipated by survey respondents and those actually taken are different (Rayner et al., 2002). 

Statement P7, which has moral implications, may be particularly prone to social desirability 

and exaggerate the number of respondents willing to report bullying of fellow workers. Other 

statements with which respondents generally concurred were P3 ‘my organisation treats its 

workforce with respect’ (2.77-2.99) and P5 ‘there is no room in this organisation for serial 

bullies’ (2.82-2.86).  

 

There was overall disagreement with the remaining positive employer attitude statements. 

The statement with the highest mean score in all three samples (3.48-3.60), and therefore the 

highest level of disagreement, was P4 ‘my organisation is proactive in seeking out bullying’. 

There was also general opposition to statements P2 ‘in this organisation bullies are helped to 

recognise and change their behaviour’ (3.45-3.54), P6 ‘my employer nips inappropriate 

behaviour in the bud rather than allowing it to escalate’ (3.19-3.36), P8 ‘in my organisation 

managers are given the necessary skills and responsibility to deal with bullying’ (3.33-3.45), 

and P9 ‘my employer investigates allegations of bullying fairly’ (3.05-3.12). Statement P1 

‘my organisation does not tolerate workplace bullying’ was rather more marginal, with mean 

values of between 3.00 and 3.05.  
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Figure 11.6 Mean EAS scores for positive statements for Union A, B, and C 

 

P1. My organisation does not tolerate workplace bullying 

P2. In this organisation bullies are helped to recognise and change their behaviour 

P3. My organisation treats its workforce with respect 

P4. My organisation is proactive in seeking out bullying 

P5. There is no room in this organisation for serial bullies 

P6. My employer nips inappropriate behaviour in the bud rather  than allowing it to escalate 

P7. If I saw someone being bullied I would be happy to report it without fear of repercussions 

P8. In my organisation managers are given the necessary skills and responsibility to deal with 

bullying 

P9. My employer investigates allegations of bullying fairly 

 

 

There was also considerable homogeneity between the three samples in respect of negative 

employer attitudes (Figure 11.7). There was overall disagreement with two negative 

statements, with mean values of less than three. The first was N9 ‘if I was being bullied I 
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would be too afraid to report it for fear my career would be harmed’ (2.34-2.45). This should 

be interpreted cautiously as an indication of working environments in which employees can 

disclose freely their concerns over bullying, as the moral implications behind the statement 

could encourage social desirability in the answers. Statement N3 ‘I feel bullied by my 

organisation because it makes impossible demands of me’ was also largely contested by the 

members of all three unions (2.36-2.59). This may cast some doubt upon the widespread 

nature of organisational bullying (Liefooghe & Mackenzie Davey, 2001), whereby the 

inanimate ‘system’ is blamed for abusing workers.  

 

The negative statement which attracted the highest level of affirmation, with a mean value of 

3.43-3.64, was N6 ‘it is usually the victims of bullying who end up suffering whilst the most 

the bully will receive is a slap on the wrist’. Statements N2 ‘If bullies are thought to be 

achieving results they are allowed to get away with it’ (3.32-3.52), N4 ‘in my organisation 

the term ‘firm management’ or ‘personality clash’ is used to excuse bullying behaviour’, N7 

‘In a complaint of bullying this organisation automatically backs up the senior party’ (3.06-

3.17), and N8 ‘People are under so much pressure to achieve unrealistic targets, staff are 

bullied rather than encouraged and supported’ also received overall support (3.04-3.09). The 

latter suggests that, while there is little support for an organisational view of bullying, in 

which the depersonalised ‘system’ is viewed as the source of bullying behaviour, a 

pressurised working environment may act as a facilitator for negative behaviour as argued by 

some commentators (for example,  McCarthy et al., 2003; Bloisi & Hoel, 2008).  
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Figure 11.7 Mean EAS scores for negative statements for Union A, B, and C 

 

N1. The senior managers know that bullying is happening but they ignore it 

N2. If bullies are thought to be achieving results they are allowed to get away with it 

N3. If I was being bullied I would be too afraid to report it for fear my career would be harmed 

N4. In my organisation the term ‘firm management’ or ‘personality clash’ is used to excuse 

bullying behaviour 

N5. Senior managers will try to sweep complaints of bullying under the carpet 

N6. It is usually the victims of bullying who end up suffering whilst  the most the bully will 

receive is a slap on the wrist 

N7. In a complaint of bullying this organisation automatically backs up the senior party 

N8. People are under so much pressure to achieve  unrealistic targets, staff are bullied rather 

than encouraged and supported 

N9. I feel bullied by my organisation because it makes impossible demands of me 
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There were some differences between the samples. Respondents in Union A and C typically 

agreed with statements N1 ‘The senior managers know that bullying is happening but they 

ignore it’ and N5 ‘Senior managers will try to sweep complaints of bullying under the 

carpet’. However, in the teaching sample, there was overall disagreement, indicating the 

members of that union perceived their senior managers to be less tolerant of bullying 

behaviour compared to those in the public administration or not-for-profit sectors.  

 

Taken together, these results present a rather pessimistic impression of the working 

environments to which the members of the three participating unions are exposed. This 

depiction is based upon the opinion of all respondents, not just those who consider 

themselves bullied who may be expected to hold more negative views about their 

organisations. Future studies which compare perceptions of employer attitudes between 

targets, bystanders, and those unaffected by bullying would reveal the effect of each group 

upon overall measurements of organisational tolerance of bullying. Whilst rather more 

respondents considered they worked in a general atmosphere of respect than did not, and 

serial bullying was generally thought not to be tolerated, there was a widespread perception 

that employers did not actively seek out bullying, help their staff to recognise and change 

negative behaviour, intervene in a timely fashion when bullying incidents arose, equip 

managers with the necessary skills and powers to address bullying, or investigate complaints 

fairly. Rather, there was a general belief that targets suffered while bullying behaviour was 

de-emphasised and tolerated, particularly if the perceived perpetrator was regarded as 

indispensible to the organisation or was of a senior status to the target.  

 

Whilst these findings cannot be transferred to the national working population, a generally 

negative employers’ attitude towards addressing workplace bullying was not constrained to a 
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particular sector. However, there were some differences between the samples. Unlike the 

members of Union A and C, the teaching staff in Union B did not appear, in general, to hold 

senior management culpable for any inadequacies in tackling bullying. The researcher 

believes this is the first time employees’ perceptions of employers’ attitudes to bullying have 

been measured. However, the findings are consistent with much of the literature reviewed in 

chapter four, which suggests the typical organisational response to bullying is avoidance and 

to place the onus upon targets to resolve the situation.  

 

11.4.1  Employers’ attitude and bullying outcomes 

A Total Employer Attitude Score (TEAS) was calculated for each of the respondents, after all 

negatively worded statements were reversed. Any significant associations between targets’ 

TEAS and health impact and satisfaction with resolutions was explored using a Spearman’s 

Rank Order correlation, which is suitable where at least one of the variables is a scale 

(Pallant, 2010). Table 11.3 shows a Spearman’s Rank Order Correlation between the TEAS 

and health impact variables for all three samples. This indicated that, as employers became 

increasingly supportive, the impact upon targets’ health and wellbeing became significantly 

less negative. This effect, although relatively weak in terms of effect size, was common to all 

three unions (r = -.17, p < 0.05 for Union A; r = -.28, p < 0.01 for Union B; r = -.20, p < 0.05 

for Union C).  
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11.3: Spearman’s Rank Order Correlation between measures of Impact and Total 

Employer Attitude Scale (TEAS) for Union A, B, and C 

 

  Union A Union B Union C 

 Variables Impact n Impact n Impact n 

Impact 1 159 1 726 1 162 

TEAS -.170* 153 -.276** 726 -.199* 157 

* p < .05 (2-tailed)  ** p < .01 (2-tailed) 

 

 

 

The Spearman’s rho also indicated that, as employers’ attitude became increasingly intolerant 

of bullying, fewer targets wished for a different resolution (Table 11.4). This trend, although 

relatively weak in the samples for Unions A and B (r = -.27, p < 0.05; r = -.26, p < 0.01 

respectively), was moderately strong in the not-for-profit union (r = -.36, p < 0.01).  The high 

degree of congruence between the results generated by three samples, located in different 

working environments, increases confidence in their transferability to other populations. 

 

 

Table 11.4: Spearman’s Rank Order Correlation between measures of Target 

satisfaction and Total Employer Attitude Scale (TEAS) for Union A, B, and C 

  Union A Union B Union C 

 Variables 

Target 

satisfaction 

 

n 

Target 

satisfaction 

 

n 

Target 

satisfaction 

 

n 

Target satisfaction 1 65 1 262 1 59 

TEAS -.274* 63 -.260** 262 -.364** 56 

* p < .05 (2-tailed)  ** p < .01 (2-tailed) 
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11.5 Summary of Employers’ anti-bullying measures and attitudes 

The researcher believes this study is the first to assess the association between employers’ 

attitudes and bullying outcomes. The findings imply that employers’ attitude exerts more 

influence over bullying outcomes than either the source of support, the type of action taken 

by trade unions, or the presence of anti-bullying policies and programmes. Future 

multivariate analysis of a model which contains all these variables, as discussed in the final 

chapter, would reveal more about the relative importance of each. If the attitude of managers 

towards tolerating or challenging bullying is paramount, there are profound implications for 

union interventions, which may have little effect upon outcomes if employers are not 

genuinely committed to eradicating bullying. Union efforts on behalf of their bullied 

members, therefore, may be best concentrated upon on strategies which persuade employers 

of any business and moral imperatives for tackling bullying, or which help to increase the 

relative power of employees in the employment relationship. Such strategies are developed in 

the next chapter. 
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Chapter Twelve 

Discussion 

  

12.1 Introduction 

This chapter draws together the main findings in respect of the seven research questions and 

discusses their relevance for our understanding of workplace bullying and the way in which 

reported incidents are addressed, the distribution of power between employers and 

employees, and union policy and renewal. The results of the study have been used to 

formulate typologies of bullying outcomes and trade union action, and culminate in a 

proposed industrial relations model of bullying intervention. The chapter closes with a 

discussion of how the key findings of the thesis contribute to wider employment relations 

debates about unitarism, the nature of capitalism, and the efficacy of partnership 

arrangements between employers and trade unions.  

 

12.2 Prevalence of bullying 

Almost all the members in this study were exposed to some form of negative behaviour on 

more than one occasion within the two years prior to the study, chiefly through having their 

work undermined or being subjected to undue pressure. Between a quarter and a third felt 

bullied by this behaviour, and over 40% believed they had observed colleagues being bullied, 

providing some validation for the views of self-proclaimed targets. The respondents in this 

study are union members and not representative of all employees. However, the findings add 

to the body of research reviewed in the third chapter which depicts bullying as a workplace 

problem encountered by a significant number of employees in different working 

environments, making it an issue worthy of union attention.  

 



 

286 
 

The relatively high rates of negative behaviour and bullying experienced by the respondents 

in this study, who worked chiefly for public and voluntary bodies, are consistent with other 

research discussed in chapter three which indicates bullying is most prevalent in these 

sectors. This is in spite of a higher union density in the public sector than the private, which 

could be expected to tip the balance of power more towards employees. Explanations for the 

pervasiveness of bullying within public organisations have centred on the pressures created 

by constant restructuring. The qualitative data obtained in this study provided some empirical 

evidence for that view, drawing attention to the strains caused by externally imposed targets 

for year-on-year efficiency savings. While companies in the private sector are free to set their 

own goals, public sector targets are determined by those with no responsibility for delivering 

them, and may reflect political expediencies to cut costs rather than achievability. According 

to the participants in this study, managers frequently responded to these demands with a 

‘feudal’ style of management in the belief this achieved best results, engendering a general 

culture of tolerance towards bullying behaviour. The level of union membership may be 

irrelevant to the incidence of bullying if public sector managers are more apt to indulge in, or 

accept, bullying than their private sector counterparts. A further explanation may be that the 

stock of discontented public sector workers fosters unionisation, or that unions create 

awareness of the issue of bullying, thereby encouraging workers to label their negative 

experiences as such.  

 

Targets perceived bullying emanated mainly from managers, or head teachers in Union B, 

with relatively few citing the organisation as the source. Most felt they were bullied in 

isolation or with just a few others. A majority of all respondents rejected the notion they were 

bullied by their organisation because it made impossible demands of them. These findings 

question the widespread nature of organisational bullying (Liefooghe & Mackenzie Davey, 
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2001), in which the depersonalised ‘system’ is held responsible for abusive practices. Rather, 

bullying tended to be attributed to the individuals who implemented such systems. The two 

different impressions of the bullying experience arise out of different samples, neither of 

which are representative of the working population, and methodologies. While Liefooghe and 

Mackenzie Davey (2001)’s research was based upon an interpretation of bullying by 

employees in general, many of this study’s findings were obtained from the perceptions of 

those who identified themselves as targets. However, the discovery that a majority of all 

respondents, not just self-labelled targets, did not feel bullied by organisational demands may 

suggest organisational bullying is not as pervasive as Liefooghe and Mackenzie Davey 

(2001) suggest. Further analysis which compares the perceptions of targets and non-targets 

would provide greater clarification of the issue. From the studies conducted to date, it is not 

known if employees invited to describe ‘bullying’, a word used variably and sometimes 

casually in everyday language, refer to experiences to which they would not have applied that 

label had it not been suggested to them, or whether similar definitions would have been 

provided for other terms, such as, ‘exploitation’, ‘poor management’ or ‘work 

intensification’.  

 

While any form of perceived abuse is a cause for concern, conflating different experiences 

into one broadly interpreted term risks inflating the incidence of bullying, and is not helpful 

when devising methods of intervention. Whether regarded as two ends of a continuum, as 

Hoel and Beale (2006) suggest, or two separate constructs, the distinction between 

individualised bullying and depersonalised abuse is an important one, as it is likely to require 

different solutions. Interpersonal bullying may respond to anti-bullying policies and 

programmes which are well-designed and fully implemented. However, such strategies are 

unlikely to be effective against abusive practices which pervade the wider organisation and 
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which emanate from a culture of autocratic management and acceptance of bullying, whether 

the ‘system’ or individuals within it, are held responsible. This may be more of an 

employment relations issue, with solutions lying in rebalancing the power differential 

between employers and employees. However, it may be difficult to disentangle interpersonal 

and organisational bullying in practice, as the behaviour can manifest in similar ways. A 

comprehensive anti-bullying strategy, therefore, would address both the bullying of 

individuals and workplace environments which foster bullying cultures.  

 

12.3 Bullying outcomes 

Research questions three and five explored the influence of support for bullied individuals 

and union action upon bullying outcomes. Three bullying outcomes were measured in the 

study. These were health impact, the way in which bullying incidents were resolved, and 

target satisfaction. Bullying was invariably reported as having a negative impact upon targets, 

in accordance with many other studies of workplace bullying. Solutions varied in terms of the 

extent to which they placed the onus on perceived targets to provide a solution or hold the 

apparent perpetrator accountable. The way in which bullying incidents were resolved could 

also be differentiated according to whether they were intended to help or penalise the subject. 

A typology of bullying resolutions can, therefore, be presented in the form of a matrix, with 

one axis representing the focus for the responsibility, and the other delineating between 

solutions which are constructive or punitive (Figure 12.1).  
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Constructive Target-focussed 

Examples: 

 Target felt more able to cope 

 Target reached a workable solution 

 

Constructive  Perpetrator-focussed 

Examples: 

 Perpetrator acknowledged their 

behaviour 

 Perpetrator reprimanded, retrained, 

or monitored informally 

Punitive Target-focussed 

Examples: 

 Target moved to another part of 

the organisation by the employer 

 Target took sick absence 

 Target leaves the organisation 

 Target sought legal redress 

Punitive Perpetrator-focussed 

Examples: 

 Perpetrator moved to another part 

of the organisation by the 

employer 

 Perpetrator formally disciplined, 

suspended, demoted, or dismissed 

 

 

Figure 12.1: A typology of bullying resolutions 

 

Constructive target-focussed solutions are those which enable the target to cope better with 

the bullying situation, for example by arriving at a workable solution or making them feel 

more able to cope. As the onus remains on the target, such solutions, by themselves, may not 

be perceived as satisfactory by them. Punitive target-focussed solutions disadvantage targets, 

for example, by requiring them to leave the organisation or take sick leave. These types of 

resolutions may fail to address the underlying causes of bullying within organisations or 

Constructive 

Punitive 

 

Perpetrator Target 
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provide targets with closure. Constructive perpetrator-focussed solutions help perpetrators to 

change their behaviour, for example by getting them to acknowledge their behaviour or 

providing relevant training. By contrast, punitive perpetrator-focussed solutions sanction the 

perpetrator in some way, such as, by moving them to another part of the organisation or 

invoking formal disciplinary proceedings. Such solutions may have a deterrent value and 

provide justice for targets, but do not provide perpetrators the opportunity to change their 

behaviour. There remains the possibility of bullying incidents ending by chance, for example, 

by the target or perpetrator changing jobs for reasons unconnected with the bullying, or the 

perpetrator moving on to bully someone else.  

 

In all three samples there was an emphasis on target-focussed solutions, particularly punitive 

forms with the target changing jobs or taking sick leave to escape the bullying, but also with 

apparently constructive solutions with the target reaching a workable solution or feeling more 

able to cope. By contrast, punitive perpetrator-focussed solutions were relatively rare. This 

reinforced the results of other research previously discussed which indicated outcomes tended 

to be overwhelmingly negative for targets. It is perhaps unsurprising, therefore, that the 

majority of targets in this study were dissatisfied with the way bullying incidents were 

resolved. Frustration arose because employers were too slow to act, avoided looking for 

patterns of bullying, and failed to visibly punish perceived perpetrators or provide targets 

with closure.  

 

The concentration on seeking solutions from targets resonates with the increasing emphasis 

on ‘employee resilience’ by bodies like the Chartered Institute of Personnel Development 

(CIPD) and the Institute of Occupational Safety and Health (IOSH) (Lewis, Donaldson-

Fielder, & Pangallo, 2011). This focus raises concerns that bullying is treated purely as a 
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problem of the target’s personality, which needs to be changed, and does not allow for the 

possibility that the behaviour to which perceived targets are exposed is unacceptable and 

needs to be addressed. While promoting employee resilience may be a genuine attempt by 

bodies like the CIPD and IOSH to bolster employees’ ability to resist undesirable workplace 

behaviours like bullying, it shifts the burden of responsibility away from employers, who 

have a duty of care towards employees, and onto targets. It is unlikely that employee 

resilience would be considered an appropriate solution for cases of sexual harassment or 

racism, both of which have been found to be at least as damaging for individuals as bullying 

(Bjorkqvist, Osterman & Hjelt-Back, 1994; Mayhew & Chappell, 2007; Hershcovis & 

Barling, 2008).  

 

While the findings relating to bullying outcomes are based upon the reports of self-identified 

targets, some of which may be considered malicious or flimsy by others, the extent of the 

target dissatisfaction gives cause to at least question the adequacy of existing anti-bullying 

strategies. In fact, focus group participants were hard pressed to cite any positive outcomes 

for bullied individuals, with grievance procedures generally considered lengthy, biased 

towards managers, and harrowing for targets. Some corroboration for these negative 

perceptions was provided by bystanders and members in general, not all of whom felt bullied 

themselves. Their survey responses indicated they had limited faith in their organisations to 

take firm action against bullying. This adds to the emerging evidence from support providers, 

reviewed earlier, of prejudiced complaints procedures. An advantage of adopting an 

industrial relations perspective to study workplace bullying is that the propensity for 

outcomes to favour, typically senior, perpetrators is seen as part of a wider tendency for the 

benefits of direct voice mechanisms to accrue disproportionately to management. One 

implication is that union intervention in bullying incidents may be more effective if it is 
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focussed on redressing inequalities in the employment relationship, rather than representing 

individual bullied members in one-sided grievance procedures.  

 

12.4 Sources of support  

This study not only measured targets’ usage of an extensive range of voice mechanisms, but 

assessed their ability to influence bullying outcomes, in answer to research questions two and 

three. The bullied members of all three unions favoured non-organisational sources of 

support over the intervention mechanisms created by employers, reflecting a general 

reluctance amongst employees to embrace direct voice channels reported in the employment 

relations literature examined earlier. Despite the proliferation of organisational support 

systems for targets, including an array of EAPs which supplement managers and HR, 

employers do not appear to be providing a voice for employees in issues of justice and 

wellbeing like workplace bullying. This support was frequently unavailable, especially in 

smaller organisations and operational units, or distrusted. Trade unions, along with advocates 

like co-workers, family and friends, and medical professionals, performed an important role 

for targets by providing an alternative to direct voice systems.  

 

Whether organisational support was rejected because of limited access or mistrust, the 

emotional and financial costs of supporting targets were often borne by third parties. The 

concept of ‘externalities’, that is, costs which are created by organisations but which ‘spill 

over’ into the external environment and are picked up by others (Worthington & Britton, 

2006), may explain, at least in part, why employers appear to resist the business case for 

tackling bullying. In contrast to the principle of ‘polluter pays’, many of the costs related to 

workplace bullying are transferred to other bodies, including trade unions. These costs 

include the time given up by union officials to provide a listening ear to those who feel 
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bullied; advise them on resolving situations informally or according to formal anti-bullying 

policies; engage in informal discussions or formal negotiations with employers to resolve 

issues; and accompany members to informal meetings or represent them in formal grievance, 

capability, and absence monitoring processes. Even where the employing organisation pays 

for some or all of the time of union representatives, there is an opportunity cost of diverting 

time and resources away from other areas, including member recruitment. Unions also 

shoulder the cost of providing members with general information on bullying, training 

representatives in handling bullying cases, and providing targets with legal support. Targets 

too bear much of the cost of resolving bullying, for example, by switching jobs or taking 

unpaid sick leave. Many of the costs to organisations, such as lost productivity resulting from 

the low morale of targets and witnesses of bullying, are not highly visible and may not have 

an immediate impact on the ‘bottom-line’. In today’s target-driven culture, management 

attention may be more sharply focussed on delivering short-term performance indicators than 

on the longer-term goals of securing a highly experienced and motivated workforce. Indeed, 

as Beale and Hoel (2011) point out, bullying may not only incur costs but may be considered 

by some as serving management interests, whether to secure personal advantage or in the 

belief managerial bullying maximises employee performance.  

 

On the one hand, supporting bullied members is a considerable drain on already-stretched 

union resources and can legitimately be considered the responsibility of the employer, who 

has a legal duty of care towards employees. On the other, assisting those who feel bullied at 

work provides an opportunity for unions to demonstrate their relevance in the twenty-first 

century, and act as a possible springboard for renewal. Union membership has become 

unfashionable with a new ‘never’ generation of workers (Bryson & Gomez, 2005) and ‘union 

bashing’ is popular with politicians of all persuasions and the tabloid media. Yet, this study 
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found unions were the third most utilised support mechanism for targets, after family and 

friends and colleagues, and provided a voice for those who experienced workplace problems 

like bullying in the absence of trusted organisational support systems. Whilst direct voice 

channels have not replaced representative voice, less than half of bullied members consulted 

their trade union. This was mainly because it did not occur to them to do so, or they believed 

unions lacked the power to influence outcomes, would not act, or would hold it against them. 

The implications for union policy are discussed in the final chapter to this thesis. 

 

Non-organisational sources of support were not only utilised the most, they were generally 

considered the most helpful. However, statistical analysis did not find any particular voice 

mechanisms significantly improved targets’ satisfaction with the way bullying incidents were 

resolved. No matter where targets turned to for help, there was no improvement in their 

outlook. Non-organisational support, including that provided by trade unions, may be able to 

provide relief, but not redress. This may because of a lack of congruence between the source 

of support and the source of the stressor (Henderson & Argyle, 1985). Non-organisational 

support systems may simply lack the authority to alter managerially-derived outcomes. 

Alternatively, the type of assistance provided by third parties may be responsible for a failure 

to improve the outlook for targets, as pursued later in this chapter.  

 

The failure of direct voice mechanisms to improve the outlook for targets has profound 

implications for bullying intervention. Grievance processes do not appear to be helping 

targets, raising questions about their worth unless they are made more ‘user-friendly’. 

Investment in EAPs may not represent an efficient allocation of resources, at least not in their 

present form. HCOs appeared to offer the least value, having no impact upon bullying 

outcomes whatsoever. That is not to say there were no hopeful signs that EAPs could assist 
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targets. Counselling was considered helpful by a majority of respondents. Mediation was 

rated as helpful in two of the samples and may have lessened the harmful impact of bullying 

in one of them. But these positive associations disappeared under multivariate analysis and 

were not common to all samples, suggesting individual workplace factors, such as, the quality 

and timing of the service provision, may be significant. Indeed, some focus group participants 

raised concerns that welfare services were too under-resourced to act as an effective early 

intervention mechanism in bullying cases. Furthermore, the survey data could not establish 

the direction of any causal link, and EAPs may be most appropriate for those least affected by 

the bullying experience, for example, those in the early stages of the process, as suggested by 

conflict management theorists.  

 

Ultimately, EAPs did not facilitate outcomes which targets considered satisfactory as they 

failed to provide acknowledgement or sanction perceived perpetrators. Any optimism, 

therefore, that dispute resolution techniques like mediation and counselling are the solution to 

workplace conflicts like bullying, as suggested by the Gibbons (2007) report and bodies like 

the Employee Assistance Professionals Association, must be edged with caution. Such 

interventions should not be used in lieu of, or to delay, the proper investigation of bullying 

allegations and addressing any undesirable behaviour uncovered.  

 

An important question for those concerned with the efficacy of bullying interventions is why 

direct voice mechanisms, including the EAPs in which Gibbons (2007) and bodies like 

ACAS have placed such faith, have failed to improve the outlook for those they were 

apparently created to help. It may be that organisational interventions are well-meant but 

poorly designed, or a case of ‘reverse buffering’, based on the postulation that where the 

source of the stress and the support are the same, it may exacerbate rather than help the 
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situation (Beehr, 1985), for example, by undermining one’s sense of security. Alternatively, 

managers may tolerate bullying for strategic reasons or show partisanship with fellow 

managers, as many focus group participants believed. By contextualising the issue within 

wider trends in employee voice as reported in the employment relations literature, the 

mechanisms created by employers to address bullying can be seen as part of a broader pattern 

of management-initiated voice systems which focus on efficiency improvements rather than 

issues of fairness, and deliver relatively few benefits for employees. Managers tend to decide 

if, how, and who investigates complaints of bullying and who delivers EAP programmes or 

act as harassment contact officers (HCOs); control the feedback; and choose whether to 

accept or reject any recommendations. Without the input of employees, service providers 

may fail to meet their needs, or feel obliged to support the organisational hierarchy. This 

fosters a system which favours alleged perpetrators, who are typically senior in rank to 

targets, and raises questions over the purpose of organisational support systems if they are not 

allowing bullied employees to be heard or responded to.  

 

Viewed as part of the wider industrial relations climate, the balance of probability is that the 

structures put in place by employers to intervene in reported cases of bullying are largely 

symbolic, creating the appearance rather than reality of concern for targets’ welfare, and may 

even work against their best interests, as suggested by researchers such as Vickers (2006) and 

Lopez et al. (2009). Furthermore, for employers with anti-union sentiments, direct voice 

mechanisms may conveniently circumvent trade unions, effectively curbing their influence in 

bullying interventions and deterring a collective response which could shift the balance of 

power more towards targets, making it more difficult for bullying to go unchallenged. Whilst 

questioning the widespread existence of organisational bullying (Liefooghe & Mackenzie 

Davey, 2001), in which ‘the system’, rather than individuals within it, is held responsible for 
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abusive workplaces, a tolerance of bullying may be considered institutionalised where a gap 

opens up between an organisation’s anti-bullying pronouncements and practice.  

 

12.5 Trade union intervention 

There is currently a lack of understanding about what actions trade unions take on behalf of 

their bullied members, and the impact of the different responses upon bullying outcomes. 

Hence, research objectives four and five sought to capture this information. A distinction 

could be made between action taken at the individual or collective level, and direct and 

indirect support. A typology of trade union intervention is put forward (Figure 12.2) in the 

form of a matrix, with the extent to which support is aimed at individual bullied members or 

at the workplace level on one axis, and whether the action taken is direct or indirect on the 

other. Indirect Individual Support (IIS) involves providing information, appraisal, or 

emotional support to individual bullied members, for example, by providing a listening ear, 

explaining the options open to them, and the likely consequences. By contrast, Indirect 

Collective Support (ICS) services members in general, for example, by providing 

standardised literature on workplace bullying to the whole membership. Officials offering 

Direct Individual Support (DIS) actively undertake informal or formal complaints procedures 

on behalf of bullied members on a case-by-case basis. Direct Collective Support (DCS), on 

the other hand, addresses bullying as a workplace issue by, for example, working with 

employers to implement anti-bullying measures or actively seeking witnesses to bullying 

incidents. There is also the possibility that no action will be taken. 
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Indirect Individual Support 

Examples: 

 Explain the possible action targets 

could take 

 Explained the likely consequences 

 Make targets feel more able to cope 

Indirect Collective Support 

Examples: 

 Provide general information on 

workplace bullying to union 

members 

Direct Individual Support 

Examples: 

 Accompany targets to informal 

meetings 

 Represent targets in a formal 

processes 

 Provide legal assistance  

Direct Collective Support 

Examples: 

 Work with employers to implement 

anti-bullying procedures 

 Actively seek the support of targets’ 

co-workers 

 ‘Name and shame’ bullying 

organisations 

 Lobby politicians for anti-bullying 

legislation 

 

 

Figure 12.2: A typology of union intervention in workplace bullying 

 

An important finding of this research is that union intervention consisted mainly of providing 

indirect, chiefly informational, support to individual bullied members. Direct or collective 

Indirect 

Direct 

Collective Individual 
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responses were rather more infrequent, forming part of a wider decline in collectivism in 

British workplaces reported in the literature on industrial relations. The emphasis on 

providing IIS may be unsurprising in that furnishing members with information is a necessary 

first step in handling bullying-related enquiries, not all of which will be taken further. The 

unions in this study appear to be meeting members’ expectations for supporting bullied 

individuals by providing information. However, they may not be matching members’ 

enthusiasm for more direct and collective action, such as, drawing any problems of bullying 

to the attention of employers, external bodies of accountability, or the public at large; 

campaigning for a culture of non-tolerance towards bullying, or organising members to raise 

issues collectively, as reported in chapter ten. In this respect, trade unions may be regarded as 

complicit in individualising workplace problems like bullying and conforming to the unitarist 

agendas of employers. The lack of a collective response may provide some further 

explanation for what pluralists consider an oxymoronic situation whereby the public sector 

experiences high levels of bullying compared to the private sector, despite a higher union 

density which theoretically provides employees with a stronger voice. Union officials may 

not be taking full advantage of their potential to harness the collective power of workers by 

treating bullying as an individual problem rather than a workplace issue.  

 

This study is believed to be the first to assess the efficacy of union intervention in bullying 

incidents. A key finding is that the way in which unions responded to bullying incidents 

failed to influence targets’ satisfaction with outcomes. This may be a result of exogenous 

factors (Willman, 2004), that is, those which are beyond the union’s control, relating to the 

wider political/economic/social climate or the workplace environment including employers’ 

attitudes or employees’ sense of mobilisation. In chapter five, it was noted that unions are 

operating in a climate of declining memberships and recognition agreements, and increasing 
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anti-union sentiments amongst both employers and employees. The resultant power 

imbalance in the employment relationship may sap unions’ ability to alter the bullying 

resolutions favoured by managers. Furthermore, pressure on membership fees may reduce the 

resources available for addressing bullying. The level of union membership in particular 

workplaces, employer’s attitude towards workplace bullying, and the inclination of fellow 

workers to show solidarity with bullied colleagues, may also help to explain why the same 

types of intervention affected resolutions differently in the three unions.  

 

Alternatively, any failure on the part of unions to influence the way in which bullying 

incidents are handled may be explained by endogenous factors (Willman, 2004), that is, those 

which are internal to the union in terms of its policies, structure, level of workplace 

representation, and training programmes. The existence of endogenous factors has important 

connotations for the potential of union officials to address bullying more effectively, for 

example, by adopting different strategies, such as, managing members’ expectations or 

treating bullying as a workplace, rather than an individual, problem. The survey data was 

fairly inconclusive in respect of the efficacy of collective action as there were too few 

reported instances. The qualitative data, however, suggested a collective response to bullying 

incidents, such as garnering co-worker support for targets or instigating joint complaints, 

facilitated more perpetrator-focussed outcomes, as did having a quiet word with approachable 

HR officials. Union officials may need to consider more direct and collective forms of 

intervention to redress the power imbalance inherent in the employment relationship, as 

suggested by commentators like Ironside and Siefert (2003), Hoel and Beale (2006), and 

D’Cruz and Noronha (2010).  
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If trade unions can intervene more effectively in workplace problems which affect the lives of 

a significant proportion of employees, like bullying, they may be able to demonstrate their 

relevance to contemporary workers, including a generation of young workers who have 

turned their back on unionisation (Bryson & Gomez, 2005). Employees will choose union 

membership over other forms of representation if they perceive the benefits exceed the costs. 

As reported in chapter five, workers perceive providing support should a problem arise at 

work to be a key benefit of union membership. Intervening effectively in grievances like 

bullying could, therefore, potentially provide an impetus for union renewal.  

 

12.6 Co-worker support  

The study also sought to ascertain how members who observed their colleagues being bullied 

responded, as captured by the penultimate research question. Whilst most provided targets 

with moral support, there was a general reluctance to offer overt support, suggesting there is 

still some way to go if unions wish to encourage employees to act collectively in response to 

workplace grievances like bullying. A shared sense of responsibility for the welfare of one’s 

colleagues, as encapsulated in notions like collegiate (O’Driscoll et al., 2010) or community 

(Vickers, 2010) spirit or ‘workers solidarity’ (Fantasia, 1988), appears to be wanting in the 

workplaces represented in this study. Such employee attitudes facilitate the individualisation 

of workplace problems like bullying by employers with unitarist inclinations. Targets become 

isolated, any problems of serial bullying or a culture of tolerance towards negative behaviour 

can be ignored, and the power of targets to achieve satisfactory resolutions is diminished.  

 

A key question which has important connotations for the ability of union officials to engender 

a collective response to bullying is whether the failure of workers to openly support their 

bullied colleagues arises out of an inherent individualism, or the absence of certain 
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preconditions which are necessary for workers to unite. The reluctance of most of those who 

witnessed bullying to intervene overtly, and the primary importance members placed on 

supporting individual targets revealed in chapter ten, points to an innate individualism. 

However, only a minority of bystanders who withheld their unconcealed support for targets 

indicated it was for selfish reasons, such as, they did not get involved in matters that did not 

concern them, blamed the individual or the cultural environment for their predicament, were 

relieved they were not the one being bullied or feared being the next target, or were reluctant 

to relive painful experiences. Most failed to openly support bullied colleagues because they 

believed they did not want to take matters further, felt it would be ineffective, or were afraid 

of retaliation. Whilst acknowledging there may be an element of social desirability in these 

answers, such responses signal individualism may not be at the core of any failure on the part 

of bystanders to intervene openly in bullying incidents. Furthermore, the survey results 

presented in chapter ten indicated a majority of all respondents felt treating bullying as a 

workplace issue, organising a collective response, and lobbying for anti-bullying legislation 

were important.  

 

It may be fruitful to look for explanations for the widespread failure of employees to show 

solidarity with their bullied colleagues in Kelly’s (1998) mobilization theory, which stipulates 

certain pre-conditions for workers to act collectively. As discussed in chapter five, these 

include a shared sense of injustice for which employers are held accountable and for which 

unions are believed to have the power to change. It should be noted that the survey was not 

designed specifically to test aspects of mobilization theory. However, some questions in the 

survey may act as reasonable proxies for particular collective action frames. For example, the 

results of the EAS, which represent the views of all respondents and not just those who 

believed they had experienced or witnessed bullying, suggest the employees in this study 
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hold generally negative views about their employer’s commitment to challenging bullying. 

While most felt they worked in a general atmosphere of respect where serial bullying was not 

tolerated, there was a widespread perception that employers tended to accept bullying 

behaviour, especially where the perceived perpetrator was of senior status to the target or 

considered indispensible; failed to investigate complaints fairly; and allowed targets to suffer. 

This could be taken to imply a widespread sense of injustice amongst employees in the 

organisations studied. It is more difficult to judge whether or not respondents held their 

employer responsible for any injustice. While, in chapter eight, it was reported that most 

bullying was attributed to managers, respondents were not specifically asked who they 

blamed for organisational cultures which tolerated bullying, including whether organisations, 

the individuals within them, or external factors, such as, social trends, market forces, or 

government cutbacks, were held accountable. 

 

It is possible to be more confidents about respondents’ views of the ability of unions to alter 

bullying outcomes from question 20, in which respondents in two of the three samples (this 

question was omitted in the questionnaire for Union C at the union’s request) were asked 

outright whether or not they thought their trade union had the power to influence how 

bullying was addressed in their place of work. In chapter ten, it was reported that half or less 

of all respondents believed unions did not. Hence, a key facet of mobilization theory, that is, 

a belief in the instrumentality of unions, is somewhat lacking. Bystanders may perform a 

cost/benefit calculation, in which the risks of overtly supporting bullied co-workers outweigh 

the likelihood of a successful resolution. Furthermore, they may believe unions are not in a 

powerful enough position to afford them protection from the wrath of managers. This set of 

survey results provides some useful insights into how mobilization theory may work in 

practice in relation to one workplace issue, bullying, and may suggest an absence of one or 
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more collective action frames lay behind the failure of employees to mobilize behind their 

bullied colleagues. However, it should be noted that this study was designed to explore the 

role of trade unions and others in intervening in bullying incidents. Further research is needed 

which is dedicated to measuring the presence of each dimension of mobilization theory and 

their relationship with the incidence of bullying and bystanders’ response.  

 

If the failure of unions to demonstrate their ability to alter bullying outcomes lay behind 

bystanders’ reluctance to blatantly support targets, rather than an innate individualism, 

officials may be able to promote a more collective response if they can convince workers 

they can make a difference. Unions are in a difficult position, caught in a vicious circle in 

which employees perceive union action is unable to improve their situation, resulting in fewer 

members, which further depletes the power of unions to shape outcomes, reinforcing 

perceptions of their ineffectiveness. Unions need to convince workers they have the power to 

bring about change if they act collectively. A final requirement of mobilization theory is the 

presence of charismatic leaders to engender such a belief. This strategy would represent a 

return to a more traditional role for union representatives in galvanising workers into a 

collective response.  

 

A further consideration is that, if workers are turning their backs on bullied colleagues, not 

because of a natural inclination but out of a belief their support will be ineffective or a fear of 

the consequences, do the requirements to modify one’s behaviour or personal moral codes 

within the workplace constitute abuse? Threats to an individual’s sense of ‘self’ are viewed as 

exploitation in various concepts in the social sciences, including the Marxist notion of 

‘alienation’, whereby workers are estranged from their true social being and colleagues as a 

result of unnatural work requirements (Wilczynski, 1981), and the phenomenon of ‘emotional 
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labour’, which requires workers to induce or suppress natural feelings in the performance of 

their jobs (Hochsfield, 1983).  

 

12.7  Employers’ anti-bullying measures and attitudes 

The final research question sought to assess the impact of employers’ anti-bullying policies 

and attitudes upon bullying outcomes. In all three samples, the adoption of anti-bullying 

polices, publicity, and training was not a reliable proxy for an employer’s commitment to 

eradicating bullying and had very little effect upon targets’ satisfaction with the way bullying 

incidents were resolved. This questions the purpose of current anti-bullying strategies. It may 

be that policies are well-intentioned but poorly written, inadequately communicated, or not 

backed up by good-quality training. Policies may be blunt instruments to tackle bullying if 

they offer standard guidance which is difficult to implement, or fail to equip managers, HR 

officers, and EAP providers with the expertise, authority, and resources they need to enforce 

them. An alternative explanation, which featured heavily in the qualitative data, is that 

employers simply lacked the will to implement impressive-looking policies, reinforcing the 

arguments of researchers like Vickers (2006), Lopez et al. (2009), and Beale and Hoel 

(2011). When viewed as part of a wider tendency for direct voice mechanisms to further the 

objectives of managers rather than address the concerns of workers, explanations based on 

employers’ lack of intent appear most likely. Anti-bullying policies and programmes may 

benefit employers, by apparently affording them some protection from costly legal action and 

unfavourable publicity, and EAP providers, by creating something of an industry for their 

services, more than employees.  

 

The qualitative data revealed several shortcomings with existing grievance procedures. 

Rather than helping targets they were generally perceived as increasing their suffering by 
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being protracted, biased towards the interests of managers, and failing to provide targets with 

closure, either by acknowledging the injustice done to them or formally disciplining 

perceived perpetrators. These negative opinions were held not just by targets, but by 

bystanders and other union members. The information arising out of this exploratory study 

has important implications for designing interventions which satisfy the needs of targets and 

increase confidence in their usage, as discussed in greater detail in chapter thirteen. However, 

policies may be of little use if not enforced and EAPs which do not halt and rectify bullying 

behaviour are a distraction. Ultimately, workplace bullying may only be fully addressed once 

the wider problem of employers failing to listen to employees’ concerns has been resolved.  

 

A major finding of this study is that employers’ attitude towards bullying intervention 

appears to exert more influence over bullying outcomes than the presence of anti-bullying 

measures, the source of support utilised by targets, or the type of trade union intervention. As 

employers became increasingly intolerant of bullying behaviour, the negative impact upon 

targets’ health and wellbeing, and their dissatisfaction with the way bullying incidents were 

resolved, were reduced. While the former association was relatively weak, the latter was 

much stronger. This may indicate that a positive employer attitude towards challenging 

bullying may not eradicate all the suffering which targets of bullying endure in what can be a 

long and escalating process, but may ultimately lead to a more favourable resolution for 

targets. However, the results of this study suggest employers in general have not accepted the 

business case for tackling bullying. Whilst respondents generally considered they worked in 

an atmosphere of respect where serial bullying was not tolerated, there was a widespread 

perception that employers were not proactive in seeking out bullying, or prompt in 

intervening in reported incidents, or fair in investigating complaints. Rather they allowed 
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targets to suffer, especially where perceived perpetrators were senior to targets or regarded as 

indispensible.  

 

Leaving organisations to address bullying on a voluntary basis, through their own anti-

bullying policies and programmes, has made little progress on resolving incidents of bullying 

to the satisfaction of targets. This strengthens the case for anti-bullying legislation to be 

introduced in line with many other European countries. As noted in the introduction to this 

thesis, some shortcomings in legal redress have been reported. However, enshrining the 

unacceptability of bullying in law may have a deterrent value and the UK is in a position to 

learn from the experience of other countries to write more effective dignity-at-work laws. 

There are also profound implications for trade unions. Without an effective counterbalance to 

the power of employers, it remains a matter of chance as to whether the organisational 

leadership accepts the true cost of bullying and is willing to take a firm stance against it. 

Unions perform a valuable ‘guardianship’ (Roscigno, Lopez, & Hodson, 2009) role in 

providing a voice for employees in issues of justice and wellbeing like bullying. However, 

union intervention may have little effect upon bullying outcomes if employers are not 

genuinely committed to eradicating bullying. Rather than focussing on representing targets in 

organisational grievance procedures on a case-by-case basis, union efforts may be better 

concentrated on strategies which increase the pressure on employers to act against bullying 

by helping to redress the power imbalance in the employment relationship. A model which 

may guide such strategies is set out in the following paragraphs.  

 

12.8 Towards an Industrial Relations model of Bullying Intervention 

An employment relations perspective proved a useful mechanism for interpreting the findings 

of this study by contextualising the issue of bullying intervention within broader trends in 
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employee voice and collectivism. Such a perspective offers a deeper understanding of why 

workplace bullying persists and, as Beale and Hoel (2011) note, why employers’ bullying 

intervention mechanisms are fundamentally problematic or even contradictory. The 

overwhelmingly ‘top down’ nature of bullying, with outcomes which disproportionately 

favour, typically senior, perpetrators; and the apparent emptiness of organisational anti-

bullying policies and programmes, highlights workplace bullying as, at least in part, an 

employments relations issue which warrants the attention of trade unionists.  

 

A number of factors which could alter bullying outcomes have been discussed in the 

preceding paragraphs. These could be incorporated into an industrial relations model of 

bullying intervention. Such a model, which arises out of the inductively derived data of this 

exploratory study, is proposed in Figure 12.3 and may be empirically tested, developed, and 

refined by future research. The industrial relations model focuses on the impact of the main 

parties in the employment relationship, that is, employers, workers, and the trade unions that 

represent them. According to the model, the outcomes of bullying incidents are influenced by 

the balance of power between employers and employees. Certain actions on the part of 

employers, co-workers, and unions can increase the relative power of bullied individuals, 

leading to more satisfactory outcomes from the target’s perspective. These are indicated on 

the left-hand side of Figure 12.3, namely direct union action at the collective level, co-

workers willing to provide overt support to bullied colleagues, and a positive attitude towards 

addressing bullying on the part of employers. Other responses reduce the relative power of 

targets, as shown on the right-hand side of the model, specifically, indirect union action on 

behalf of individual targets, colleagues who are willing to provide only covert support, and 

employers’ tolerance of bullying behaviour. 
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The industrial relations model of bullying intervention acknowledges the influence of factors 

outside of the three main actors in the employment relationship upon bullying outcomes. 

These may be individual workplace characteristics, such as, the proportion of the workforce 

who are union members, whether or not unions are recognised for negotiation or consultation 

purposes, and the number of unions operating in a particular workplace which may reduce 

their overall influence by introducing an element of rivalry. The amount of leverage unions 

can wield in organisations may also vary. For example, private companies, answerable only 

to shareholders, may be less concerned about their public image than private bodies, 

accountable to a range of stakeholders. The composition and distribution of the workforce is 

also likely to be a significant factor. For example, it may be easier to mobilise a collective 

response amongst full-time workers in a large organisation than part-time workers in small, 

dispersed outlets.  

 

At the societal level, the political/ social/ economic climate also shapes the relative power of 

employees. Governments may introduce anti-bullying legislation, as in some European 

countries and Canadian provinces, or laws which enhance, or constrain, union power. For 

example, Britain’s right-wing government of the 1980s removed employers’ obligation to 

recognise unions for consultation purposes, while the successive ‘New Labour’ parliament 

passed legislation to strengthen unions’ rights for recognition and negotiation, albeit 

modestly. Social attitudes towards the acceptability of workplace bullying or the benefits of 

union membership may also change over time. Employers may be able to exercise managerial 

prerogative in contemporary workplaces where workers embrace the unitarist ideal of shared 

goals and union membership has fallen out of favour with a new generation of employees 

(Bryson & Gomez, 2005; McIlroy & Daniels, 2010). Economic factors are also likely to 

influence the amount of industrial muscle employees can exert. Workers may wield less 



 

 
 

power in times of economic recession, when the supply of labour exceeds demand and those 

seen as troublesome are easily replaced. In such a climate, employees may be more likely to 

put up with bullying behaviour. 

 

As stated in the introduction to this thesis, the data has been viewed through a pluralist lens, 

with a belief in an inherent conflict between employers and employees, but with a readiness 

for that paradigm to be challenged. However, the researcher found no support in the findings 

of this study of bullying intervention for the unitarist belief that managerial decisions are 

made in the interests of all employees. Rather, employers’ solutions to reported incidents of 

bullying tended to favour the perpetrator, who was typically the senior party, and sanction 

targets. Negative views about organisational interventions were not exclusive to self-

proclaimed targets, but also held by bystanders, other members, and union officials. These 

findings have some relevance for the current debate instigated by politicians of all 

persuasions on ‘good’ and ‘immoral’ forms of capitalism. While much of the discourse has 

centred on the widening pay gap between those employed at the top and bottom of 

organisations, the discussion can be extended to how employees are treated. The realisation 

that decisions made by senior managers, whether on the allocation of bonuses or allowing 

managerial bullying, disproportionately benefit those at the top of the hierarchy questions the 

unitarist beliefs on which capitalist economies like the US and UK are based. The challenge 

for trade unions is to tap into the British public’s apparent appetite for a fairer society.  

 

There is a need for a new approach to intervening in bullying incidents which goes beyond 

the mere provision of anti-bullying policies and programmes and incorporates the voice of 

employees. A fundamental issue for this study of trade union intervention is whether, in 

countries like the UK where union power been diminished by stagnating memberships and 



 

 
 

increasingly unitarist workplaces, unions wield sufficient influence in the employment 

relationship to provide that voice for targets. The power imbalance may merely be an 

argument for union officials to adopt a more proactive approach to bullying intervention, for 

example, by withdrawing their support for policies and programmes which are poorly written, 

inadequately resourced, or unenforced and instigating a collective response to reports of 

bullying. This would represent a return to a more traditional, adversarial form of unionism. 

As reported in chapter five, there is some debate amongst academics as to whether a 

confrontational stance towards employers or a partnership approach is most effective in 

addressing workplace problems. Whilst there are some who argue unions exert greater 

influence over the outcomes of grievances like bullying where there is a relationship of 

mutual trust with management, many acknowledge this frequently does not exist. 

Furthermore, the balance of research from the field of employment relations suggests 

partnership arrangements are often accorded little more than ‘lip service’ by managers and 

frequently fail to secure concrete benefits for union members. The findings of this study 

suggest that employers have not, in general, entered into the spirit of their anti-bullying 

rhetoric and intervened effectively in bullying incidents. This has been exemplified by the 

Dignity at Work project, built on a premise of partnership. Despite benefitting from 

government funding and the backing of a large union, the project failed to attract employers 

in large numbers or deliver the anticipated improvements in the prospects for bullied workers. 

A more adversarial role is unlikely to deliver fewer benefits for members.  

 

The preceding paragraphs contained a discussion of some of the implications from the key 

findings of this exploratory study of the role of trade unions in intervening in incidents of 

workplace bullying. The following, final chapter highlights the main conclusions drawn and 



 

 
 

the considerable contribution they make to the collective understanding of bullying 

intervention theory and practice.  

  



 

 
 

Chapter Thirteen 

Conclusions and contribution to knowledge 

 

13.1 Introduction 

This final chapter sets out the main conclusions in respect of each of the seven research 

questions. Specifically, these relate to the incidence of negative behaviour and bullying 

amongst the members of the participating unions, the sources of support utilised and whether 

the choice of support mechanism influenced bullying outcomes, the action taken by trade 

union officials on behalf of bullied members and whether the type of response influenced  

bullying outcomes, how witnesses to bullying incidents reacted, and whether employers’ anti-

bullying policies and attitudes influence bullying outcomes. The chapter goes on to discuss 

the contribution the findings make to research methodology and theory in the fields of 

workplace bullying and employment relations and some implications for organisational anti-

bullying strategies and union practice.  Finally, some areas for future research are suggested.  

 

13.2 Proportion of trade union members who experienced negative behaviour and 

workplace bullying  

Negative behaviour pervaded the public bodies, teaching establishments, and not-for-profit 

organisations represented by the trade unions which participated in this study. Over 90% 

of members reported exposure to at least one type of negative act on more than one 

occasion within a two-year period. Between a quarter and a third of the respondents 

believed the behaviour they had been subjected to constituted workplace bullying, making 

it a significant problem in the workplaces studied in this thesis. A key strength of this 

study is the incorporation of three separate samples, located in different sectors. The 



 

 
 

consistency of the findings across the samples adds confidence in the transferability of the 

findings to other populations. 

 

13.3 Sources of support utilised by bullied trade union members  

This study measured targets’ usage of a range of voice mechanisms through which they 

could air grievances about workplace bullying. The revelation that bullied individuals 

favoured non-organisational sources of support, including trade unions, over the 

intervention mechanisms created by employers to address bullying, including an 

increasing armoury of Employee Assistance Programmes (EAPs), extends our knowledge 

of bullying intervention. In spite of the expansion of organisational anti-bullying policies 

and programmes, direct voice does not appear to have supplanted representative voice in 

grievances like workplace bullying, largely because organisational support was 

unavailable or mistrusted.  This finding signals the importance of extra-organisational 

avenues of support to targets of workplace bullying. 

 

13.4 Influence of the source of support upon bullying outcomes 

A key finding of this study was that there was an emphasis on target-focussed solutions to 

reported bullying incidents, while punitive perpetrator-focussed solutions were relatively 

rare. Given this result, it is perhaps unsurprising the majority of targets were dissatisfied with 

bullying outcomes. Concerns arose out of the perceived tardiness of employers’ response to 

bullying and failure to seek out serial bullying, punish perpetrators adequately, or provide 

targets with closure. Grievance processes were widely regarded as lengthy, biased and 

traumatic.  

 



 

 
 

This study is believed to be the first to explore the impact of the target’s choice of support 

mechanism upon the outcomes of perceived bullying incidents. Interestingly, none of the 

voice channels devised by managers to address bullying significantly improved the 

situation for targets. This supports much of the research on employee voice in the 

industrial relations literature which suggests direct voice systems in general do not satisfy 

workers in respect of issues of fairness.  Furthermore, although non-organisational support 

appeared to provide relief, it could not provide redress, leaving targets with no avenue for 

recompense. The implications for organisational and union bullying intervention 

programmes are discussed later in the chapter.  

 

13.5 Action taken by trade union officials on behalf of bullied members  

Prior to this study, very little was known about the action taken by trade unions on behalf of 

bullied members. An important finding of this research, which the author believes is the first 

to quantify the different types of actions taken by union officials in response to members’ 

reports of bullying, is that union intervention consisted mainly of providing indirect, chiefly 

informational, support to bullied individuals. Collective responses, such as, garnering the 

support of colleagues or working with employers to implement anti-bullying practices, were 

far rarer. This approach reflects a wider decline in collectivism in British workplaces, and 

facilitates employers in individualising workplace problems like bullying and reducing the 

ability of targets to achieve satisfactory outcomes.  

 

13.6 Influence of the type of action taken by trade unions upon bullying outcomes 

This study is considered ground-breaking in its contribution to our understanding of the 

efficacy of union intervention in bullying incidents. A key finding is that the way in which 

unions responded to bullying incidents failed to influence targets’ satisfaction with outcomes. 



 

 
 

This may be due to exogenous factors, such as, declining memberships and recognition 

agreements and increasing anti-union sentiments amongst both employers and employees, all 

of which creates a power imbalance between employers and employees.  

 

Alternatively, the ineffectiveness of the union response to bullying may be explained by 

endogenous factors which are under trade unions’ control, such as, changing the approach 

to dealing with reported incidents of bullying. There was some evidence, which was most 

apparent in the qualitative data, that treating bullying as a collective issue by, for example, 

garnering co-worker support for targets or instigating joint complaints; or having a quiet 

word with empathetic HR officers, facilitated more perpetrator-focussed solutions 

compared to the typical response of providing informational and emotional support to 

bullied individuals. This has important connotations for the potential of union officials to 

address bullying more effectively, which is discussed in more detail later in the chapter.  

 

13.7 How union members who observe bullying respond 

The survey also extended our understanding of how union members respond to the 

bullying of their colleagues. Whilst a majority were prepared to offer their moral support, 

there was a general reluctance to provide overt assistance, such as, reporting bullying to 

the employer or acting as a formal witness. In this respect, union members, as well as 

union officials, may be regarded as permitting employers to pursue unitarist agendas by 

isolating targets and weakening their ability to achieve satisfactory outcomes. Applying 

mobilization theory (Kelly, 1998) to the survey findings suggests this may not be due to 

the inherent individualism of bystanders, but the absence of a key pre-requisite for 

workers to act collectively, that is, a belief in the power of unions to influence outcomes. 

Employees may not feel emboldened to stand up for their bullied colleagues if they 



 

 
 

perceive little chance their actions will be effective or that unions can afford them 

adequate protection from any managerial resentment.  On the one hand, this may make it 

difficult for unions to engender a collective response to workplace grievances like 

bullying. On the other, it creates the potential for union officials to alter the behaviour of 

co-workers if they can convince them their support would not be futile by, for example, 

publicising any successes or appointing experienced and charismatic local representatives. 

The implications for union strategy are discussed more fully when considering the study’s 

contribution to practice. It should be noted that the survey, whilst providing some useful 

insight into union members’ individualist/collective orientation, was not designed 

specifically to measure the presence or absence of collective action frames and their 

relationship to bystander action, and further dedicated research is needed. 

 

13.8 The influence of employers’ anti-bullying policies and attitudes upon bullying 

outcomes 

A significant contribution to the collective knowledge on bullying intervention is the finding 

that the adoption of anti-bullying polices, publicity, and training had very little effect upon 

targets’ satisfaction with the way in which bullying incidents were resolved. This finding may 

initially illicit surprise. However, one of the strengths of this study is that the findings are 

contextualised within wider trends in employment relations. As such, Anti-bullying policies 

and procedures are seen to mirror other forms of direct voice, with a tendency to further the 

objectives of managers rather than address the concerns of workers. By comparing these 

results to the empirical findings available in the voice literature, explanations for any 

inadequate organisational response which are based upon a lack of will on the part of 

employers are more compelling than those centred on design flaws in particular anti-bullying 

programmes.  



 

 
 

 

A measure of employers’ attitudes towards challenging or tolerating bullying, the 

Employer Attitude Scale (EAS) was developed for this study. The use of this scale 

demonstrated that employers’ attitude exerted more influence over outcomes than the mere 

presence of anti-bullying policies and procedures, the source of support utilised by targets, 

or the type of trade union intervention. As employers became increasingly intolerant of 

bullying behaviour, the dissatisfaction with the way bullying incidents were resolved 

significantly declined. This has profound implications for the way bullying is addressed in 

our workplaces. Policies and practices do not appear, by themselves, to provide targets of 

bullying with redress. Rather, this study considers workplace bullying as essentially an 

employment relations issue, with the solution lying, at least in part, in rebalancing the 

power relations between employers and employees. 

 

13.9 Contribution to knowledge 

The author believes this study is the first to measure the usage of an extensive range of 

support systems available to bullied individuals in the UK, including those initiated by 

management and trade unions. Uniquely, it explores how targets’ choice of voice mechanism 

influences bullying outcomes. Furthermore, this thesis is believed to be the most extensive 

exploration of the action taken by British trade union officials on behalf of bullied members, 

and whether the type of response is significantly related to bullying outcomes. By 

investigating these under-researched areas and providing an opportunity to triangulate three 

sets of findings from three different sectors, this study makes a number of significant 

contributions to theory, methodology, and practice in the fields of workplace bullying and 

employment relations which are detailed in the following paragraphs.  

 



 

 
 

13.9.1 Contribution to theory 

The thesis proposes two typologies, one which classifies the way in which bullying incidents 

are resolved and one which differentiates between types of union response. The first 

distinguishes between constructive and punitive resolutions which are focussed upon either 

the perceived target or alleged perpetrator. The second delineates between direct and indirect 

forms of action aimed at either individual bullied members or at the workplace level. These 

classifications revealed some important trends in the present study, namely, an emphasis on 

target-focussed solutions and a tendency for union officials to provide indirect support to 

bullied individuals. The typologies developed in this thesis could be used by other researchers 

to aid the analysis and interpretation of bullying-related data and the response of trade unions 

to this issue.  

 

One of this study’s greatest contributions to theory is the proposed industrial relations model 

of workplace bullying intervention, which provides an alternative to the traditional 

psychological or sociological view of bullying. It is envisaged that the model will extend the 

debate on bullying intervention by focusing on the central importance of power relations in 

bullying outcomes, and it is hoped that the model will be tested and refined through future 

studies. This could include the development of scales to measure each of the elements in the 

industrial relations model, and testing a number of hypotheses arising from this thesis, as 

detailed later in this chapter when considering possible areas for future research.  

 

The study’s findings also further the ongoing debate over conceptual definitions of bullying 

and whether it should incorporate oppressive work systems as suggested by Liefooghe and 

Mackenzie Davey ( 2001). The discovery that a majority of respondents did not feel bullied 

by organisational demands may question the pervasiveness of this interpretation of bullying 



 

 
 

as oppressive work systems. However, further research on the use of the term ‘bullying’ by 

different groups of employees would help to clarify the situation.  

 

Finally, the author believes this is the first piece of research to apply mobilization theory 

(Kelly, 1998) to the results of a survey about workplace bullying. On balance, these suggest 

an inherent individualism may not be at the core of any failure on the part of bystanders to 

intervene openly in bullying incidents. Rather, their reluctance may be explained by the 

absence of a key collective action frame, namely, a belief in union instrumentality as in some 

other studies of mobilization theory (for example, Deery & Walsh, 1999; Kelly & 

Badigannavar, 2004; Badigannavar & Kelly, 2005). There is scope for more dedicated 

research into the ability of the absence of collective action frames to explain the apparent 

inability of union officials to engender a collective response to bullying incidents. A detailed 

discussion of the implications for union practice is included later in the chapter. 

 

13.9.2 Contribution to methodology  

The WBS-R, which was developed specifically to measure the incidence of negative 

behaviour in the memberships of the participating unions, was found to have high internal 

consistency and reliability, with a cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.95 for all three samples. 

While principal components analysis revealed the factor structure was not replicated 

precisely across all three samples, the strength of developing a ‘bespoke’ questionnaire, that 

is, one which reflects how negative behaviour manifests in particular organisations, is that the 

likelihood of underestimating the prevalence of bullying behaviour is reduced. This 

methodology could be adopted in future research where the aim is to gauge the incidence and 

nature of negative behaviour in specific working environments. The variation of the factor 

structure in different samples , however, raises concerns that the instruments used to measure 



 

 
 

workplace bullying may be susceptible, not just to national (Tsuno et al., 2010), but also 

organisational, cultural differences. This may be an issue of particular concern where the 

research objective is to measure and compare the prevalence of bullying in nationally 

representative samples.  

 

A measure developed specifically for this study, the EAS, proved a useful tool for assessing 

employers’ attitudes towards challenging, or tolerating, bullying. There is potential for the 

scale to be further refined for use in other studies through cognitive testing and establishing 

its reliability and validity through techniques such factor analysis and examining the 

psychometric properties. The EAS could also be developed for use as a diagnostic tool to 

gauge the quality of working environments to assist in the prevention of workplace bullying, 

or as an aid in investigating complaints of bullying. 

 

13.9.3 Contribution to practice 

The findings from this thesis have several important implications for the development of 

interventions by employers and trade unions which meet the needs of bullied individuals. The 

extent of targets’ dissatisfaction with bullying resolutions, the paucity of any positive 

outcomes, and the corroboration of non-bullied respondents questions the purpose of current 

anti-bullying strategies. An advantage of adopting an industrial relations perspective to study 

workplace bullying is that the propensity for outcomes to favour, typically senior, 

perpetrators is seen as part of a wider tendency for the benefits of direct voice mechanisms to 

accrue disproportionately to management. Existing grievance processes, for whatever reason, 

may be serving the interests of employers more than bullied workers, and highlights the need 

to develop more target-friendly policies and programmes. The qualitative data revealed 

targets’ need for employers to be more proactive in seeking out problems with serial or 



 

 
 

cultural bullying; intervene promptly in reported incidents; adopt unbiased and sensitive 

grievance procedures; apply proportionate and visible sanctions to perpetrators; and provide 

targets with the opportunity for ‘closure’. This gives rise to a set of principles of best practice 

for bullying interventions which better meet the needs of targets, which are detailed in the 

following paragraphs. 

 

Employee involvement. In the design, enforcement, and monitoring of bullying 

intervention procedures. 

 

Timeliness. Many participants complained of a lack of informal mechanisms for 

nipping bullying behaviour in the bud before it became intolerable, forcing them into 

formal complaints processes which employers were slow to investigate. More 

opportunities for early, informal interventions, such as HR officials having a quiet 

word with perceived perpetrators about their behaviour or consulting other team 

members, are needed. Where formal allegations of bullying are made, these should be 

investigated promptly to avoid as much distress as possible to all the involved parties.  

 

Impartiality. There was a widespread belief that the investigation of bullying 

allegations was biased towards the perpetrator, who was typically senior to the 

perceived target. Investigations should not only be impartial, but be seen to be 

impartial. Greater independence could be built into the system by, for example, 

appointing investigators from outside the organisation or including union or other 

employee-elected representatives in panels of investigators. 

 



 

 
 

Sensitivity. Reducing the emotional trauma for both perceived targets and perpetrators 

should be paramount. Stress may be reduced by timeliness and impartiality, but also 

by deescalating bullying incidents, for example by temporarily changing lines of 

reporting or halting capability processes, while investigations are ongoing and treating 

both parties with respect. 

 

Transparency. Employees are likely to have greater faith in a complaints process 

which is open. While recognising the need to balance transparency with employee 

confidentiality, it is only fair to perceived targets, perpetrators and witnesses, who 

have made a time and emotional investment in the investigation process and risked 

possible retaliation, understand how the decisions which affect them are being made. 

 

Acknowledgement. The qualitative data revealed the central importance of providing 

those who feel bullied with the opportunity to air their feelings to alleged perpetrators 

or third parties. There may be a role for ‘restorative processes’, based on the 

principles of restorative justice, which, according to the Restorative Justice Council 

(2012), bring those harmed by conflict and those deemed responsible for it into 

communication. Like mediation, restorative processes require voluntary participation 

and the presence of a neutral ‘referee’, but differs in that the primary aim is to 

acknowledge and repair harm done to targets and finding a positive way forward 

by repairing damaged relationships. The development of restorative 

interventions is an interesting area for researchers which would be particularly 

amenable to action research. 

 



 

 
 

Culpability. Many self-identified targets were dissatisfied with resolutions which did 

not make perceived perpetrators accountable for their actions. Where bullying has 

been established, there is a need to attach blame and discipline perpetrators 

proportionately and visibly. For those who have simply misunderstood the 

implications of their actions, retraining may be an adequate response.  More serious 

cases, such as serial bullying, may warrant formal disciplinary procedures. Targets’ 

desire for redress should not be viewed as a matter of revenge, but of fulfilling a need 

for justice and allowing closure, as well as deterring further bullying behaviour. 

Indeed, few would condemn victims of physical aggression, which, as previously 

noted, may be no less harmful than psychological bullying, for seeking redress. 

 

Protection. Given the evidence that targets and bystanders often fear repercussions 

after lodging or witnessing allegations of bullying, it is vital to monitor their situation 

afterwards, by, for example, ensuring they have not been given unfavourable tasks or 

held back from promotion. 

 

Monitoring. There was an association between acknowledging bullying and going on 

to bully someone else, demonstrating the central importance of monitoring the 

behaviour of alleged perpetrators post-complaints to avoid repeats of any bullying 

behaviour.  

 

The failure of EAPs to significantly improve the outcomes for bullied individuals raises 

concerns over their suitability in addressing workplace grievances like bullying. Rather than 

investing in mediation and counselling services or networks of harassment contact officers, 

resources may be more usefully allocated in other areas, such as bullying awareness and 



 

 
 

prevention programmes, restorative processes, or appointing non-organisational third parties 

to investigate complaints of bullying. More research is needed into targets’ experiences of the 

support provided by EAPs on which to base recommendations of how they can be used most 

appropriately. 

 

The general failure of direct voice mechanisms to improve the outlook for targets has 

profound implications for trade unions in providing an alternative voice for bullied workers. 

Unions were found to be an important source of relief for targets, but failed to alter bullying 

outcomes. This may be partly due to exogenous factors, such as, the declining power of trade 

unions. However, this study’s findings suggest changing strategy may help union officials to 

achieve more perpetrator-focussed outcomes for bullied members. Viewing bullying as, 

essentially, an industrial relations issue suggests union efforts may be better concentrated on 

helping to redress the power imbalance in the employment relationship rather than focussing 

on representing targets in organisational grievance procedures on a case-by-case basis. 

Adopting practices which promote a more collective response to bullying, such as, making 

employers aware of problems with bullying,  ‘naming and shaming’ errant organisations to 

third parties or the public at large, campaigning for a culture of non-tolerance, actively 

seeking witnesses to bullying or galvanising joint complaints, and lobbying for anti-bullying 

legislation, may be a cost effective means of improving member services.  

 

The findings that the union is consulted by less than half bullied members and that half or 

less of members believed in union instrumentality imply unions may need to do more to 

promote the work they do in respect of workplace bullying, including any successful 

outcomes for targets, if they wish to demonstrate to existing and potential members they 

perform a useful service and mobilise the support of bystanders. Providing an effective voice 



 

 
 

for bullied members may create possibilities for union renewal. If, for British trade unions, 

the twentieth century was about improving employees’ physical safety, the focus in the 

twenty-first century may be on protecting their psychological wellbeing.  

 

13.10 Future research 

The study has given rise to a number of hypotheses which would be suitable for testing by 

future research. These including the following: 

 

Hypothesis 1:  Bullying incidents are more likely to be resolved by target-

focussed than perpetrator-focussed solutions. 

 

Hypothesis 2:   Bullied individuals are more likely to consult non-

organisational sources of support than organisational support mechanisms. 

 

Hypothesis 3:  The choice of support mechanism will have no significant 

effect upon bullying outcomes, such as, targets’ satisfaction with outcomes. 

 

Hypothesis 4:  Unions are most likely to respond to reports of bullying by 

offering indirect support to individual members than taking direct or collective action. 

 

Hypothesis 5:  Collective direct action is positively related to perpetrator-

focussed solutions. 

 

Hypothesis 6:  Bystanders are significantly more likely to provide covert than 

overt support to bullied colleagues. 



 

 
 

 

Hypothesis 7:  The existence of policies, publicity and training is not 

significantly related to bullying outcomes, such as, targets’ satisfaction with 

resolutions. 

 

Hypothesis 8:  Employers attitude will be positively related to targets’ 

satisfaction with bullying resolutions. 

 

The information from this exploratory study could be used to design more sophisticated 

measures of the response of the three main protagonists in the industrial relations model of 

bullying intervention. For example, two items in the EAS, ‘if I was being bullied I would be 

too afraid to report it for fear my career would be harmed’ and ‘if I saw someone being 

bullied I would be happy to report it without fear of repercussions’, may be particularly prone 

to socially desirable responses. The statements may have been better worded using projection 

(Oppenheim, 2001) so that respondents were asked to comment upon the actions of others. 

The items could thus have been worded ‘If people saw someone being bullied they would be 

happy to report it’ and ‘if people were being bullied they would be too afraid to report it for 

fear their career would be harmed’.  

 

Scales similar to the EAS, which measure the supportiveness of union officials or the 

willingness of co-workers to show solidarity with targets, could be developed from the 

information gathered in this study, or adapted from existing social support scales, such as, 

Perceived Organisational Support (Eisenberger et al., 1986) or the Social Support Scale 

(Sargent & Terry, 2000). A research methodology which incorporates such scales would 

allow for more sophisticated multivariate analysis of the main elements of the model and 



 

 
 

enable the exploration of any buffering effect of union action, co-worker support, and 

employers’ attitude.  

 

In spite of the promotion of alternative forms of dispute resolution by the government and 

bodies like ACAS, very little is known about their efficacy from the targets’ or providers’ 

perspectives. More research is needed on the experience of receiving and providing EAPs, 

including mediation and the enhanced role of ACAS in resolving workplace conflict, 

counselling, and the services of a harassment contact officer. Specifically, research should be 

tailored towards addressing such questions as what form such interventions should take; are 

alternative dispute resolution methods appropriate in cases of bullying; which factors 

influence whether such interventions are perceived as successful by the parties involved. 

Answering these questions is more likely to involve qualitative studies, as the relatively small 

subsamples of individuals who feel bullied and have accessed EAPs may render quantitative 

techniques unreliable.  

 

There is scope to develop our understanding of co-workers’ response to bullying incidents 

through the application of industrial relations theories like mobilization theory which may 

help to explain and address the general reluctance by bystanders to overtly support their 

bullied colleagues. Instruments, similar to those adopted by Deery and Walsh (1999) and 

Kelly and Badigannavar (2004), could be used to measure the presence or absence of a range 

of collective action frames and the relationship to bystanders’ willingness to show solidarity 

with targets of bullying.  

 

  



 

 
 

13.11 Summary 

This thesis examines workplace bullying from an alternative, employment relations 

perspective and in so doing extends the debate about the nature of bullying and the efficacy 

of intervention strategies, which, to date, have generally failed to provide targets with 

satisfaction. The industrial relations model of bullying intervention proposes that more 

favourable outcomes may be achieved, from the targets’ perspective, by redressing 

imbalances in the employment relationship through a more collective response to bullying 

incidents. Union officials may need to change their current practice away from representing 

individual bullied members in organisational grievance process, to persuading employers of 

the need to challenge bullying in their organisations and employees of the effectiveness of 

acting collectively. This would represent a return to more adversarial trade unionism in the 

pluralist tradition, which was eloquently summed up by one union official who, 

exceptionally, engendered a collective response to bullying: 

 

“As a trade union country we have supported members individually. It is like isolation. 

… if we can bring the body of the members together within a particular institution, and 

even greater enhanced if you can bring all or some of the other trade unions into the 

picture as well, … we have had some success … where we have been able to get the 

collective aspect” 
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APPENDIX A 

KEY FEATURES OF WORKPLACE BULLYING AND RELATED 

CONSTRUCTS 



 

 
 

Construct Type of Behaviour 

Key features 

Pervasiveness Power 

imbalance 

Negative 

impact 

Perceived 

intent 

‘Workplace Bullying and 

Harassment’ (Adams, 1992; 

Einarsen, Raknes, & Matthiesen, 

1994) 

Negative, chiefly psychological, behaviour Y Y Definitions 

Vary 

Definitions 

vary 

‘Harassment’ (Bjorkqvist, 

Osterman, & Hjelt-Back, 1994a; 

Einarsen & Raknes, 1997). 

 

Specific form of aggression. Behaviours must 

have been ‘experienced as a means of 

harassment’ and not ‘as normal 

communication, or exceptional cases’.   

Y Y Y  Y 

‘Generalized workplace 

harassment’ (Shannon, Rospenda, 

& Richman, 2007; Lopez, 

Hodson, & Roscigno, 2009) 

Offensive behaviours that encompass verbal 

aggression, disrespectful behaviour, 

isolation/exclusion, threats or bribes, and 

physical aggression that are not obviously 

related to legally protected characteristics 

N N N Definitions 

vary 

‘Organizational aggression’ 

(O’Leary-Kelly, Griffin, & Glew, 

1996) 

 

‘Workplace aggression’ (Neuman 

& Baron, 1998; Dupre & Barling, 

2006) 

Includes physical/ verbal injurious behaviour, 

but typified by passive, covert forms of 

aggression. Initiated by organizational 

insiders or outsiders. Directed at existing or 

former colleagues, or the organization.  

N N Y Ambiguous 

intent to harm, 

which can be 

denied or 

buried 

‘Organizational violence’ 

(O’Leary-Kelly, Griffin, & Glew, 

1996) 

 

‘Workplace violence’ (Leather, 

Lawrence, Beale, Cox, & 

Dickson, 1998; Mayhew & 

Chapell, 2007) 

For some refers only to physical acts of 

violence, whereas others interpret it more 

widely to include threats of assault, 

psychological aggression and vicarious 

violence, and even initiation rites, jokes, and 

pranks.   

N N Y N 

  

Y = Yes, a pre-requisite N = No, not specified 



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

Construct Type of Behaviour 

Key features 

Pervasiveness Power 

imbalance 

Negative 

impact 

Perceived 

intent 

‘Employee deviance’ (Robinson 

& Bennett, 1995).  

 

‘Antisocial/Deviant behaviour’ 

(Robinson & O’ Leary-Kelly, 

1998).  

 

 

Behaviour that violates work norms and has 

the potential to produce emotional, 

psychological or physical harm. Encompasses 

sexual harassment, theft, insubordination, 

sabotage, lying, spreading rumours, 

withholding effort and absenteeism. Directed 

towards other employees or the organization. 

N N May cause 

harm, but can 

have positive 

outcomes e.g. 

providing a 

safety valve 

or warning 

signal. 

N 

‘Interpersonal mistreatment’ 

(Cortina & Magley, 2003).  

 

 

‘Mistreatment’ (Price Spratlen, 

1995; Blase & Blase, 2003) 

Form of organizational deviance. 

Organizational member(s) take counter-

normative negative actions, or terminate 

normative positive actions, against another 

member. Ranges from subtle social slights to 

blatant harassment and violence.  

N N N N 

‘Incivility’ (Andersson & 

Pearson, 1999; Roscigno, Hodson, 

& Lopez, 2009). 

Low intensity deviant behaviour which 

violates workplace norms for mutual respect. 

Typically rude or discourteous behaviour 

which displays a lack of regard for others.  

 

N  N  Mildly 

negative e.g. 

finding the 

behaviour 

annoying.  

Ambiguous 

intent to harm, 

which can be 

denied or 

buried. 

 ‘Counterproductive behaviour’ 

(Fox, Spector, & Miles, 2001).  

Includes overt acts like aggression; sabotage; 

or theft, and passive aggression like 

purposefully failing to follow instructions; 

doing work incorrectly, or interpersonal 

conflict. Directed at organizations or their 

members.  

N N N Y 

‘Abusive supervision’ (Tepper, 

2000)  

Focus is on subordinates’ perceptions. 

Includes public criticism, loud and angry 

tantrums, rudeness, inconsiderate actions and 

coercion but excludes physical aggression. 

Y Y N N 

 



 

 
 

Y = Yes, a pre-requisite N = No, not specified 

Construct Type of Behaviour 

Key features 

Pervasiveness Power 

imbalance 

Negative 

impact 

Perceived 

intent 

‘Petty tyranny’ (Ashforth, 1994) An individual acts in an arbitrary and self-

aggrandizing manner, belittles subordinates, 

discourages initiative, and utilizes non-

contingent punishment. 

N N N N 

‘Victimization’ (Einarsen & 

Raknes, 1997; Aquino & Lamertz, 

2004).  

Subsumes other constructs likes petty 

tyranny, workplace aggression, and bullying. 

Places the emphasis on the target’s attribution 

of aggressive behaviours. Includes 

emotionally, psychologically, or physically 

injurious actions by another organizational 

member with whom there is an ongoing 

relationship. 

N N Y Y  

‘Social undermining’ (Duffy, 

Ganster, Shaw, Johnson, & 

Pagon, 2002).  

Can be direct or indirect but excludes physical 

violence. 

Y N Hinders the 

ability to 

maintain 

positive 

relationships, 

reputation & 

success at 

work. 

Y 

Adverse treatment (Bewley & 

Forth, 2010) 

A breach of statutory employment rights, 

company rules and entitlements; customs and 

practices; or social norms. 

N Y N N 

Ostracism (Williams, 2007) Ignoring and excluding individuals or groups Y N N N 

 

Y = Yes, a pre-requisite N = No, not specified 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX B 

LETTER OF INVITATION AND CONSENT FORM - MEMBERS  

  



 

 
 

 Glamorgan Business School 
         

Research into Workplace Bullying: Information Sheet & Invitation to 

Participate 
 

Glamorgan Business School, in conjunction with <the union>, is carrying out research into 

<the union> members’ experience of workplace bullying.   We are interested in whether or 

not you are concerned about this issue or if you have experienced or seen any bullying in 

your workplace and what form any bullying behaviour took.  We would also like to know 

about how you addressed any such behaviour; what support you needed; the outcomes you 

achieved and the difficulties you faced. 

 

I am therefore inviting you - whatever your experience - to take part in a focus group to 

discuss these issues.  The discussion will be completely confidential.  It may require 1-2 

hours of your time but your input will be invaluable.  The information gathered will be used 

for two main purposes. First it will inform the union leadership, in non specific terms, about 

your needs and enable the development of the most effective strategies for preventing and 

intervening in workplace bullying.  The second is that it will provide data for doctoral 

research into the role of trade unions in addressing workplace bullying.  

      

For the purposes of accuracy, I will audio record and make notes of the group discussion with 

your permission (please see the attached consent form).  Access to this material will be 

restricted to the research team which is myself, Hazel Mawdsley, and the two project 

supervisors, Professor Duncan Lewis and Professor Michael Sheehan.  All research data kept 

on computer will be password protected and any hard copies will be kept in a secure location 

to ensure confidentiality.  Only anonymous extracts and summaries of the data will be 

included in the doctoral research or in reports prepared for the union or in any material which 

is to be used within the public domain (e.g. journal papers).  None of the information you 

provide will be made available to your employers. 



 

 
 

The focus group will take place as follows: 

Date:  ...............................................    Time: ……………   

Location: …………………………………………………………………….  

 

If you are willing to participate in a focus group please could you complete the attached 

Consent Form and contact ………………………….  If you require any more information on 

participating in the research project please contact Hazel Mawdsley (details below). 

 

The University requires that all participants be informed that if you have a complaint 

concerning the manner in which this research project is conducted it may be given to me, 

Hazel Mawdsley, or to my supervisors, Professor Duncan Lewis and Professor Michael 

Sheehan (please see contact details below).  If an independent person is preferred, you can 

contact The Chair of the University's School Ethics Committee at the University of 

Glamorgan, Pontypridd, Wales, CF37 1DL. 

 

Researcher: 

Hazel Mawdsley, Graduate Tutor and Researcher 

Business School 

University of Glamorgan 

Pontypridd CF37 1DL 

e-mail: hmawdsle@glam.ac.uk 

 

Tel: 01594 828532 

 

Research Supervisors:                                                                       

Professor Duncan Lewis                        Professor Michael Sheehan 

Department of Management                                      Department of Management 

Business School                                                                                Business School 

University of Glamorgan                                                     University of Glamorgan                                                                             

Pontypridd CF37 1DL                                                          Pontypridd CF37 1DL 

e-mail: dlewis@glam.ac.uk                                                  e-mail: msheehan@glam.ac.uk 

Tel: 01443 483656                         Tel: 01443 483656                                                                         

 

mailto:hmawdsle@glam.ac.uk


 

 
 

       

 Glamorgan Business School 
 

Research into Workplace Bullying 

CONSENT FORM 

Thank you for your participation in this research project. By signing below, you are 

indicating that you: 

1. have read and understood the information which has been provided about the above 

named research project in the Information Sheet and Invitation to Participate. 

2. have had the opportunity to consider the information, ask any questions and had them 

answered to your satisfaction. 

3. understand how to report any concerns about the conduct of the project that you may 

have.   

4. understand that you are not required to participate in this research project if you do 

not wish to do so and that you can withdraw from the study at any time without 

needing to explain any reasons for withdrawing. No loss of benefit or treatment will 

occur as a result of your withdrawal nor will any penalty be incurred.  

5. understand that the results of the study might be published, for example in academic 

journals, or included in reports without naming you. 

6. agree to participate in the study and consent to the focus group interview being audio 

recorded. 

 

Name of Participant   Signature    Date 

……………………………  . ……………………………   …………….  

 

Name of Investigator   Signature    Date 

……………………………       …………………………….  ……………..  



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX C 

LETTER OF INVITATION AND CONSENT FORM - OFFICIALS  

  



 

 
 

 Glamorgan Business School 
         

 

Research into Workplace Bullying: Information Sheet & Invitation to 

Participate 
 

 

Glamorgan Business School, in conjunction with <the union>, is carrying out research into 

<the union> members’ experience of workplace bullying.   The purpose of this study is to 

investigate the extent of the problem faced by <the union> members in their workplaces and 

identify any groups who are most at risk, whether related to disability; gender; sexual 

orientation; age or ethnicity.  Most importantly, we also want to find out about your 

experiences as <the union> officers who deal with workplace bullying firsthand.  We are 

interested in how bullying behaviour manifests itself; how you address the problem; the 

outcomes you are able to achieve or the difficulties you face and the reaction of employers. 

 

I am therefore inviting you to take part in a focus group to discuss these issues.  The 

discussion will be completely confidential.  It may require 1-2 hours of your time but your 

input will be invaluable.  The information gathered will be used for two main purposes. First 

it will inform the union leadership, in non specific terms, about your needs and enable the 

development of the most effective strategies for preventing and intervening in workplace 

bullying.  The second is that it will provide data for doctoral research into the role of trade 

unions in addressing workplace bullying.  

      

For the purposes of accuracy, I will audio record and make notes of the group discussion with 

your permission (please see the attached consent form).  Access to this material will be 

restricted to the research team which is myself, Hazel Mawdsley, and the two project 

supervisors, Professor Duncan Lewis and Professor Michael Sheehan.  Only anonymous 

extracts and summaries of the data will be included in the doctoral research or in reports 

prepared for the union or in any material which is to be used within the public domain (e.g. 

journal papers).  None of the information you provide will be made available to your 

employers. 



 

 
 

The focus group will take place as follows: 

 

Date:  ...............................................    Time: ……………   

Location: …………………………………………………………………….  

 

If you are willing to participate in a focus group please could you complete the attached 

Consent Form and contact ………………………….  If you require any more information on 

participating in the research project please contact Hazel Mawdsley (details below). 

 

The University requires that all participants be informed that if you have a complaint 

concerning the manner in which this research project is conducted it may be given to me, 

Hazel Mawdsley, or to my supervisors, Professor Duncan Lewis and Professor Michael 

Sheehan (please see contact details below).  If an independent person is preferred, you can 

contact The Chair of the University's School Ethics Committee at the University of 

Glamorgan, Pontypridd, Wales, CF37 1DL. 

 

Researcher: 

Hazel Mawdsley, Graduate Tutor and Researcher 

Business School 

University of Glamorgan 

Pontypridd CF37 1DL 

e-mail: hmawdsle@glam.ac.uk 

 

Tel: 01594 828532 

 

 

Research Supervisors:                                                                       

Professor Duncan Lewis                        Professor Michael Sheehan 

Department of Management                                      Department of Management 

Business School                                                                                Business School 

University of Glamorgan                                                     University of Glamorgan                                                                             

Pontypridd CF37 1DL                                                          Pontypridd CF37 1DL 

e-mail: dlewis@glam.ac.uk                                                  e-mail: msheehan@glam.ac.uk 

Tel: 01443 483656                         Tel: 01443 483656                                                                         

          

mailto:hmawdsle@glam.ac.uk


 

 
 

 Glamorgan Business School 
 

Research into Workplace Bullying 

CONSENT FORM 

 

Thank you for your participation in this research project. By signing below, you are 

indicating that you: 

1. have read and understood the information which has been provided about the above 

named research project in the Information Sheet and Invitation to Participate. 

2. have had the opportunity to consider the information, ask any questions and had them 

answered to your satisfaction. 

3. understand how to report any concerns about the conduct of the project that you may 

have.   

4. understand that you are not required to participate in this research project if you do 

not wish to do so and that you can withdraw from the study at any time without 

needing to explain any reasons for withdrawing. No loss of benefit or treatment will 

occur as a result of your withdrawal nor will any penalty be incurred.  

5. understand that the results of the study might be published, for example in academic 

journals, or included in reports without naming you. 

6. agree to participate in the study and consent to the focus group interview being audio 

recorded. 

 

Name of Participant   Signature    Date 

……………………………  . ……………………………   …………….  

 

Name of Investigator   Signature    Date 

……………………………       …………………………….  …………….. 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX D 

FOCUS GROUP GUIDE



 

 
 

FOCUS GROUP GUIDE: INTRODUCTION 

 

 Thank for participating in the focus groups. Providing valuable input into 

research  

 

 which is to examine members experience of wpb & how trade unions are 

addressing the problem; outcomes achieved; difficulties faced 

 

 ultimately work towards developing best practice  

 

 Phase 1 – focus groups.  Information you provide as  officials  will help 

to identify significant issues for you 

 

 Help design Phase 2 – survey of a representative sample of members. 

Measure trends. 

 

 Taped for accuracy – consent forms 

 

 Recordings will be kept confidential; used for research purposes only; 

treated in accordance with university ethics; password protected pc; hard 

copies locked away; accessed only by the research team; references will 

be made anonymous 

 

 Cannot guarantee what all members will say outside of the focus group. 

Ask all members of the group to respect confidentiality 

 

 If anybody is worried they are free to leave 

 

 I will introduce some topics. I will take no part in the discussion. About 

your experiences, perceptions & opinions. 

 

 Fell free to speak openly & honestly; all opinions welcome;  polite & 

respect each others opinions; try to speak individually & clearly 

 

Start recorders 
  



 

 
 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

 

Brief introductions: role in the workplace/ union  

 

 

Opener: What is ‘workplace bullying’? 

 

Probes (if needed): 

 

- Do you have a clear definition?  Or is this a difficult area to 

identify? 

 

- Is there a distinction between bullying/inappropriate behaviour/bad 

management practices? 

 

 

Question 1: What workplace issues concern you (members)/ your 

members (officials)? 

 

Question 2: Where would people turn to for support if they had a 

problem with workplace bullying?  

 

Question 3: How are cases of workplace bullying dealt with? 

 

Question 4: How do colleagues react to someone who feels bullied? 

 

Question five: Do you have any recommendations for addressing 

workplace bullying?’ 

 

 

Close: Are there any other points you would like to make? 

 

 

 

TURN OFF RECORDER 

 

THANK FOR PARTICIPATION



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX E 

INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN SURVEY for UNION A 

  



 

 
 

 

  
 

Research into Workplace Behaviour: Invitation to Participate in Survey 

 

The Centre for Research on Workplace Behaviours (part of the Glamorgan Business School), in conjunction 

with <the union>, is carrying out research into members’ treatment at work and how the union is addressing 

issues such as workplace bullying and harassment.    

 

I am therefore inviting you - whatever your experience - to participate in a survey.  The survey is 

completely confidential and your answers are anonymous.  The data is maintained on a secure server, to 

which only the researchers at the Glamorgan Business School have access.  

 

The questionnaire usually takes no more than twenty minutes to complete and your participation will be 

invaluable.  The information you provide will be used for two purposes: 

 

1. To inform the union leadership, in non specific terms, about your needs.  This will enable the 

development of the most effective strategies for preventing and intervening in workplace bullying 

and harassment.   

 

2. It will provide data for doctoral research into the role of trade unions in addressing workplace 

bullying and harassment.   

 

The survey asks about members’ experiences at work during the past two years.  Please ignore this request 

to complete this survey if you have not been employed in the last two years or are no longer a union 

member. 

 

To complete the online questionnaire, simply hold down Ctrl Key and Click on <insert link> 

and follow the instructions (please only complete the survey once). 

 

Alternatively, you can access the questionnaire via the <union> website on <insert link> 



 

 
 

 

If you have difficulty accessing the online questionnaire, or have any questions about completing it, 

please contact Hazel Mawdsley of the University of Glamorgan on 01443 482591 or at 

hmawdsle@glam.ac.uk.  

 

If you are experiencing problems with bullying at work, please contact your local <union> 

representative. The <union>  website also contains a useful Anti-Bullying tool-kit on  <insert link> 

 

Thank you in anticipation for your participation in this important research.  It should enable us to review and 

improve how we address bullying in the workplace and give members the protection they need. 

 

<union contact> 

 

Any concerns about the manner in which this research project is conducted may be given to Hazel Mawdsley, 

Professor Duncan Lewis or Professor Michael Sheehan of the Centre for Research on Workplace Behaviors 

(Glamorgan Business School, University of Glamorgan,  Pontypridd CF37 1DL. Tel. 01443 480480).  Alternatively, 

you can contact The Chair of the Business School Ethics Committee. 

  

mailto:hmawdsle@glam.ac.uk


 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX F 

INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN SURVEY for UNION B 

  



 

 
 

Workplace Behaviour survey: give us your views 

  

<union> and the Centre for Research on Workplace Behaviours would like to hear about the behaviour in 

your workplace and how the union is dealing with issues such as workplace bullying and harassment. 

  

The survey should only take 20 minutes to complete with your answers being sent direct to the Centre for 

Research, which is part of Glamorgan Business School. All answers are anonymous and treated with the 

strictest confidence. 

  

Findings will be used to help <union> develop its strategies on issues like bullying and harassment as well 

as providing data for a doctoral research into the role of trade unions in addressing these issues. 

  

Whatever your experience of the workplace, please take the time to answer the survey. If you have not been 

employed in the past two years or have left <union>, please ignore this survey. Please complete the survey 

once only. 

  

To complete the questionnaire: press ‘ctrl’ and click on <insert link> 

For more information or for help completing the survey, please contact Hazel Mawdsley at the University of 

Glamorgan on 01443 482 591 or hmawdsle@glam.ac.uk  

 

Any concerns about the manner in which this research project is conducted may be given to Hazel 

Mawdsley, Professor Duncan Lewis or Professor Michael Sheehan of the Centre for Research on Workplace 

Behaviors (Glamorgan Business School, University of Glamorgan,  Pontypridd CF37 1DL. Tel. 01443 

480480).  Alternatively, you can contact The Chair of the Business School Ethics Committee. 

 

 

  

http://uk.mc870.mail.yahoo.com/mc/compose?to=hmawdsle@glam.ac.uk


 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX G 

INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN SURVEY for UNION C 

  



 

 
 

 

 

Research into Workplace Behaviour: Invitation to Participate in Survey 

 

The Centre for Research on Workplace Behaviours (part of the Glamorgan Business School), in conjunction 

with <union>, is carrying out research into members’ treatment at work and how the union is addressing 

issues such as workplace bullying and harassment.    

 

I am therefore inviting you - whatever your experience - to participate in a survey.  The survey is 

completely confidential and your answers are anonymous.  The data is maintained on a secure server, to 

which only the researchers at the Glamorgan Business School have access.  

 

The questionnaire takes approximately 15 minutes to complete and your participation will be invaluable.  

The information you provide will be used for two purposes: 

 

1. To inform the union leadership, in non specific terms, about your needs.  This will enable the 

development of the most effective strategies for preventing and intervening in workplace bullying 

and harassment.   

 

2. It will provide data for doctoral research into the role of trade unions in addressing workplace 

bullying and harassment.   

 

The survey asks about members’ experiences at work during the past two years.  Please ignore this request 

to complete this survey if you have not been employed in the last two years or are no longer a union 

member. 

 

To complete the online questionnaire, simply press ‘ctrl’ and click on the link below: <insert link> 

 

Alternatively, you can access the questionnaire via the <union> website on <insert link>. 

 



 

 
 

Please only complete the survey once. 

 

If you have difficulty accessing the online questionnaire, or have any questions about completing it, 

please contact Hazel Mawdsley of the University of Glamorgan on 01443 482591 or at 

hmawdsle@glam.ac.uk.  

 

If you are experiencing problems with bullying at work please contact your local <union> workplace 

representative or regional office. 

 

<union contact> 

 

 

Any concerns about the manner in which this research project is conducted may be given to Hazel Mawdsley, 

Professor Duncan Lewis or Professor Michael Sheehan of the Centre for Research on Workplace Behaviors 

(Glamorgan Business School, University of Glamorgan,  Pontypridd CF37 1DL. Tel. 01443 480480).  Alternatively, 

you can contact The Chair of the Business School Ethics Committee. 

  

mailto:hmawdsle@glam.ac.uk


 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX H 

LETTER OF REMINDER for UNION A 

  



 

 
 

  
 

Workplace Behaviour Survey 
 

Dear Member 

 

You recently received an invitation to participate in the Workplace Behaviour Survey, currently being 

carried out by the Centre for Research on Workplace Behaviours and <union>. I would like to thank all 

those who have already taken part in the survey.  

 

The survey has just 2 weeks left to run, so may I ask those who have not yet completed the questionnaire if 

they could take a few minutes to do so. Your views are important to us, whatever your experience. The 

information you provide will be invaluable in telling us about your working environment and will enable us 

to review how we address problems such as bullying and harassment. Please ignore this reminder to take 

part in the survey if you have completed the questionnaire already, or have not been employed in the 

last two years, or are no longer a union member. 

 

To complete the confidential online survey simply press ‘ctrl’ and click on: <insert link> 

 

 

Alternatively, you can access the questionnaire via the <union> website on: <insert link> 

 

If you have difficulty accessing the online questionnaire, or have any questions about completing it, 

please contact Hazel Mawdsley of the University of Glamorgan on 01443 482591 or at 

hmawdsle@glam.ac.uk.  

<union contact> 

Any concerns about the manner in which this research project is conducted may be given to Hazel Mawdsley, 

Professor Duncan Lewis or Professor Michael Sheehan of the Centre for Research on Workplace Behaviors 

(Glamorgan Business School, University of Glamorgan,  Pontypridd CF37 1DL. Tel. 01443 480480).  Alternatively, 

you can contact The Chair of the Business School Ethics Committee. 

 

mailto:hmawdsle@glam.ac.uk


 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX I 

LETTER OF REMINDER for UNION C 

  



 

 
 

  
 

Workplace Behaviour Survey: Reminder 
 

Dear Member 

 

You may recently have received an invitation to participate in the Workplace Behaviour Survey, currently 

being carried out by the Centre for Research on Workplace Behaviours in conjunction with <union>. I 

would like to thank all those who have already taken part in the survey. The survey has just two weeks left 

to run, so may I ask anyone who has not yet been able to complete the confidential questionnaire if they 

could take a few minutes to do so.  

 

Whether you are an employee or volunteer, and whatever your experience, your views are important 

to us. The information you provide will be invaluable in telling us about your working environment and 

developing the most effective strategies for addressing workplace issues such as bullying and harassment.   

 

Please ignore this reminder to take part in the survey if you have completed the questionnaire 

already, or have not worked in the not for profit sector in the last two years, or are no longer a union 

member. 

 

To complete the online survey simply press ‘ctrl’ and click on: <insert link> 

 

If you have difficulty accessing the online questionnaire, or have any questions about completing it, 

please contact Hazel Mawdsley of the University of Glamorgan on 01443 482591 or at 

hmawdsle@glam.ac.uk.  

<union contact> 

Any concerns about the manner in which this research project is conducted may be given to Hazel Mawdsley, 

Professor Duncan Lewis or Professor Michael Sheehan of the Centre for Research on Workplace Behaviors 

(Glamorgan Business School, University of Glamorgan,  Pontypridd CF37 1DL. Tel. 01443 480480).  Alternatively, 

you can contact The Chair of the Business School Ethics Committee. 

 

mailto:hmawdsle@glam.ac.uk


 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX J 

ONLINE SURVEY – UNION A 

  



 

 
 

 



 

 
 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX K 

ONLINE SURVEY – UNION B 

  



 

 
 

 



 

 
 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX L 

ONLINE SURVEY – UNION C 

 

  



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX M 

DRAFT SURVEY INSTRUMENT 

  



 

 
 

Thank you for taking part in this survey. 

 

The questionnaire should take approximately [insert after pilot tests] minutes to complete.  If you do not complete 

the whole survey in one go, you may save your answers to date and complete the form at a later time, before 

submitting it.  Please note, once the form has been submitted no further changes can be made.  Please only 

complete the questionnaire once.   

The survey is aimed at members who are currently in employment or have been employed within the last two 

years.  If this does not apply to you, please ignore this request to complete the survey.   

If you have resigned your trade union membership recently you may still be included in our records.  If this is the 

case, please ignore this request to complete the survey.   

If you have any questions about completing the questionnaire, please contact Hazel Mawdsley on 01594 828532 

or hmawdsle@glam.ac.uk.

mailto:hmawdsle@glam.ac.uk


 

 
 

About You  

1. What is your gender?  

[ ] Female               

[ ] Male       

[ ] Transgender         

[ ] Prefer not to answer   

 

2. Can you please identify to which group you 

belong? 

[ ] Lesbian         

[ ] Gay   

[ ] Bisexual 

[ ] Heterosexual 

[ ] Prefer not to answer 

 

3. What is your age group?  

[ ] 16-24 years        

[ ] 25-34 years 

[ ] 35-44 years 

[ ] 45-54 years 

[ ] 55 years or more    

[ ] Prefer not to answer   

 

4. Do you have any of the following long-standing 

conditions? 

[ ] Deafness or severe hearing impairment 

[ ] Blindness or severe visual impairment 

[ ] A condition that substantially limits one or 

more basic physical activities such as walking, 

climbing stairs, lifting or carrying       

[ ] A long-standing psychological or emotional 

condition 

[ ] Other, including long-standing illness (please 

specify) 

[ ] No, I don't have a long-standing condition 

 

5. Which of these best describes your ethnic 

group?  

[ ] White English 

[ ] White Welsh 

[ ] White Scottish 

[ ] White Irish 

[ ] Any other White background 

[ ] White and Black Caribbean 

[ ] White and Black African 

[ ] White and Asian 

[ ] Mixed Welsh, Mixed British, Mixed Scottish, 

Mixed Irish 

[ ] Any other mixed background 

[ ] Indian 

[ ] Pakistani 

[ ] Bangladeshi 

[ ] Chinese 

[ ] Any other Asian background 

[ ] Black Caribbean 

[ ] Black African 

[ ] Any other Black background 

[ ] Any other  

[ ] Prefer not to answer 



 

 
 

6. What type of organisation do you work for (if you are not currently employed but have been employed in the last 

two years, please complete this information for your most recent employer)? 

[ ] A private company 

[ ] Central Government or Central Government agency 

[ ] Welsh Assembly Government or Welsh Assembly sponsored body 

 [ ] Another kind of organisation (please specify) 

 

7. What is your employment status (if you are not currently employed but have been employed in the last two years, 

please complete this information for your most recent employer)? 

[ ] Full time permanent 

[ ] Full time but a fixed term contract 

  [ ] Part time between 8-29 hours per week 

[ ] Part time but less than 8 hours per week 

[ ] Casual work 

[ ] Agency work or temping 

 

8. Looking at the following list of workplace issues, please rank them in order of which is the most important to you, 

with ‘1’ being the most important issue and ‘10’ the least important.   

If you feel one or more items have the same importance you can rank them equally.  For example, if you think both of 

the first two items are the most important, award each of them ‘1’.  The next most important item will then be awarded 

‘3’, and so on. 

[ ] Job cuts 

 

[ ] Relocation 

 

[ ] Working practices 

 

[ ] Sickness absence monitoring 

 

[ ] Appraisal and performance monitoring  

 

[ ] Workplace bullying 

 

[ ] Stress 

 

[ ] Work-life balance including flexible working 

 

[ ] Diversity and equality 

 

[ ] Pay and financial benefits 

  



 

 
 

About your experience of workplace bullying 

9. Thinking of your current employer (or your most recent employer if you are not currently employed) over the 

last two years, how often, if at all, have you experienced any of the following in a negative way?   

[Insert BWBS]  

  

  

 

10. Thinking of your current employer (or your most recent employer if you are not currently employed) over the 

last two years, have you been bullied at work?   

By bullying I mean a situation where you have persistently over a period of time perceived yourself to be on the 

receiving end of negative actions from one or more persons, in a situation where as the target of bullying you have had 

difficulty in defending yourself against these actions.  I am not referring to a one off incident as bullying. 

 [ ] Yes, I have been bullied at work during the last two years [Direct to 12-14] 

 

[ ] No, I have not been bullied at work during the last two years [Direct to 11] 

 

 

 

11. Thinking of your current employer (or your most recent employer if you are not currently employed) over the 

last two years, and the definition of workplace bullying given in question 10, have you observed others being bullied 

at work?   

[ ] Yes, I have observed others being bullied at work during the last two years [Direct to 16-21] 

 

[ ] No, I have not observed others being bullied at work during the last two years [Direct to 17-21]



 

 
 

12a. You indicated that you were bullied at work 

during the past two years.  Who was the bullying 

targeted at? 

 [ ] You alone 

 [ ] You and several others in your work group  

 [ ] Your team or department 

 [ ] Everyone in the organisation 

 

 

12b. Who subjected you to the bullying behaviour? 

 [ ] A senior manager (who is not your line 

manager)  

 [ ] Your line manager /supervisor 

 [ ] A co-worker 

[ ] A subordinate  

[ ] Someone outside of the organisation, for 

example a customer/client or union official 

(please specify) 

[ ] Not an individual i.e. the organization 

  

 

12c. What impact has bullying had on your health 

and wellbeing? 

 [ ] Negative 

[ ] Fairly negative 

[ ] Fairly positive 

[ ] Positive 

[ ] No effect 

 

 

13a. Thinking about your experience of being 

bullied at work during the past two years, how was the 

situation resolved, if at all?  Please select all of the 

following options that apply.  

 [ ] You received an apology 

 

[ ] You reached a mutual understanding with 

the bully  

 

 [ ] The bully acknowledged their behaviour  

 

 [ ] The bully stopped bullying  

 

 [ ] The bully moved onto another target 

 

[ ] The bully left their position for reasons 

unconnected with the bullying 

 

[ ] The bully was moved to another part of the 

organisation by your employer because of their 

bullying behaviour 

 

[ ] The bully was formally disciplined, 

suspended, demoted or dismissed 

 

[ ] The bully was informally reprimanded, 

retrained or monitored 

 

[ ] You believe the bully was reprimanded, 

retrained or monitored ‘off the record’ 

 

 [ ] You changed your behaviour 

 

[ ] You changed jobs for reasons unconnected  

the bullying 

 

[ ] You changed jobs on your own initiative to 

get away from the bully 

 

[ ] Your employer arranged for you to work in 

another part of the organisation 

 

 [ ] You took sick absence 

 

[ ] You felt you had no option but to resign 

with no job to go to or to take up a less 

favourable position 

 

[ ] You signed a compromise agreement 

 

[ ] You took your case to an employment 

tribunal 

 

 [ ] You were suspended or dismissed 

 

[ ] You accepted the situation 

 

[ ] You have reached a workable solution, for 

example, there is limited direct contact 

between yourself and the bully  

 

[ ] You feel more able to cope  

 

[ ] The bullying has not been resolved 

 

[ ] Other (please specify) 

 

 

13b. Thinking of your answer to 13a, do you think 

the overall outcome was satisfactory? 

 [ ] Yes [Direct to 14] 

 [ ] No [Direct to 13c] 

 [ ] I am still awaiting an outcome 

 [ ] Uncertain 



 

 
 

13c. If you would have liked a different outcome, 

please record in the space below what you would have 

liked to have happened. [insert comments box] 



 

 
 

14. I am now interested in the sources of support that you turned to when you were being bullied.  

Thinking about your experience of being bullied at work during the past two years, please indicate whether 

or not you turned to each of the following for support:    

 

Source of support Yes No 

Your supervisor or line manager   

A senior manager (who is not your line manager)   

A co-worker   

Human resources   

A harassment contact officer    

A staff counsellor/ welfare officer   

Occupational Health   

A mediator who works for your organisation   

A mediator from outside your organisation   

Your trade union    

GP or other health professional   

Family or friends   

I have not spoken to anyone about this   

Other (please specify)   

 

If ‘Yes’: Drop down menu:  How useful did you 

find this support? 

 

 [ ] Very helpful 

 

[ ] Helpful 

 

[ ] Unhelpful 

 

[ ] Very unhelpful 

 

[ ] Neither helpful or unhelpful 

 

If ‘No’:  Drop down menu: Why did you decide 

not to use this source of support?  Please select all 

of the following options that apply. 

 

 [ ] It did not occur to me 

 

 [ ] I did not think they would do anything 

 

[ ] I did not think they would have the 

power to influence the outcome 

 

 [ ] I did not trust them to be impartial 

 

  [ ] I did not expect them to be sympathetic 

 

[ ] I was afraid they would not treat my 

concerns in confidence 

 

[ ] I was worried it would be held against 

me 

 

[ ] It is not easy to get access to this type of 

support 

 

 [ ] I did not want anyone else to know 

 

[ ] I did not believe they have the skills 

necessary to help me 

 

[ ] This source of support was not available  

 

 [ ] Other (please specify) 

 

 

 

If you indicated that you turned to your trade 

union for support, please answer question 15.  

If you did not turn to your trade union for 

support, please go straight to question 17.



 

 
 

15a.   You indicated that you turned to your trade 

union for support as a result of your experience of 

being bullied at work.   I now want to find out what 

action the union took.  Please select all of the 

following options that apply.   

[ ] They listened to me 

 

[ ] They explained my rights to me 

 

[ ] They explained the likely consequences of any 

action to me 

  

[ ] They encouraged me to take action 

  

[ ] They suggested I found another job or put up with 

the bullying  

 

[ ] They asked me what outcome I wanted 

  

[ ] They gave me advice on how I could resolve the 

situation informally, for example, by talking to the 

bully or another officer of the organisation 

 

[ ] They accompanied me to an informal meeting with 

the bully or another officer of the organisation 

 

[ ] They had an informal word with my employer on 

my behalf  

 

[ ] They gave me guidance on how to gather witness or 

documentary evidence for a formal complaint 

 

[ ] They prepared a case on my behalf 

 

[ ] They represented me in a formal capability, 

sickness absence or grievance interview 

 

[ ] They negotiated with my employer for a move to 

another position  

 

[ ] They negotiated a compromise agreement with my 

employer 

 

[ ] They provided legal assistance to take my case to an 

employment tribunal 

 

[ ] They gave me confidence or moral support 

 

[ ] They provided ‘insurance’ if I needed union support 

in the future 

 

[ ] They gathered evidence of similar cases 

 

[ ] They actively sought the support of other colleagues 

 

[ ] They ‘named and shamed’ my employer to an 

outside body, for example, to the media or governing 

body 

 

[ ] They took no action 

 

[ ] Other (please specify) 

 

 

15b. Thinking of your answer to 15a, would you 

have wanted your trade union to respond differently? 

 [ ] Yes [Direct to 15c] 

 [ ] No [Direct to 17] 

 [ ] Uncertain 

 

15c. If you would have liked your trade union to 

respond differently to your experience of being bullied, 

please record in the space below what you would have 

liked your union officials to have done. [Insert 

comment box]’ 

[Direct to 17]



 

 
 

 16. You indicated that you have observed others in 

your workplace being bullied during the past two 

years.  Please indicate whether or not you carried out 

each of the following actions:  

 

 Yes No 

I reported the bullying to my 

employer 

 * 

I acted as a witness for the person 

being bullied 

 * 

I confronted the bully  * 

I gave the person being bullied 

moral support 

  

Other (please specify)   

 

 *If ‘No’ drop down menu: 

Was your decision because of any of the following 

reasons? Please select all options that apply:   

[ ] I do not get involved in matters that do not 

directly concern me 

[ ] I thought the person who was being bullied 

was responsible for their predicament 

[ ] That’s just the way people behave in this 

workplace 

[ ] I did not think it would have any effect 

[ ] I was relieved it was someone else being 

bullied and not me 

 [ ] I thought I would be the next target  

[ ] I thought it would be held against me if I 

got involved 

 [ ] I did not want to relive painful experiences 

or reveal private details about myself  

 [ ] Other (please specify) 

 

 

 

About your Trade Union 

17. Which, if any, of the following would you like 

your trade union to participate in with regards to the 

prevention of workplace bullying?   

If you have selected more than one option, please rank 

them according to which you feel is most important, 

with ‘1’ being the most important and ‘4’ the least 

important.  

If you feel one or more items have the same 

importance you can rank them equally.  For example, 

if you think both of the first two items are the most 

important, award each of them ‘1’.  The next most 

important item will then be awarded ‘3’, and so on. 

[ ] Campaigning in your workplace for your 

employer to take firm action against workplace 

bullying 

 

[ ] Lobbying politicians for anti-bullying 

legislation 

[ ] Providing members with more information 

on workplace bullying 

 

[ ] Other (please specify) 

 

18. How influential do you think your trade union 

is in addressing workplace bullying? 

 

[ ] Very influential 

 

[ ] Fairly influential 

 

[ ] Not very influential 

 

 [ ] Not at all influential 

 

  [ ] Do not know 

  



 

 
 

About your employer 

19. Thinking about your current/most recent employer in the last two years, please indicate how strongly you 

agree or disagree with the following statements.  

[Insert matrix with drop down menu] 

 The senior managers know that bullying is happening but they turn a blind eye to it 

If bullies are thought to be achieving results they are allowed to get away with it 

If I was being bullied I would be too afraid to report it for fear my career would be harmed 

In my organisation the term ‘firm management’ or ‘personality clash’ is used to excuse bullying behaviour 

Senior managers will try to sweep complaints of bullying under the carpet  

It is usually the victims of bullying who end up suffering whilst the most the bully will receive is a slap on the 

wrist 

In a complaint of bullying, this organisation automatically backs up the senior party 

People are under so much pressure to achieve unrealistic targets, staff are bullied rather than encouraged and 

supported 

I feel bullied by my organisation because it makes impossible demands of me 

My organisation does not tolerate workplace bullying 

In this organisation bullies are helped to recognise and change their behaviour 

My organisation treats its workforce with respect 

My organisation  is proactive in seeking out bullying 

There is no room in this organisation for serial bullies 

My employer nips inappropriate behaviour in the bud rather than allowing it to escalate 

If I saw someone being bullied I would be happy to report it without fear of repercussions 

In my organisation, managers are given the necessary skills and responsibility to deal with bullying in the 

workplace 

My employer investigates allegations of bullying fairly 

 

[ ] Strongly agree 

 [ ] Agree 

 [ ] Disagree 

 [ ] Strongly disagree 

 [ ] Neither agree or disagree  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

About Workplace Bullying generally  

20. If you have any other comments on workplace bullying or how your employer or trade union is addressing 

this issue, please record them in the space below. [Insert comment box] 

 

 

Thank You for completing the survey 

We may wish to conduct some interviews following this survey.  If you would be prepared to be interviewed in 

complete confidence, please complete your personal contact details below.  We ask you for your personal contact 

details because some employers are concerned about data security. 

Home telephone number 

Personal mobile number 

Personal e-mail 

Home address 

 

  



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX N 

PILOT TEST INTERVIEW GUIDE 

  



 

 
 

Pilot Test Interview Guide  

Original 

(Revised) 

Question no. 

Question Feedback 

Introduction Were the instructions easy to understand? 

 

Did they provide all the information you needed? 

 

1-7 (1; 23-

31) 

Were you able to find options which fitted your 

situation? 

 

8 (-) Did you understand the instructions? 

 

Did you understand the options? 

 

How easy or difficult was it for you to prioritise the 

list of options? 

 

9 (2-4) 

 

 

 

 

 

10 - 11 (5; 

16) 

Did you find all the instructions easy to understand? 

 

How did you feel about the list of items?  

(long/overlapping/understandable) 

 

What did you understand by the definition of bullying? 

 

What did you understand by the word ‘observed’? 

 

Any other comments? 

 

12 (6-9) (a & b)Was the question easy to understand? 

 

Did you have any difficulty in deciding on an option 

which covered your circumstance? 

 

(b) What do you understand by the term co-worker? 

 

(c) How did you feel about this question? 

 

Any other comments? 

 

 

13 (10-11) (a)Did you find the question easy to understand? 

 

How did you feel about the list of options offered?  

(adequate/long/overlapping/understandable) 

 

(b & c) How easy or difficult was this question for you 

to answer? 

 

Any other comments? 

 

14 (12-13) (a) Did you answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to each item? 

 

How did you feel about the list of options offered?  

(adequate/long/overlapping/understandable) 

 

Any other comments? 

 

  



 

 
 

Original 

(Revised) 

Question no. 

Question Feedback 

15 (14-15) (a)Did you find the question easy to understand? 

 

How did you feel about the list of options offered?  

(adequate/long/overlapping/understandable) 

 

(b & c) How easy or difficult was this question for you 

to answer? 

 

Any other comments? 

 

16 (17) Did you answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to each item? 

 

How did you feel about the list of options offered?  

(adequate/long/overlapping/understandable) 

 

How did you feel about answering this question? 

 

Any other comments? 

 

17 (18) Was it easy or difficult to prioritise the list? 

 

Any other comments? 

 

18 (19) What did you understand by this question? 

 

Any other comments 

 

 

19 (21-22) Were the instructions easy to understand? 

 

How did you feel about the statements?  

(number/understandable/easy to score) 

 

Any other comments? 

 

Overall Were the comments boxes adequate? 

 

How did you find the questionnaire? 

(including ease of completion/length) 

 

Any comments that you have not already made? 

 

 

  



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX O 

PILOT TEST FEEDBACK AND ACTION TAKEN



 

 
 

Original 

(revised) 

question no. 

Feedback received (participant ref) Action taken 

Introduction Too much information to take in (1; 5) 

 

 

 

Voluntary workers may not consider themselves employees (Union C) 

 

Instructions to complete the survey once, and only if a current member 

of the union who has been employed for the past two years, were 

restricted to the letter of invitation to participate & reminder letter.  

 

Voluntary workers instructed to consider their place of work as ‘the 

employer’ in the Introduction to the survey for Union C. 

1-7 (1; 23-

31) 

Did not understand ‘emotional condition’ & would not lump with 

‘psychological condition’.  Thought a ‘loaded’ question. (1) (N.B. 

participant 7 disagree) 

Would like information on religious background (Union C) 

Retained the original wording per the BWBS for comparative purposes, 

including question on religious background. Moved this section to the 

end of the questionnaire as the least demanding. 

8 (-) Instructions too complicated (1; 5; 6; 12) (participant 4 disagreed) 

Need to rank all options & avoid equal ranking for greater statistical 

analysis (2) 

Found it hard to rank them (6; 7; 8; 9) (participant 4 disagreed) 

Too long (1) (participants 6 & 7 disagreed but took a long time to 

answer) 

Problems with interpretation (current role or in general; use of ‘most 

important’ (1; 3; 4; 5) 

Would have appreciated some positive items e.g. camaraderie & an 

‘other option’  ‘Work-life balance’ overlapped with other categories e.g. 

stress (5) 

Examples of ‘working practices’ would be useful (4; 6; Union B) 

Add redundancies, teacher observations, pensions, and child protection 

to issues (Union B); and re-organisation (Union C) 

As several individuals had problems with this question, and as the 

number of questionnaires needed to be reduced to encourage 

completions, this question was dropped from the final survey. It was felt 

that this question, intended to assess the relative importance of 

workplace bullying as an issue for members, was too complex to be 

addressed by quantitative data. 

  



 

 
 

Original 

(revised) 

question no. 

Feedback received (participant ref) Action taken 

9 (2-4) BWBS was not too long & held interest/enjoyed completing it (1; 4; 5; 

7). BWBS looked too long, but may be partly due to need to constantly 

scroll back to column headings on the online questionnaire (6; 7)  

 

Exposure changed over time (4) 

Being treated ‘differently’ more relevant than being treated ‘unfairly’ (4) 

Not sure ‘being humiliated ...’ covered ‘hidden barbs’ (4) 

Interpreted ‘injury in some way ...’ as including psychological injury (4) 

Would not know if information was being withheld (10) 

Preferred ‘occasionally’ to ‘now & then’ as less colloquial/ subjective 

(5)  

Would like a ‘rarely’ option (10) 

 

Question does not pick up experience of being bullied with previous 

employer (3) 

 

Forgot the instruction to relate answer to current employer (6) 

 

 

BWBS did not cover upward bullying (4) or bullying by co-workers (6)   

Split the items into three screens, each showing the column headings, on 

the online questionnaire.  

 

 

Wording per BWBS was retained as it had undergone prior cognitive 

testing and relatively few problems were raised and would enable 

comparisons to be made between the results of this study and a 

nationally representative sample. 

 

 

 

 

 

The questions related to one employer so that statistical associations 

could be tested. 

 

As this was only a problem for one respondent, no adjustment made to 

avoid over-complicated instructions. 

 

Items which had been identified in the qualitative data as forms of peer-

to-peer and upward bullying were added, along with other additional 

items, to form a 29-item scale (WBS-R). 

10 (5) Use of ‘persistent’ & ‘over a period of time’ in the definition of 

workplace bullying is duplication. Irritated by split infinitives. Had to re-

read it (5) 

 

Would like qualification re one-off incidents omitted as conflicts with 

own policy (Union C) 

As most participants understood the question, the original wording was 

retained. The question was made more readable by restricting instruction 

re current employer to each section head. 

 

Added the words ‘for the purposes of this survey only’. 

11 (16) Not observed but saw evidence as a union official (answered ‘No’) (6) 

Not observed personally but told by someone (answered ‘No’) (6) 

Original wording of BWBS retained as respondents answered the 

question appropriately & to avoid instances of ‘hearsay’. 

12a (7) Did not like, but understood, the phrasing (1; 2; 5).  Kept wording per BWBS to allow comparisons, but dropped ‘in your 



 

 
 

‘You & several others in your work group’ caused confusion (4). work group’ as the term did not apply to everyone. 

Original 

(revised) 

question no. 

Feedback received (participant ref) Action taken 

12b (6) First column needs widening (12) 

 

Found first 2 categories confusing (1) 

 

 

Term ‘co-worker’ too American (PCS) 

 

 

Bullied by more than 2 people in different categories (1;4; 7) 

Adjusted 

 

As only 1 respondent reported any confusion, maintained categories per 

BWBS for comparison purposes. 

 

All respondents interpreted term as a peer, as intended. Therefore, 

original wording per BWBS was kept. 

 

Added ‘please select all that apply’ to instructions. 

12c (8) Not sure if physical or psychological but could pick an option (1) 

‘Negative’ is not strong enough (4; 5; Union C) 

Fine with this question (1; 6)  and ‘opportunity to vent feelings’ (7) 

Health impact may change during & after bullying episode (Union B) 

Kept the wording per the BWBS, but increased the Likert scale from 5 

to 7 items to allow for greater strength of feeling. As a survey can only 

capture a point in time, added the words ‘when you are being bullied’.  

13a (10) Prefer an initial filter question or ‘the bullying has not been resolved’ as 

an initial option (1; 2)   

 

Too much thinking but more worried about the order than the length (1) 

Answer categories were clear. Fine with the number of options, but 

worried more options meant each had less weight. (5)  

 

Interested in number of personal injury claims (Union B) 

Filter question added. Logic boxes added to the online questionnaire to 

automatically route respondents to the next relevant question. 

 

As most were happy with the length of the question, all options were 

kept. 

 

 

Added this option 

13b-c (11) State ‘the previous question’ rather than ‘13a’. Follow ‘No’ with ‘Please 

tell us why’ (13c may be redundant). Don’t need uncertain (1) 

Confused whether still satisfied? (2) 

Answered ‘No’ as glad to be out of the bullying situation.  Did not tick 

‘Yes’ or ‘uncertain’ despite wishing the bullying behaviour had also 

been acknowledged (7). 

Changed the wording of the question to ‘would you have liked the 

situation to have been resolved differently?’ and provided a comment 

box for those who would have liked something different to have 

happened. 

  



 

 
 

Original 

(revised) 

question no. 

Feedback received (participant ref) Action taken 

14 (12-13) Use of ‘I’ in the introduction is inconsistent (5) 

 

Likes the question & number of options are just acceptable (1)  

Drop first sentence and cut down no. of options (2) 

Liked this question (‘good one’) and not too long (5) 

 

Interested in number contacting confidential help-lines (Union B) 

 

Sources of support do not include ‘internal resources e.g. sense of 

humour’ (1) or ‘consultant who taught coping skills’ (4) 

 

‘Yes’ drop down box: needed a quite helpful option (4) 

 

‘No’ drop down box: some categories overlapped  (5) & needed an 

option for the source of support being the bully (7) 

Simplified the introduction 

 

As some respondents felt too many options, reduced the number to 10 

by merging those that were hard to distinguish (‘staff counsellor’ & 

‘welfare officer’; internal & external mediator). 

 

Added as an example of ‘other’ 

 

As some respondents indicated there were already too many options as 

these could be captured under ‘other’. 

 

Wording retained as most respondents found the options relevant 

 

Wording retained as most respondents felt the options were distinct, but 

added option for source of support perpetrating the bullying. 

15a (14) 10 options the limit (2) 

Options clear & not too long (5) 

Fine with the length of the question because targets are glad of 

opportunity to ‘vent’ (7) 

 

 

 

Should split ‘suggested  they found another job’ & ‘put up with the 

bullying’ (1) 

 

Needed option for referred to support (1)  

 

 

Change ‘rights’ to ‘action could take’; add disciplinary process to formal 

representations; add personal injury claim to legal assistance (Union B); 

add working with employer to put anti-bullying procedures in place 

As some respondents felt too many options, reduced the number from 22 

to 20 where there were similarities (gave ‘confidence’ and provided 

‘insurance’ was merged to form ‘they made me feel more able to cope’; 

gathered evidence of similar case was merged into ‘they actively sought 

the support of other colleagues’). No further reductions were made as 

targets (i.e. those completing this question) had a high level of tolerance. 

 

Changed to ‘they discouraged me from taking action’. 

 

 

Could be picked up under ‘other’ as felt respondents could not cope with 

more options. 

 

Altered accordingly 

 



 

 
 

(Union C) 

Original 

(revised) 

question no. 

Feedback received (participant ref) Action taken 

15b-c (15) Same comments as for 13b-c (1; 2) Changed the wording of the question to ‘would you have liked your 

trade union to have responded differently in some way?’ and provided a 

comment box for more detail. 

16a (17) Happy to complete this question (1) 

Question is challenging because moral issue, but answered it (5) 

 

 ‘No’ drop down box: need options for ‘because they didn’t take it 

further’ and ‘I thought I would be the next target’ (4) 

 

Make clear completing as a member witnessing bullying not a union 

official dealing with cases (but answered as a witness) (6) 

As all the participants completed this question, retained the format. 

 

 

Added 

 

 

Retained wording as respondents answered appropriately and to avoid 

‘hearsay’. 

17 (18) Instructions are clear but off-putting & forgot the initial question by the 

time read it all (1) & too complicated (5) (participants 3 & 6 disagreed) 

Avoid equal ranking for analytical purposes (2; 12) 

 

Add working with employer towards an anti-bullying culture (Union C) 

All items to be ranked, with no equal ranking, for data analysis purposes 

& to avoid complicated instructions. 

 

 

Added 

18 (19) Thought the question ‘loaded’. Interpreted ‘influential’ as ‘proactive’ 

(1); ‘have the power’ (2); ‘how much action the union takes’ (answered 

for own trade union generally not just at own place of employment) (3) 

‘how well the trade union dealt with the specific incident of bullying’ 

(4); ‘whether the union gets results’ (5); ‘persuasive’ and ‘effective in 

achieving results’ (6); & ‘power to end bullying’.   

Answered ‘Don’t know’ because could only base this on hearsay (7) 

 

Would like this question omitted in case raises doubts in members’ 

minds of utility of union (Union C) 

In view of the different interpretations, considered dropping this 

question as may be too complex for a survey. However, retained the 

question at the request of 2 of the participating unions as may provide 

some insight into mobilization theory. Changed the wording to be more 

specific (‘has the power to influence how bullying is addressed in your 

workplace’.) 

 

 

Omitted from the survey for Union C  

- (20) Would like information on employers’ policies and practices in place 

(Union C) 

Added  

  



 

 
 

Original 

(revised) 

question no. 

Feedback received (participant ref) Action taken 

19 (21) Length fine  (4; 5) and ‘very interesting’ (6) but needs column headings 

on each page (6; 7) 

 

 

More likely to complete if just agree/disagree (2) or score 1-5 

 

 

 

Unsure of interpretation of senior managers (1) 

 

Split questions over 2 screens on online questionnaire, with column 

headings. 

 

Retained original wording to allow for greater statistical analysis and 

most respondents were satisfied. 

 

As only mentioned by 1 respondent, retained original wording to avoid 

over-complicating instructions. 

20 (25) Used to put comments re failure to acknowledge bullying here (7) Respondents found comments boxes adequate 

21 (26) Could stress an opportunity to make suggestions to help others (1)  

Make clear under no obligation (Union C) 

Altered wording accordingly 

Overall Found questionnaire not too long & interesting (4) 

Language struck a chord (1) 

Repeated ‘yes’ or similar out loud (1; 6; 7) 

Too long in parts but questions were interesting (2) 

Those who had volunteered that they had experienced bullying appeared 

more tolerant of more & longer questions. Therefore, retained most of 

the questions, as those with no experience of bullying were not required 

to answer many of them. 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX P 

ITEM-TOTAL STATISTICS FOR UNION A 



 

 
 

 

Item-Total Statistics 

Scale 

Mean if 

Item 

Deleted 

Scale 

Variance if 

Item 

Deleted 

Corrected 

Item-Total 

Correlation 

Squared 

Multiple 

Correlation 

Cronbach's 

Alpha if 

Item 

Deleted 

Someone withholding information which affects your performance 141.06 572.652 0.618 0.513 0.948 

Pressure from someone else to do work below your level of competence 140.95 569.044 0.642 0.628 0.948 

Having your opinions and views ignored 141.59 564.11 0.734 0.647 0.947 

Someone continually checking up on you or your work when IT IS NOT NECESSARY 141.14 564.329 0.666 0.537 0.948 

Pressure from someone else NOT to claim something which by right you are entitled to 140.32 583.081 0.612 0.538 0.948 

Being given an unmanageable workload or impossible deadlines 141.27 576.724 0.566 0.658 0.949 

Your employer not following proper procedures 140.72 572.681 0.648 0.515 0.948 

Being treated unfairly compared to others in your workplace 141.11 559.812 0.728 0.604 0.947 

Being humiliated or ridiculed in connection with your work 140.37 574.523 0.709 0.626 0.947 

Gossip and rumours being spread about you or having allegations made against you 140.39 578.425 0.668 0.612 0.948 

Being insulted or having offensive remarks made about you 140.37 577.888 0.686 0.69 0.948 

Being treated in a disrespectful or rude way 140.87 568.491 0.727 0.636 0.947 

People excluding you from their group 140.56 573.964 0.626 0.506 0.948 

Hints or signals from others that you should quit your job 139.99 587.531 0.613 0.522 0.948 

Persistent criticism of your work or performance which is unfair 140.25 575.241 0.729 0.625 0.947 

  



 

 
 

 

Item-Total Statistics 

Scale 

Mean if 

Item 

Deleted 

Scale 

Variance if 

Item 

Deleted 

Corrected 

Item-Total 

Correlation 

Squared 

Multiple 

Correlation 

Cronbach's 

Alpha if 

Item 

Deleted 

Teasing mocking sarcasm or jokes which go too far 140.3 586.261 0.56 0.474 0.949 

Being shouted at or someone losing their temper with you 140.23 592.135 0.535 0.427 0.949 

Intimidating behaviour from people at work 140.51 571.455 0.703 0.653 0.947 

Feeling threatened in any way while at work 140.19 579.203 0.654 0.59 0.948 

Actual physical violence at work 139.55 620.221 0.136 0.086 0.951 

Injury in some way as a result of violence or aggression at work 139.56 618.956 0.175 0.159 0.951 

Inappropriate use of electronic communication 139.97 600.21 0.384 0.267 0.95 

Not being given credit for your achievements or someone taking credit for your work 140.99 576.687 0.67 0.536 0.948 

Someone refusing to co-operate with you 140.75 573.842 0.677 0.522 0.948 

Pressure to achieve unreasonable targets 140.97 573.034 0.599 0.682 0.949 

Being treated unfairly because you are a member of a trade union 139.79 604.487 0.403 0.243 0.95 

Being given work below your level of responsibility or having responsibilities taken 

away for no reason 140.49 578.583 0.608 0.555 0.948 

Feeling harassed after taking something to which you are entitled 140.19 580.339 0.684 0.607 0.948 

Being resented for expressing opinions 140.72 564.822 0.74 0.613 0.947 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX Q 

ITEM-TOTAL STATISTICS FOR UNION B 



 

 
 

 

 

 

Item-Total Statistics 

Scale 

Mean if 

Item 

Deleted 

Scale 

Variance 

if Item 

Deleted 

Corrected 

Item-Total 

Correlation 

Squared 

Multiple 

Correlation 

Cronbach's 

Alpha if 

Item 

Deleted 

someone withholding information which affects your performance 141.15 553.531 0.633 0.485 0.949 

pressure from someone else to do work below your level of competence 140.79 554.578 0.599 0.514 0.949 

having your opinions and views ignored 141.76 547.583 0.727 0.624 0.948 

someone continually checking up on you or your work when IT IS NOT NECESSARY 140.89 550.39 0.664 0.515 0.949 

Pressure form someone NOT to claim something which by right you are entitled 140.16 572.527 0.524 0.381 0.95 

Being given an unmanageable workload or impossible deadlines 141.38 558.705 0.567 0.576 0.95 

Your employer not following proper procedures 140.61 554.847 0.671 0.491 0.948 

Being treated unfairly compared to others in your workplace 140.87 544.901 0.738 0.595 0.948 

Being humiliated or ridiculed in connection with your work 140.29 555.417 0.74 0.626 0.948 

Gossip & rumours being spread about you or having allegations made against you 140.31 561.407 0.679 0.568 0.948 

Being insulted or having offensive remarks made about you 140.36 559.092 0.682 0.657 0.948 

Being treated in a disrespectful or rude way 140.99 549.675 0.72 0.639 0.948 

People excluding you from their group 140.56 557.083 0.612 0.444 0.949 

Hints or signals from others you should quit your job 140 567.927 0.649 0.537 0.949 

Persistent criticism of your work or performance which is unfair 140.25 557.267 0.728 0.652 0.948 

  



 

 
 

 

 

 

Item-Total Statistics 

Scale 

Mean if 

Item 

Deleted 

Scale 

Variance 

if Item 

Deleted 

Corrected 

Item-Total 

Correlation 

Squared 

Multiple 

Correlation 

Cronbach's 

Alpha if 

Item 

Deleted 

Teasing, mocking, sarcasm, or jokes which go too far 140.01 571.771 0.577 0.448 0.949 

Being shouted at or someone losing their temper with you 140.23 570.763 0.591 0.456 0.949 

Intimidating behaviour from people at work 140.56 550.855 0.75 0.663 0.948 

Feeling threatened in any way while at work 140.44 554.093 0.706 0.591 0.948 

Actual physical violence at work 139.75 592.929 0.247 0.529 0.952 

Injury in some way as a result of violence or aggression at work 139.67 594.262 0.273 0.513 0.951 

Inappropriate use of electronic communication 139.97 583.361 0.319 0.139 0.951 

Not being given credit for your achievements or someone taking credit for your work 141.03 556.044 0.684 0.524 0.948 

Someone refusing to co-operate with you 140.82 556.578 0.646 0.469 0.949 

Pressure to achieve unreasonable targets 141.03 554.646 0.632 0.617 0.949 

Being treated unfairly because you are a member of a trade union 139.69 589.064 0.414 0.244 0.951 

Being given work below your level of responsibility or having responsibilities taken away for no 

reason 140.28 564.283 0.619 0.491 0.949 

Feeling harassed after claiming something to which you are entitled 140.02 572.306 0.596 0.462 0.949 

Being resented for expressing opinions 140.81 550.136 0.733 0.582 0.948 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX R 

ITEM-TOTAL STATISTICS FOR UNION C 



 

 
 

Item-Total Statistics 

Scale 

Mean if 

Item 

Deleted 

Scale 

Variance 

if Item 

Deleted 

Corrected 

Item-Total 

Correlation 

Squared 

Multiple 

Correlation 

Cronbach's 

Alpha if 

Item 

Deleted 

Someone withholding information which affects your performance 137.39 597.506 0.621 0.446 0.952 

Pressure from someone else to do work below your level of competence 137.2 594.93 0.612 0.548 0.952 

Having your opinions and views ignored 137.78 590.981 0.71 0.597 0.951 

Someone continually checking up on you or your work when IT IS NOT NECESSARY 137.1 591.989 0.639 0.523 0.952 

Pressure from someone else NOT to claim something which by right you are entitled to 136.35 604.007 0.606 0.492 0.952 

Being given an unmanageable workload or impossible deadlines 137.66 598.354 0.574 0.625 0.952 

Your employer not following proper procedures 137.03 596.386 0.656 0.505 0.951 

Being treated unfairly compared to others in your workplace 136.94 586.012 0.766 0.659 0.95 

Being humiliated or ridiculed in connection with your work 136.42 595.364 0.73 0.609 0.951 

Gossip and rumours being spread about you or having allegations made against you 136.49 602.58 0.669 0.614 0.951 

Being insulted or having offensive remarks made about you 136.38 603.036 0.692 0.641 0.951 

Being treated in a disrespectful or rude way 136.96 593.109 0.725 0.631 0.951 

People excluding you from their group 136.64 598.01 0.629 0.496 0.952 

Hints or signals from others that you should quit your job 136.07 609.733 0.643 0.581 0.951 

Persistent criticism of your work or performance which is unfair 136.4 595.175 0.744 0.636 0.95 

  



 

 
 

Item-Total Statistics 

Scale 

Mean if 

Item 

Deleted 

Scale 

Variance 

if Item 

Deleted 

Corrected 

Item-Total 

Correlation 

Squared 

Multiple 

Correlation 

Cronbach's 

Alpha if 

Item 

Deleted 

Teasing mocking sarcasm or jokes which go too far 136.17 612.564 0.56 0.424 0.952 

Being shouted at or someone losing their temper with you 136.37 610.249 0.609 0.516 0.952 

Intimidating behaviour from people at work 136.63 599.267 0.657 0.6 0.951 

Feeling threatened in any way while at work 136.48 596.911 0.688 0.592 0.951 

Actual physical violence at work 135.67 635.655 0.338 0.321 0.954 

Injury in some way as a result of violence or aggression at work 135.62 638.643 0.339 0.289 0.954 

Inappropriate use of electronic communication 136.26 616.346 0.409 0.259 0.953 

Not being given credit for your achievements or someone taking credit for your work 137.15 594.69 0.711 0.599 0.951 

Someone refusing to cooperate with you 137.01 595.968 0.693 0.56 0.951 

Pressure to achieve unreasonable targets 137.28 596.84 0.621 0.658 0.952 

Being treated unfairly because you are a member of a trade union 135.88 625.226 0.41 0.314 0.953 

Being given work below your level of responsibility or having responsibilities taken away for 

no reason 136.65 597.157 0.682 0.599 0.951 

Feeling harassed after taking something to which you are entitled 136.17 608.735 0.648 0.568 0.951 

Being resented for expressing opinions 136.91 588.641 0.75 0.64 0.95 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX S 

TOTAL VARIANCE EXPLAINED FOR UNION A 

  



 

 
 

Component 

Initial 

Eigenvalues 

  

Extraction 

Sums of 

Squared 

Loadings 

  

Rotation 

Sums of 

Squared 

Loadings 

 

Total 

% of 

Variance 

Cumulative 

% Total 

% of 

Variance 

Cumulative 

% Total 

1 12.256 45.393 45.393 12.256 45.393 45.393 10.079 

2 1.985 7.353 52.746 1.985 7.353 52.746 8.083 

3 1.176 4.356 57.102 1.176 4.356 57.102 7.099 

4 0.991 3.671 60.774 

    5 0.92 3.407 64.181 

    6 0.89 3.295 67.476 

    7 0.767 2.842 70.318 

    8 0.668 2.475 72.793 

    9 0.645 2.39 75.183 

    10 0.616 2.281 77.464 

    11 0.555 2.055 79.518 

    12 0.532 1.97 81.488 

    13 0.496 1.836 83.324 

    14 0.466 1.725 85.049 

    15 0.445 1.65 86.699 

    16 0.414 1.533 88.232 

    17 0.409 1.514 89.746 

    18 0.38 1.406 91.153 

    19 0.328 1.214 92.367 

    20 0.319 1.181 93.548 

    21 0.304 1.127 94.675 

    22 0.287 1.063 95.738 

    23 0.27 0.999 96.737 

    24 0.259 0.961 97.698 

    25 0.223 0.827 98.525 

    26 0.212 0.786 99.31 

    27 0.186 0.69 100 

     

  



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX T 

TOTAL VARIANCE EXPLAINED FOR UNION B 

  



 

 
 

Component 

Initial 

Eigenvalues 

  

Extraction 

Sums of 

Squared 

Loadings 

  

Rotation 

Sums of 

Squared 

Loadingsa 

1 12.323 45.642 45.642 12.323 45.642 45.642 10.426 

2 1.68 6.221 51.862 1.68 6.221 51.862 8.425 

3 1.089 4.035 55.897 1.089 4.035 55.897 5.142 

4 1.029 3.812 59.709 1.029 3.812 59.709 4.419 

5 0.879 3.256 62.966 
    6 0.803 2.976 65.941 
    7 0.739 2.737 68.678 
    8 0.699 2.587 71.265 
    9 0.655 2.426 73.691 
    10 0.633 2.346 76.037 
    11 0.539 1.995 78.032 
    12 0.524 1.94 79.972 
    13 0.503 1.862 81.835 
    14 0.477 1.765 83.6 
    15 0.454 1.68 85.28 
    16 0.437 1.617 86.897 
    17 0.419 1.552 88.449 
    18 0.392 1.451 89.9 
    19 0.377 1.394 91.294 
    20 0.368 1.362 92.657 
    21 0.343 1.272 93.929 
    22 0.328 1.216 95.145 
    23 0.303 1.123 96.268 
    24 0.274 1.014 97.282 
    25 0.263 0.975 98.258 
    26 0.247 0.915 99.173 
    27 0.223 0.827 100 
    1 12.323 45.642 45.642 12.323 45.642 45.642 10.426 

 

  



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX U 

TOTAL VARIANCE EXPLAINED FOR UNION C 

  



 

 
 

Component 

Initial 

Eigenvalues 

  

Extraction 

Sums of 

Squared 

Loadings 

  

Rotation 

Sums of 

Squared 

Loadingsa 

 

Total 

% of 

Variance 

Cumulative 

% Total 

% of 

Variance 

Cumulative 

% Total 

1 12.569 46.55 46.55 12.569 46.55 46.55 10.111 

2 1.683 6.234 52.784 1.683 6.234 52.784 9.415 

3 1.14 4.221 57.005 1.14 4.221 57.005 5.923 

4 1.026 3.8 60.805 1.026 3.8 60.805 3.46 

5 0.849 3.145 63.95 
    6 0.783 2.901 66.85 
    7 0.746 2.763 69.614 
    8 0.678 2.51 72.124 
    9 0.656 2.43 74.555 
    10 0.638 2.362 76.917 
    11 0.573 2.124 79.041 
    12 0.547 2.026 81.067 
    13 0.512 1.896 82.962 
    14 0.493 1.826 84.789 
    15 0.458 1.698 86.487 
    16 0.443 1.64 88.126 
    17 0.398 1.473 89.6 
    18 0.358 1.327 90.927 
    19 0.343 1.269 92.196 
    20 0.321 1.191 93.386 
    21 0.314 1.162 94.548 
    22 0.287 1.062 95.61 
    23 0.283 1.047 96.657 
    24 0.257 0.951 97.608 
    25 0.227 0.842 98.45 
    26 0.222 0.823 99.273 
    27 0.196 0.727 100 
     

  



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX V 

SCREE PLOT OF THREE-FACTOR SOLUTION FOR UNION A 

  



 

 
 

 

  



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX W 

SCREE PLOT OF THREE-FACTOR SOLUTION FOR UNION B 

  



 

 
 

 

  



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX X 

SCREE PLOT OF THREE-FACTOR SOLUTION FOR UNION C 

  



 

 
 

 

  



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX Y 

COMPONENTS MATRIX FOR UNION A 



 

 
 

  

Items 

Component 

1 2 3 

Being resented for expressing opinions 0.766 0.139 -0.016 

Persistent criticism of your work or performance which is unfair 0.763 -0.154 -0.009 

Being treated in a disrespectful or rude way 0.762 -0.247 -0.103 

Being treated unfairly compared to others in your workplace 0.756 0.078 -0.123 

Having your opinions and views ignored 0.753 0.267 -0.261 

Being humiliated or ridiculed in connection with your work 0.747 -0.214 -0.057 

Intimidating behaviour from people at work 0.742 -0.310 -0.010 

Being insulted or having offensive remarks made about you 0.728 -0.400 0.028 

Feeling harassed after taking something to which you are entitled 0.712 0.186 0.268 

Gossip and rumours being spread about you or having allegations made against you 0.708 -0.342 0.074 

Someone refusing to co-operate with you 0.706 0.064 -0.052 

Not being given credit for your achievements or someone taking credit for your work 0.695 0.236 -0.069 

Someone continually checking up on you or your work when IT IS NOT NECESSARY 0.695 0.186 -0.041 

Feeling threatened in any way while at work 0.693 -0.295 0.100 



 

 
 

  

Items 

Component 

1 2 3 

Your employer not following proper procedures 0.674 0.221 0.117 

People excluding you from their group 0.667 -0.265 -0.098 

Pressure from someone else to do work below your level of competence 0.665 0.283 -0.374 

Hints or signals from others that you should quit your job 0.654 -0.347 0.081 

Someone withholding information which affects your performance 0.642 0.213 -0.425 

Pressure from someone else NOT to claim something which by right you are entitled to 0.641 0.229 0.268 

Being given work below your level of responsibility or having responsibilities taken away for no reason 0.635 0.222 -0.262 

Pressure to achieve unreasonable targets 0.619 0.493 0.201 

Teasing mocking sarcasm or jokes which go too far 0.602 -0.335 -0.035 

Being given an unmanageable workload or impossible deadlines 0.587 0.461 0.234 

Being shouted at or someone losing their temper with you 0.577 -0.349 0.095 

Being treated unfairly because you are a member of a trade union 0.433 0.103 0.412 

Inappropriate use of electronic communication 0.414 0.051 0.464 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX Z 

COMPONENTS MATRIX FOR UNION B 



 

 
 

Items 

Component 

1 2 3 4 

Intimidating behaviour from people at work 0.784 -0.230 -0.036 0.105 

Being humiliated or ridiculed in connection with your work 0.777 -0.217 -0.042 -0.029 

Being treated unfairly compared to others in your workplace 0.766 0.113 -0.133 -0.100 

Persistent criticism of your work or performance which is unfair 0.766 -0.176 -0.041 0.009 

Being resented for expressing opinions 0.763 0.095 -0.020 -0.054 

Being treated in a disrespectful or rude way 0.753 -0.258 -0.098 0.133 

having your opinions and views ignored 0.747 0.299 -0.219 -0.045 

Feeling threatened in any way while at work 0.735 -0.182 0.024 0.126 

Being insulted or having offensive remarks made about you 0.720 -0.399 -0.030 0.090 

Gossip & rumours being spread about you or having allegations made against you 0.718 -0.292 -0.026 -0.088 

Not being given credit for your achievements or someone taking credit for your work 0.709 0.253 -0.077 0.060 

Your employer not following proper procedures 0.700 0.168 0.013 -0.112 

someone continually checking up on you or your work when IT IS NOT NECESSARY 0.694 0.165 -0.066 0.029 

Hints or signals from others you should quit your job 0.692 -0.244 0.063 -0.163 



 

 
 

Items 

Component 

1 2 3 4 

Someone refusing to co-operate with you 0.677 -0.037 -0.101 0.148 

someone withholding information which affects your performance 0.657 0.257 -0.266 -0.139 

Pressure to achieve unreasonable targets 0.656 0.359 0.104 0.401 

People excluding you from their group 0.652 -0.195 -0.139 -0.123 

Being given work below your level of responsibility or having responsibilities taken away for no reason 0.648 0.187 -0.126 -0.369 

Feeling harassed after claiming something to which you are entitled 0.630 0.073 0.480 -0.179 

Being shouted at or someone losing their temper with you 0.628 -0.28 0.009 0.270 

pressure from someone else to do work below your level of competence 0.624 0.343 -0.194 -0.274 

Teasing, mocking, sarcasm, or jokes which go too far 0.618 -0.381 0.12 0.029 

Being given an unmanageable workload or impossible deadlines 0.590 0.451 0.036 0.40 

Pressure form someone NOT to claim something which by right you are entitled 0.553 0.25 0.416 -0.144 

Being treated unfairly because you are a member of a trade union 0.447 -0.013 0.572 -0.261 

Inappropriate use of electronic communication 0.342 0.181 0.285 0.355 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX AA 

COMPONENTS MATRIX FOR UNION C 



 

 
 

Items 

Component 

1 2 3 4 

Being treated unfairly compared to others in your workplace 0.794 0.067 0.084 -0.17 

Being resented for expressing opinions 0.783 -0.11 0.154 -0.1 

Persistent criticism of your work or performance which is unfair 0.774 -0.02 0.068 0.067 

Being humiliated or ridiculed in connection with your work 0.761 -0.04 -0.01 -0.17 

Being treated in a disrespectful or rude way 0.759 -0.24 -0.16 -0.06 

Not being given credit for your achievements or someone taking credit for your work 0.737 0.247 0.004 -0.02 

Having your opinions and views ignored 0.735 0.217 -0.08 -0.28 

Being insulted or having offensive remarks made about you 0.727 -0.36 -0.11 -0.06 

Feeling threatened in any way while at work 0.724 -0.32 -0.06 0.113 

Someone refusing to cooperate with you 0.72 0.009 -0.15 0.089 

Being given work below your level of responsibility or having responsibilities taken away for no reason 0.71 0.239 0.136 -0.15 

Gossip and rumours being spread about you or having allegations made against you 0.708 -0.36 0.019 -0.15 

Intimidating behaviour from people at work 0.695 -0.34 -0.19 0.136 

Your employer not following proper procedures 0.685 0.129 0.002 -0.05 

Feeling harassed after taking something to which you are entitled 0.679 0.009 0.356 0.212 



 

 
 

Items 

Component 

1 2 3 4 

Hints or signals from others that you should quit your job 0.679 -0.21 0.368 0.082 

People excluding you from their group 0.667 -0.19 0.019 0.057 

Someone continually checking up on you or your work when IT IS NOT NECESSARY 0.667 0.303 -0 -0.19 

Someone withholding information which affects your performance 0.651 0.192 -0.06 -0.22 

Being shouted at or someone losing their temper with you 0.647 -0.31 -0.22 0 

Pressure to achieve unreasonable targets 0.642 0.389 -0.32 0.312 

Pressure from someone else to do work below your level of competence 0.637 0.371 -0.11 -0.25 

Pressure from someone else NOT to claim something which by right you are entitled to 0.632 0.178 0.287 0.103 

Being given an unmanageable workload or impossible deadlines 0.598 0.447 -0.3 0.247 

Teasing mocking sarcasm or jokes which go too far 0.595 -0.33 -0.15 0.068 

Being treated unfairly because you are a member of a trade union 0.435 0.116 0.594 0.191 

Inappropriate use of electronic communication 0.437 0.104 -0.08 0.607 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

APPENDIX BB 

COMPARISON OF EIGENVALUES FROM PCA AND CRITERION 

VALUES FROM PARALLEL ANALYSIS 

  



 

 
 

Component 

number 

Union A Union B Union C 

Actual eigenvalue 

from PCA 

Criterion valued 

from parallel 

analysis 

Actual eigenvalue 

from PCA 

Criterion valued 

from parallel 

analysis 

Actual eigenvalue 

from PCA 

Criterion valued 

from parallel 

analysis 

1 12.256 1.405420 12.323 1.176217 12.569 1.439138 

2 1.985 1.349848 1.680 1.153997 1.683 1.373963 

3 1.176 1.302508 1.089 1.136341 1.140 1.323227 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX CC 

PATTERN AND STRUCTURE MATRIX FOR PCA WITH OBLIMIN 

ROTATION OF THREE-FACTOR SOLUTION OF BWBS-R ITEMS 

FOR UNION A



 

 
 

Item 
Pattern coefficients Structure coefficients 

Communalities 

  1 2 3 1 2 3 

Being insulted or having offensive remarks made about you 0.845 -0.019 -0.010 0.831 0.392 0.400 0.638 

Gossip and rumours being spread about you or having allegations 

made against you 0.770 -0.028 0.065 0.80 0.458 0.420 0.662 

Intimidating behaviour from people at work 0.756 0.082 0.010 0.788 0.379 0.434 0.706 

Hints or signals from others that you should quit your job 0.746 -0.059 0.053 0.787 0.543 0.402 0.519 

Feeling threatened in any way while at work 0.710 -0.025 0.114 0.760 0.524 0.431 0.536 

Teasing mocking sarcasm or jokes which go too far 0.704 0.034 -0.069 0.754 0.374 0.454 0.611 

Being shouted at or someone losing their temper with you 0.704 -0.102 0.044 0.747 0.537 0.492 0.517 

Being treated in a disrespectful or rude way 0.700 0.215 -0.038 0.743 0.331 0.397 0.593 

People excluding you from their group 0.666 0.162 -0.070 0.711 0.459 0.330 0.608 

Being humiliated or ridiculed in connection with your work 0.654 0.191 0.023 0.687 0.351 0.295 0.624 

Persistent criticism of your work or performance which is unfair 0.596 0.195 0.112 0.675 0.264 0.348 0.691 

Pressure from someone else to do work below your level of 

competence 0.070 0.783 -0.013 0.538 0.820 0.489 0.652 

Someone withholding information which affects your performance 0.135 0.771 -0.112 0.449 0.812 0.364 0.525 

Having your opinions and views ignored 0.135 0.704 0.114 0.460 0.789 0.293 0.556 

Being given work below your level of responsibility or having 

responsibilities taken away for no reason 0.117 0.630 0.052 0.453 0.710 0.386 0.605 

  



 

 
 

Item 
Pattern coefficients Structure coefficients 

Communalities 

  1 2 3 1 2 3 

Not being given credit for your achievements or someone taking 

credit for your work 0.133 0.489 0.268 0.632 0.681 0.504 0.476 

Being treated unfairly compared to others in your workplace 0.341 0.454 0.137 0.506 0.672 0.548 0.463 

Someone continually checking up on you or your work when IT IS 

NOT NECESSARY 0.187 0.430 0.266 0.616 0.663 0.596 0.647 

Being resented for expressing opinions 0.277 0.403 0.283 0.530 0.638 0.546 0.577 

Someone refusing to co-operate with you 0.326 0.361 0.184 0.595 0.602 0.504 0.389 

Being given an unmanageable workload or impossible deadlines -0.18 0.331 0.673 0.329 0.590 0.744 0.543 

Pressure to achieve unreasonable targets -0.196 0.394 0.669 0.554 0.506 0.740 0.505 

Inappropriate use of electronic communication 0.167 -0.221 0.605 0.317 0.537 0.729 0.666 

Being treated unfairly because you are a member of a trade union 0.122 -0.131 0.590 0.472 0.468 0.705 0.368 

Pressure from someone else NOT to claim something which by right 

you are entitled to 0.104 0.163 0.582 0.500 0.562 0.637 0.521 

Feeling harassed after taking something to which you are entitled 0.190 0.161 0.576 0.350 0.187 0.593 0.613 

Your employer not following proper procedures 0.133 0.306 0.437 0.358 0.125 0.591 0.607 

Note: major loadings for each item are bolded 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX DD 

PATTERN AND STRUCTURE MATRIX FOR PCA WITH OBLIMIN 

ROTATION OF THREE-FACTOR SOLUTION OF BWBS-R ITEMS 

FOR UNION B



 

 
 

Item 
Pattern coefficients Structure coefficients Communalities 

  1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

Being insulted or having offensive remarks made 

about you 
0.879 -0.067 -0.015 -0.027 0.825 0.406 0.353 0.26 0.588 

Being treated in a disrespectful or rude way 0.774 0.071 -0.081 0.08 0.805 0.497 0.319 0.358 0.620 

Being shouted at or someone losing their temper with 

you 
0.752 -0.147 -0.067 0.194 0.709 0.311 0.272 0.395 0.697 

Teasing, mocking, sarcasm, or jokes which go too far 0.75 -0.155 0.151 -0.053 0.714 0.299 0.422 0.202 0.514 

Intimidating behaviour from people at work 0.738 0.079 0.005 0.089 0.816 0.521 0.394 0.38 0.562 

Gossip & rumours being spread about you or having 

allegations made against you 
0.701 0.118 0.094 -0.127 0.763 0.499 0.423 0.187 0.713 

Being humiliated or ridiculed in connection with 

your work 
0.676 0.172 0.068 -0.026 0.793 0.563 0.433 0.29 0.531 

Feeling threatened in any way while at work 0.654 0.044 0.052 0.141 0.752 0.474 0.403 0.402 0.628 

Persistent criticism of your work or performance 

which is unfair 
0.637 0.174 0.053 0.029 0.769 0.558 0.415 0.329 0.654 

Hints or signals from others you should quit your job 0.589 0.13 0.224 -0.15 0.709 0.489 0.501 0.162 0.610 

People excluding you from their group 0.568 0.264 0.002 -0.142 0.665 0.532 0.321 0.15 0.686 

Someone refusing to co-operate with you 0.496 0.203 -0.073 0.201 0.647 0.519 0.281 0.427 0.660 

Pressure from someone else to do work below your 

level of competence 

-0.074 0.787 0.094 0.002 0.407 0.782 0.353 0.266 0.497 

Someone withholding information which affects your 

performance 

0.101 0.701 -0.054 0.064 0.489 0.759 0.269 0.323 0.569 

  



 

 
 

Item 
Pattern coefficients Structure coefficients 

Communalities 
1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 

Being given work below your level of responsibility 

or having responsibilities taken away for no reason 

0.064 0.69 0.193 -0.15 0.481 0.746 0.438 0.156 0.619 

Having your opinions and views ignored 0.129 0.678 -0.034 0.197 0.56 0.804 0.328 0.463 0.542 

Being treated unfairly compared to others in your 

workplace 

0.305 0.521 0.057 0.069 0.645 0.735 0.407 0.368 0.546 

Not being given credit for your achievements or 

someone taking credit for your work 

0.163 0.471 0.041 0.294 0.549 0.677 0.367 0.522 0.680 

Your employer not following proper procedures 0.173 0.447 0.206 0.113 0.555 0.657 0.479 0.379 0.590 

someone continually checking up on you or your 

work when IT IS NOT NECESSARY 

0.238 0.41 0.054 0.217 0.567 0.635 0.37 0.454 0.357 

Being resented for expressing opinions 0.315 0.402 0.144 0.127 0.649 0.673 0.469 0.413 0.577 

Being treated unfairly because you are a member of a 

trade union 

0.059 -0.07 0.775 -0.03 0.362 0.24 0.768 0.169 0.492 

Feeling harassed after claiming something to which 

you are entitled 

0.117 0.075 0.683 0.099 0.505 0.426 0.79 0.345 0.730 

Pressure form someone NOT to claim something 

which by right you are entitled to 

-0.095 0.202 0.613 0.201 0.368 0.444 0.697 0.395 0.595 

Being given an unmanageable workload or 

impossible deadlines 

-0.026 0.294 -0.011 0.715 0.387 0.517 0.273 0.802 0.606 

Pressure to achieve unreasonable targets 0.097 0.204 0.055 0.692 0.481 0.511 0.355 0.809 0.665 

Inappropriate use of electronic communication 0.059 -0.142 0.185 0.543 0.258 0.142 0.301 0.564 0.595 

Note: major loadings for each item are bolded 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX EE 

PATTERN AND STRUCTURE MATRIX FOR PCA WITH OBLIMIN 

ROTATION OF THREE-FACTOR SOLUTION OF BWBS-R ITEMS 

FOR UNION C



 

 
 

Items 

Pattern coefficients Structure coefficients 

Communalities 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

Intimidating behaviour from people at work 0.808 -0.076 -0.027 0.146 0.793 0.420 0.337 0.346 0.513 

Being insulted or having offensive remarks made 

about you 
0.804 0.061 -0.006 -0.063 0.818 0.497 0.371 0.184 0.613 

Being shouted at or someone losing their temper 

with you 
0.754 0.050 -0.122 0.046 0.740 0.443 0.250 0.251 0.672 

Feeling threatened in any way while at work 0.743 -0.046 0.108 0.085 0.790 0.451 0.443 0.305 0.570 

Gossip and rumours being spread about you or 

having allegations made against you 
0.733 0.108 0.091 -0.198 0.780 0.503 0.428 0.065 0.525 

Teasing, mocking, sarcasm, or jokes which go too 

far 
0.724 -0.057 -0.037 0.064 0.694 0.362 0.281 0.245 0.709 

Being treated in a disrespectful or rude way 0.711 0.190 -0.052 0.012 0.800 0.578 0.354 0.264 0.489 

People excluding you from their group 0.541 0.072 0.167 0.048 0.671 0.467 0.453 0.260 0.671 

Being resented for expressing opinions 0.438 0.305 0.285 -0.101 0.712 0.644 0.592 0.181 0.611 

Someone refusing to co-operate with you 0.422 0.270 0.023 0.232 0.653 0.595 0.379 0.443 0.652 

Persistent criticism of your work or performance 

which is unfair 
0.387 0.251 0.258 0.120 0.681 0.620 0.565 0.364 0.674 

Pressure from someone else to do work below 

your level of competence 

-0.054 0.811 -0.042 0.054 0.406 0.779 0.290 0.288 0.664 

Having your opinions and views ignored 0.150 0.744 -0.016 -0.041 0.557 0.811 0.360 0.235 0.485 

Someone continually checking up on you or your 

work when IT IS NOT NECESSARY 

-0.004 0.700 0.091 0.040 0.448 0.749 0.396 0.281 0.645 

  



 

 
 

Items 
Pattern coefficients Structure coefficients 

Communalities 
1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 

Someone withholding information which affects 

your performance 

0.129 0.636 0.009 -0.017 0.492 0.708 0.334 0.224 0.609 

Being given work below your level of 

responsibility or having responsibilities taken 

away for no reason 

0.030 0.614 0.256 -0.006 0.495 0.738 0.530 0.252 0.487 

Not being given credit for your achievements or 

someone taking credit for your work 

0.099 0.550 0.168 0.171 0.537 0.731 0.482 0.409 0.560 

Being treated unfairly compared to others in your 

workplace 

0.281 0.525 0.200 -0.062 0.654 0.751 0.537 0.227 0.650 

Your employer not following proper procedures 0.201 0.450 0.135 0.088 0.544 0.650 0.436 0.317 0.640 

Being humiliated or ridiculed in connection with 

your work 

0.427 0.431 0.082 -0.073 0.689 0.686 0.443 0.203 0.577 

Being treated unfairly because you are a member 

of a trade union 

-0.150 0.039 0.805 0.027 0.245 0.305 0.760 0.168 0.605 

Feeling harassed after taking something to which 

you are entitled 

0.193 0.072 0.602 0.131 0.544 0.480 0.748 0.336 0.548 

Hints or signals from others that you should quit 

your job 

0.414 -0.011 0.553 -0.077 0.637 0.436 0.720 0.155 0.762 

Pressure from someone else NOT to claim 

something which by right you are entitled to 

0.008 0.297 0.490 0.124 0.435 0.550 0.647 0.325 0.591 

Inappropriate use of electronic communication 0.177 -0.198 0.230 0.668 0.358 0.213 0.367 0.705 0.602 

Pressure to achieve unreasonable targets 0.052 0.415 -0.068 0.644 0.442 0.621 0.269 0.776 0.634 

Being given an unmanageable workload or 

impossible deadlines 

-0.043 0.496 -0.080 0.597 0.374 0.627 0.238 0.725 0.659 

Note: major loadings for each item are bolded 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX FF 

EXPOSURE TO NEGATIVE BEHAVIOUR – UNION A 



 

 
 

Negative behaviour (per WBS-R) 

Percentage of respondents exposed: 

Daily Weekly Monthly 
Now & 

then 

Just 

once 
Never 

Someone withholding information which affects your performance 6 9 5 33 5 42 

Pressure from someone else to do work below your level of competence 7 8 4 30 2 49 

Having your opinions and views ignored 9 11 8 42 4 25 

Someone continually checking up on you or your work when IT IS NOT NECESSARY 7 14 5 25 5 44 

Pressure from someone else NOT to claim something which by right you are entitled to 2 3 4 18 8 65 

Being given an unmanageable workload or impossible deadlines 8 8 5 40 6 33 

Your employer not following proper procedures 6 4 5 23 10 51 

Being treated unfairly compared to others in your workplace 10 8 4 27 8 43 

Being humiliated or ridiculed in connection with your work 3 4 2 17 9 64 

Gossip and rumours being spread about you or having allegations made against you 3 2 3 20 10 61 

Being insulted or having offensive remarks made about you 2 3 3 20 10 62 

Being treated in a disrespectful or rude way 5 6 3 32 10 44 

People excluding you from their group 6 3 3 23 4 61 

Hints or signals from others that you should quit your job 2 2 2 7 5 82 

Persistent criticism of your work or performance which is unfair 2 3 4 13 8 70 

Teasing mocking sarcasm or jokes which go too far 2 3 2 20 6 66 

Being shouted at or someone losing their temper with you 1 2 2 17 14 64 

Intimidating behaviour from people at work 3 6 3 19 8 60 

Feeling threatened in any way while at work 3 3 2 12 5 74 

Actual physical violence at work 0 0 0  0 1 99 

Injury in some way as a result of violence or aggression at work 0  0  0  0 1 99 

Inappropriate use of electronic communication 2 2 1 10 3 82 

Not being given credit for your achievements or someone taking credit for your work 3 6 5 40 12 35 

Someone refusing to co-operate with you 4 4 5 31 8 48 

Pressure to achieve unreasonable targets 7 7 5 30 5 46 

Being treated unfairly because you are a member of a trade union 1 1 1 5 3 89 

Being given work below your level of responsibility or having responsibilities taken away for 

no reason 

4 3 4 22 6 60 

Feeling harassed after taking something to which you are entitled 2 2 3 12 9 70 

Being resented for expressing opinions 5 5 6 23 4 55 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX GG 

EXPOSURE TO NEGATIVE BEHAVIOUR – UNION B 



 

 
 

Negative behaviour (per WBS-R) 

Percentage of respondents exposed: 

Daily Weekly Monthly 
Now & 

then 

Just 

once 
Never 

Someone withholding information which affects your performance  55 11 7 34 5 38 

Pressure from someone else to do work below your level of competence 6 8 5 24 3 55 

Having your opinions and views ignored 9 15 11 41 3 21 

Someone continually checking up on you or your work when IT IS NOT NECESSARY  5 9 7 25 5 49 

Pressure form someone NOT to claim something which by right you are entitled 1 3 3 16 6 71 

Being given an unmanageable workload or impossible deadlines 7 11 10 38 5 30 

Your employer not following proper procedures 4 4 5 23 9 54 

Being treated unfairly compared to others in your workplace 7 6 5 25 9 48 

Being humiliated or ridiculed in connection with your work 3 3 3 15 10 66 

Gossip & rumours being spread about you or having allegations made against you 2 3 2 17 12 62 

Being insulted or having offensive remarks made about you 2 4 3 18 10 62 

Being treated in a disrespectful or rude way 5 8 6 31 12 39 

People excluding you from their group 6 4 3 23 5 60 

Hints or signals from others you should quit your job 2 2 2 9 7 78 

Persistent criticism of your work or performance which is unfair 2 4 4 14 8 69 

Teasing, mocking, sarcasm, or jokes which go too far 1 2 2 12 5 78 

Being shouted at or someone losing their temper with you 1 2 3 16 16 61 

Intimidating behaviour from people at work 4 4 5 22 9 56 

Feeling threatened in any way while at work 4 4 3 19 9 61 

Actual physical violence at work 1 1 1 4 5 88 

Injury in some way as a result of violence or aggression at work 0  0  0  3 4 92 

Inappropriate use of electronic communication 3 3 1 7 3 83 

Not being given credit for your achievements or someone taking credit for your work 4 5 7 41 7 35 

Someone refusing to co-operate with you 4 5 5 32 8 45 

Pressure to achieve unreasonable targets 5 7 8 33 5 41 

Being treated unfairly because you are a member of a trade union  0 0  0  5 2 92 

Being given work below your level of competence or having responsibilities taken away for no 

reason 
2 3 3 18 8 66 

Feeling harassed after claiming something to which you are entitled 1 1 2 12 8 75 

Being resented for expressing opinions 4 6 6 30 7 47 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX HH 

EXPOSURE TO NEGATIVE BEHAVIOUR – UNION C 



 

 
 

Negative behaviour (per WBS-R) 

Percentage of respondents exposed: 

Daily Weekly Monthly 
Now & 

then 

Just 

once 
Never 

Pressure from someone else to do work below your level of competence 7 10 8 34 2 39 

Having your opinions and views ignored 9 15 12 41 4 19 

Someone continually checking up on you or your work when IT IS NOT NECESSARY 7 8 8 28 6 43 

Pressure from someone else NOT to claim something which by right you are entitled to 3 3 5 16 6 67 

Being given an unmanageable workload or impossible deadlines 11 10 12 38 5 24 

Your employer not following proper procedures 5 5 10 31 10 38 

Being treated unfairly compared to others in your workplace 8 3 8 29 9 43 

Being humiliated or ridiculed in connection with your work 4 3 3 18 10 62 

Gossip and rumours being spread about you or having allegations made against you 2 4 2 25 13 54 

Being insulted or having offensive remarks made about you 2 3 4 20 12 59 

Being treated in a disrespectful or rude way 4 7 4 35 11 38 

People excluding you from their group 5 4 3 28 4 56 

Hints or signals from others that you should quit your job 2 2 1 13 7 75 

Persistent criticism of your work or performance which is unfair 3 4 4 17 9 63 

Teasing mocking sarcasm or jokes which go too far 1 3 3 16 6 71 

Being shouted at or someone losing their temper with you 1 2 3 21 17 56 

Intimidating behaviour from people at work 3 5 4 25 10 52 

Feeling threatened in any way while at work 3 5 3 20 9 60 

Actual physical violence at work  0 1 1 2 4 92 

Injury in some way as a result of violence or aggression at work  0 0  0  2 3 95 

Inappropriate use of electronic communication 3 4 2 15 2 73 

Not being given credit for your achievements or someone taking credit for your work 5 6 8 41 8 32 

Someone refusing to cooperate with you 4 6 7 37 9 37 

Pressure to achieve unreasonable targets 7 7 12 36 6 32 

Being treated unfairly because you are a member of a trade union 1 2 1 8 3 85 

Being given work below your level of responsibility or having responsibilities taken away for 

no reason 
4 3 6 25 11 51 

Feeling harassed after taking something to which you are entitled 1 3 3 16 7 70 

Being resented for expressing opinions 5 6 6 31 7 45 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX II 

EXTERNAL PERPETRATORS FOR UNION A, B, AND C 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

External perpetrator 

Union A 

 

 

 

Union B 

 

 

 

Union C 

number 

of 

responses 

% of total 

sample  

(n = 159) 

number 

of 

responses 

% of total 

sample  

(n = 730) 

number 

of 

responses 

% of total 

sample  

(n = 162) 

Union official 1 1 0 0 0 0 

Union member 1 1 0 0 0 0 

Supplier 1 1 0 0 0 0 

Student 0 0 22 3 0 0 

Parent 0 0 14 2 0 0 

Adviser/member of partner organisation 0 0 5 1 5 3 

Local Authority personnel 0 0 4 1 0 0 

Governor/chairperson 0 0 3 0 1 1 

OFSTED inspector 0 0 1 0 0 0 

Contract staff (such as painter or cleaner) 0 0 1 0 1 1 

Parishioner 0 0 0 0 2 1 

Client 0 0 0 0 1 1 

Missing information 2 1 33 5 1 1 

Total external perpetrators 5 3 83 11 11 7 

Bullied by 2 sources 0 0 7 1 0 0 

Bullied by 3 sources 0 0 1 0 0 0 

Total respondent reporting external perpetrator 5 3 75 10 11 7 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX JJ 

OTHER TRESOLUTIONS FOR UNION A, B, AND C 



 

 
 

Other resolution 

Union A 

 

 

 

Union B 

 

 

 

Union C 

number of 

responses 

% of total 

former 

targets 

(n = 95) 

number of 

responses 

% of total 

former 

targets 

(n = 381) 

number of 

responses 

% of total 

former 

targets 

(n = 77) 

Perpetrator apologised insincerely 1 1 2 1 0 0 

Agreement/mediated solution between target & 

perpetrator 0 0 2 1 1 1 

Bullying gradually stopped 2 2 8 2 1 1 

Target made redundant/ retired/ reduced hours 1 1 5 1 4 5 

Target took sick/maternity leave 1 1 5 1 0 0 

Contract/training/secondment ended or deferred 

or pupil no longer taught 1 1 6 2 0 0 

Work reorganisation/team split up 3 3 1 0 1 1 

Other 1 1 8 2 0 0 

TOTAL 10 11 37 10 7 9 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX KK 

NUMBER OF TARGETS WHO UTILISED EACH SOURCE OF 

SUPPORT - UNION A 



 

 
 

 

Source of support 

No. of targets 

who used this 

source 

No. of targets 

who did not 

use this 

source 

Missing 

responses 

 

Total no. of 

targets 

Family or friends 110 19 30 159 

Co-worker 88 35 36 159 

Trade union 64 63 32 159 

GP 50 62 47 159 

Line manager/supervisor 49 76 34 159 

Human resources 46 69 44 159 

Senior manager (who is not your line manager) 43 85 31 159 

Staff counsellor/welfare officer 38 76 45 159 

Occupational health 25 80 54 159 

Harassment contact officer 17 91 51 159 

Other EAP e.g. confidential advice line 15 84 60 159 

Mediator 8 88 63 159 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX LL 

NUMBER OF TARGETS WHO UTILISED EACH SOURCE OF 

SUPPORT - UNION B 



 

 
 

Source of support 

No. of targets 

who used this 

source 

No. of targets 

who did not 

use this 

source 

Missing 

responses 

Total no. of 

targets 

Family or friends 572 52 106 730 

Co-worker 465 155 110 730 

Trade union 324 245 161 730 

GP 276 271 183 730 

Line manager/supervisor 225 383 122 730 

Senior manager (who is not your line manager) 220 422 88 730 

Human resources 83 424 223 730 

Occupational health 80 422 228 730 

Other EAP e.g. confidential advice line 62 430 238 730 

Mediator 51 441 238 730 

Staff counsellor/welfare officer 37 454 239 730 

Harassment contact officer 17 473 240 730 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX MM 

NUMBER OF TARGETS WHO UTILISED EACH SOURCE OF 

SUPPORT - UNION C 



 

 
 

Source of support 

No. of targets 

who used this 

source 

No. of targets 

who did not 

use this 

source 

Missing 

information 

Total no. of 

targets 

Family or friends 135 15 12 162 

Co-worker 102 36 24 162 

Trade union 75 43 44 162 

GP 68 50 44 162 

Line manager/supervisor 62 69 31 162 

Human resources 50 70 42 162 

Senior manager (who is not your line manager) 60 71 31 162 

Staff counsellor/welfare officer 11 89 62 162 

Occupational health 25 85 52 162 

Harassment contact officer 6 94 62 162 

Other EAP e.g. confidential advice line 17 81 64 162 

Mediator 12 87 63 162 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX NN 

OTHER SOURCES OF SUPPORT FOR UNION A, B, AND C 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Other sources of support 

Union A 

 

 

 

Union B 

 

 

 

Union C 

number of 

responses 

% of total 

targets  

(n = 159) 

number of 

responses 

% of total 

targets  

(n = 730) 

number of 

responses 

% of total 

targets  

(n = 162) 

Private counsellor/therapist 2 1 19 3 2 1 

Clinician 0 0 3 0 0 0 

Teacher/stress/medical helpline/website 1 1 5 1 0 0 

Samaritans 1 1 1 0 0 0 

Former colleague 1 1 1 0 1 1 

Another trade union 0 0 2 0 0 0 

Another/retired head/head of department 0 0 3 0 0 0 

Faith community 0 0 10 1 0 0 

School governor 0 0 3 0 0 0 

Legal advisor 0 0 5 1 1 1 

Local/retired inspector/adviser 0 0 3 0 0 0 

Other sources (cited by one person only) 2 1 12 2 5 3 

Total respondents utilising other sources of support 7 4 67 9 9 6 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX OO 

REASONS FOR NOT UTILISING SPECIFIC SOURCES OF SUPPORT 

FOR UNION A 



 

 
 

 

Reason for rejecting support  

Percentage of targets who did not utilise the support of: 

Senior 

manager 

Line 

manager Co-worker 

Human 

Resources 

Harassment 

contact 

officer 

Staff 

counsellor 

This source of support was not available 8 4 11 10 29 29 

This source of support was perpetrating the bullying 21 58 11 0 0 0 

I did not think they would do anything 16 8 9 19 4 5 

I was worried it would be held against me 14 5 11 16 4 5 

I did not trust them to be impartial 19 5 0 14 3 3 

I did not expect them to be sympathetic 1 4 6 1 2 3 

I was afraid they would not treat my concerns in 

confidence 
5 3 11 7 3 1 

I did not think they would have the power to influence 

the outcome 
2 4 6 12 8 13 

I did not want anyone else to know 2 0 3 1 5 8 

I did not believe they have the skills necessary to help me 1 3 6 1 0 1 

It is not easy to get access to this source of support 4 0 0 1 8 4 

It did not occur to me 5 1 9 12 29 27 

Some other reason 1 5 17 4 4 1 

TOTAL 85 76 35 69 91 76 

 

  



 

 
 

Reason for rejecting support 

Percentage of targets who did not utilise the support of: 

Occupational 

Health Mediator 

Other 

EAP 

Trade 

union GP 

Family & 

friends 

This source of support was not available 20 38 31 2 0 5 

This source of support was perpetrating the bullying 0 0 0 8 0 0 

I did not think they would do anything 11 8 5 8 5 0 

I was worried it would be held against me 4 7 2 8 3 0 

I did not trust them to be impartial 3 3 0 2 0 0 

I did not expect them to be sympathetic 4 0 0 3 2 0 

I was afraid they would not treat my concerns in 

confidence 1 0 1 0 0 5 

I did not think they would have the power to influence 

the outcome 11 5 11 14 10 11 

I did not want anyone else to know 5 7 6 8 6 26 

I did not believe they have the skills necessary to help me 6 2 1 2 10 21 

It is not easy to get access to this source of support 0 2 1 3 0 0 

It did not occur to me 28 23 38 30 50 16 

Some other reason 8 6 4 13 15 16 

TOTAL  80 88  84 63 62 19 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX PP 

REASONS FOR NOT UTILISING SPECIFIC SOURCES OF SUPPORT 

FOR UNION B 



 

 
 

 

 

Reason for rejecting support  

Percentage of targets who did not utilise the support of: 

Senior 

manager 

Line 

manager Co-worker 

Human 

Resources 

Harassment 

contact 

officer 

Staff 

counsellor 

This source of support was not available 7 8 7 38 56 56 

This source of support was perpetrating the bullying 45 53 11 2 0 1 

I did not think they would do anything 12 5 9 8 1 2 

I was worried it would be held against me 10 4 5 9 3 4 

I did not trust them to be impartial 9 13 6 6 0 1 

I did not expect them to be sympathetic 3 2 3 0 0 0 

I was afraid they would not treat my concerns in 

confidence 
4 2 10 3 1 2 

I did not think they would have the power to influence 

the outcome 
2 4 17 3 1 3 

I did not want anyone else to know 1 1 12 3 1 2 

I did not believe they have the skills necessary to help me 1 1 5 1 0 1 

It is not easy to get access to this source of support 2 0 1 4 6 7 

It did not occur to me 1 1 5 17 27 18 

Some other reason 5 4 10 4 3 4 

TOTAL 422 383 155  424 473 454 

 

  



 

 
 

Reason for rejecting support 

Percentage of targets who did not utilise the support of: 

Occupational 

Health Mediator 

Other 

EAP 

Trade 

union GP 

Family & 

friends 

This source of support was not available 43 50 35 5 3 6 

This source of support was perpetrating the bullying 0 0 0 0 0 2 

I did not think they would do anything 3 3 4 8 8 6 

I was worried it would be held against me 4 5 2 19 7 0 

I did not trust them to be impartial 1 2 1 0 0 0 

I did not expect them to be sympathetic 0 0 0 0 3 6 

I was afraid they would not treat my concerns in 

confidence 
2 1 1 3 0 0 

I did not think they would have the power to influence 

the outcome 
3 4 3 13 9 23 

I did not want anyone else to know 2 2 2 3 4 13 

I did not believe they have the skills necessary to help me 1 0 1 1 6 15 

It is not easy to get access to this source of support 8 7 4 1 0 2 

It did not occur to me 30 22 40 29 43 8 

Some other reason 4 4 5 17 17 21 

TOTAL 422 441 430 245 271 52 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX QQ 

REASONS FOR NOT UTILISING SPECIFIC SOURCES OF SUPPORT 

FOR UNION C



 

 
 

Reason for rejecting support  

Percentage of targets who did not utilise the support of: 

Senior 

manager 

Line 

manager Co-worker 

Human 

Resources 

Harassment 

contact 

officer 

Staff 

counsellor 

This source of support was not available 14 4 11 26 72 71 

This source of support was perpetrating the bullying 26 67 14 4 1 0 

I did not think they would do anything 14 7 8 16 1 2 

I was worried it would be held against me 4 2 11 4 1 1 

I did not trust them to be impartial 17 6 6 23 1 1 

I did not expect them to be sympathetic 4 0 0 4 0 0 

I was afraid they would not treat my concerns in 

confidence 
6 1 14 3 1 2 

I did not think they would have the power to influence 

the outcome 
1 3 11 1 4 1 

I did not want anyone else to know 3 1 14 1 1 4 

I did not believe they have the skills necessary to help me 3 3 3 4 1 2 

It is not easy to get access to this source of support 3 0 0 2 1 1 

It did not occur to me 0 0 3 3 8 8 

Some other reason 5 6 5 9 8 7 

TOTAL 71 69 36 70 94 89 

 

  



 

 
 

Reason for rejecting support 

Percentage of targets who did not utilise the support of: 

Occupational 

Health Mediator 

Other 

EAP 

Trade 

union GP 

Family & 

friends 

This source of support was not available 58 66 44 7 2 13 

This source of support was perpetrating the bullying 2 0 0 0 0 0 

I did not think they would do anything 2 2 10 14 12 7 

I was worried it would be held against me 0 1 1 14 6 0 

I did not trust them to be impartial 2 1 0 0 0 7 

I did not expect them to be sympathetic 1 0 0 2 6 0 

I was afraid they would not treat my concerns in 

confidence 
4 1 5 0 0 0 

I did not think they would have the power to influence 

the outcome 
4 2 5 9 4 0 

I did not want anyone else to know 3 2 1 7 4 27 

I did not believe they have the skills necessary to help me 5 3 6 2 10 0 

It is not easy to get access to this source of support 0 4 0 0 2 6 

It did not occur to me 14 9 20 26 32 0 

Some other reason 5 9 8 19 22 40 

TOTAL 85 87 81 43 50 15 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX RR 

OTHER TRADE UNION ACTION FOR UNION A, B, AND C



 

 
 

Other trade union action 

Union A 

 

 

 

Union B 

 

 

 

Union C 

number of 

responses 

% of targets 

utilising 

union 

support  

(n = 66) 

number of 

responses 

% of targets 

utilising 

union 

support  

(n = 324) 

number of 

responses 

% of targets 

utilising 

union 

support  

(n = 75) 

Responded to informal enquiries/acted as a 

sounding board 2 3 2 1 1 1 

Advised to keep a record/ take sick-leave/ look 

for another job before taking action 0 0 3 1 0 0 

Accessed written/online information 0 0 2 1 0 0 

Provided telephone/ email support 0 0 2 1 0 0 

Arranged a meeting 1 2 1 0 1 1 

Accompanied target to a (formal) meeting 0 0 4 1 0 0 

Facilitated a return to work plan 0 0 2 1 0 0 

Worked with employer on organisational 

changes 0 0 0 0 1 1 

Facilitated a collective grievance 0 0 2 1 0 0 

Other 0 0  6 2  3  4 

TOTAL number / percentage of responses 3 5 24 9 6 8 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX SS 

STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN 

INDIRECT TRADE UNION INTERVENTION AND RESOLUTIONS 

FOR UNION A



 

 
 

Type of trade union action Resolution Phi  

INDIRECT: 

Informational support 

They gave me guidance on how to gather  witness or 

documentary evidence for a formal grievance 

 

 

 

The perpetrator acknowledged their behaviour*  

 

The perpetrator moved on to bully someone else* 

 

You feel more able to cope**  

 

 

.40 

 

.39 

 

.58 

Appraisal/emotional support 

They encouraged me to take action 

 

 

The perpetrator was informally  

reprimanded, retrained or monitored* 

 

You feel more able to cope**  

 

.37 

 

 

.44 

* p <.05.    ** p <.01.   



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX TT 

STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN 

DIRECT TRADE UNION INTERVENTION AND RESOLUTIONS FOR 

UNION A



 

 
 

Type of trade union action Resolution Phi  

DIRECT (instrumental) support: 

At the individual level 

They accompanied me to an informal meeting with the perpetrator 

or another officer of the organisation 

 

 

The perpetrator acknowledged their behaviour*  

 

 

.55 

They had an informal word with my employer on my behalf You changed jobs on your own initiative to get away from the 

bullying** 

-.41 

They prepared a formal grievance case for me The perpetrator acknowledged their behaviour**  

 

The perpetrator moved on to bully someone else* 

 

You have reached a workable solution*  

 

You feel more able to cope*  

.69 

 

.45 

 

.45 

 

.45 

They represented me in a formal grievance, capability, sickness 

absence or disciplinary process 

The perpetrator acknowledged their behaviour* 

 

.43 

  



 

 
 

Type of trade union action Resolution Phi  

They negotiated a compromise agreement with my employer The perpetrator was informally  

reprimanded, retrained or monitored* 

0.47 

They provided legal assistance to take my case to an employment 

tribunal 

The perpetrator acknowledged their behaviour**  

 

The perpetrator moved on to bully someone else** 

 

You feel more able to cope** 

1.00 

 

0.69 

 

0.69 

They provided legal assistance to pursue a personal injury claim The perpetrator acknowledged their behaviour*  0.70 

At the collective level 

They worked with my employer to put anti-bullying procedures in 

place 

 

The perpetrator acknowledged their behaviour* 

 

 

0.70 

They actively sought the support of other colleagues You believe the perpetrator was reprimanded, retrained or monitored 

‘off the record’*  

0.55 

* p <.05.    ** p <.01.   



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX UU 

STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN 

INDIRECT TRADE UNION INTERVENTION AND RESOLUTIONS 

FOR UNION B



 

 
 

Type of trade union action Resolution Phi  Odds  

INDIRECT 

Informational support 

They explained the possible action I could take 

 

They explained the likely consequences 

 

 

 

 

They gave me advice on how I could resolve the situation 

informally 

 

 

You signed a compromise agreement* 

 

You changed jobs on your own initiative to get away from the 

bullying* 

 

You signed a compromise agreement** 

 

The perpetrator was informally reprimanded, monitored or 

retrained*  

 

You feel more able to cope* 

 

 

.16 

 

.17 

 

 

.21 

 

.15 

 

 

.16 

 

 

*** 

 

2.38 

 

 

14 

 

3.67 

 

 

2.45 

  



 

 
 

Type of trade union action Resolution Phi  Odds  

Appraisal/emotional support 

They encouraged me to take action 

 

 

They discouraged me from taking action 

 

 

 

 

They made me feel more able to cope 

 

The perpetrator was formally disciplined, suspended, demoted 

or dismissed*  

 

You took sickness absence** 

 

You resigned with no job to go to or to take up a less favourable 

position** 

 

You believe the perpetrator was reprimanded, retrained or 

monitored ‘off the record’**  

 

You resigned with no job to go to or to take up a less favourable 

position* 

 

You feel more able to cope* 

 

.18 

 

 

.23 

 

.33 

 

 

.20 

 

 

-.18 

 

 

.18 

 

5.00 

 

 

4.29 

 

7.61 

 

 

4.00 

 

 

0.36 

 

 

2.80 



 

 
 

* p <.05.    ** p <.01.  *** odds ratio could not be calculated as there were no responses in at least one cell.  



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX VV 

STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN 

DIRECT TRADE UNION INTERVENTION AND RESOLUTIONS FOR 

UNION B



 

 
 

Type of trade union action Resolution Phi  Odds  

DIRECT (instrumental) support: 

At the individual level 

They accompanied me to an informal meeting with the 

perpetrator or another officer of the organisation 

 

The perpetrator acknowledged their behaviour* 

 

You signed a compromise agreement*  

 

You took your case to an employment tribunal* 

 

.17 

 

.17 

 

.21 

 

3.75 

 

3.80 

 

*** 

They prepared a formal grievance case for me 

 

 

 

You changed jobs on your own initiative to get away from the 

bullying* 

 

You signed a compromise agreement** 

.19 

 

 

.27 

4.35 

 

 

8.33 

They represented me in a formal grievance, capability, sickness 

absence or disciplinary process 

You took sick leave* 

 

You took your case to an employment tribunal* 

 

You were suspended or dismissed** 

.17 

 

.25 

 

.25 

2.95 

 

*** 

 

13 

  



 

 
 

Type of trade union action Resolution Phi  Odds  

They negotiated with my employer for a move to another part of 

the organisation 

Your employer arranged for you to work in another part of the 

organisation* 

.40 100 

They negotiated a compromise agreement with my employer You signed a compromise agreement** .63 92 

They provided legal assistance to take my case to an 

employment tribunal 

You took your case to an employment tribunal** 

 

You were suspended or dismissed* 

.71 

 

.50 

*** 

 

50 

At the collective level 

They actively sought the support of other colleagues 

 

You believe the perpetrator was reprimanded, retrained or 

monitored ‘off the record’* 

 

You changed jobs for reasons unconnected with the bullying* 

 

.20 

 

 

.24 

 

10 

 

 

14.29 

* p <.05.    ** p <.01.  *** odds ratio could not be calculated as there were no responses in at least one cell. 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX WW 

STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN 

INDIRECT TRADE UNION INTERVENTION AND RESOLUTIONS 

FOR UNION C



 

 
 

Type of trade union action Resolution Phi  

INDIRECT 

Informational support 

They explained the possible action I could take 

 

 

Your employer arranged for you to work in another part of the 

organisation* 

 

.45 

Appraisal/emotional support 

They encouraged me to take action 

 

 

 

 

 

Your employer arranged for you to work in another part of the 

organisation* 

 

You feel more able to cope* 

 

.44 

 

 

.47 

* p <.05.    ** p <.01.   



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX XX 

STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN 

DIRECT TRADE UNION INTERVENTION AND RESOLUTIONS FOR 

UNION C



 

 
 

Type of trade union action Resolution Phi  

DIRECT Instrumental support 

At the individual level 

They prepared a formal grievance case for me 

 

 

 

Your employer arranged for you to work in another part of the 

organisation** 

 

 

.61 

They represented me in a formal grievance, capability, sickness 

absence or disciplinary process 

Your employer arranged for you to work in another part of the 

organisation** 

.61 

They negotiated with my employer for a move to another part of the 

organisation 

Your employer arranged for you to work in another part of the 

organisation* 

 

You took sickness absence* 

.60 

 

 

.48 

* p <.05.    ** p <.01.   



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX YY 

NUMBER OF OBSERVERS WHO OFFERED SUPPORT FOR TARGET 

FOR UNIONS A, B, AND C 

  



 

 
 

Number of observers who offered support for Union A 

Type of support 

Number of 

observers 

who offered 

this support 

Number of 

observers who 

did not offer 

this support 

Number of 

missing 

responses 

Total 

number of 

observers 

I gave the person being bullied moral 

support 
184 41 21 246 

I reported the bullying to my 

employer 
56 140 50 246 

I acted as a witness for the person 

being bullied 
42 128 76 246 

I confronted the perpetrator 42 136 68 246 

 

Number of observers who offered support for Union B 

Type of support Number of 

observers who 

offered this 

support 

Number of 

observers who 

did not offer 

this support 

Number of 

missing 

responses 

Total 

number of 

observers 

I gave the person being bullied moral 

support 

 

1073 

 

102 

 

66 

 

1241 

I reported the bullying to my 

employer 

 

248 

 

808 

 

185 

 

1241 

I acted as a witness for the person 

being bullied 

 

206 

 

786 

 

249 

 

1241 

I confronted the perpetrator 

 
185 817 239 1241 

 

Number of observers who offered support for Union C 

Type of support Number of 

observers who 

offered this 

support 

Number of 

observers who 

did not offer 

this support 

Number of 

missing 

responses 

Total 

number of 

observers 

I gave the person being bullied moral 

support 
210 24 18 252 

I reported the bullying to my 

employer 
80 124 48 252 

I acted as a witness for the person 

being bullied 
54 141 57 252 

I confronted the perpetrator 

 
57 139 56 252 

 

  



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APEENDIX ZZ 

REASONS WHY CO-WORKERS DID NOT PROVIDE COVERT 

MORAL SUPPORT TO TARGETS FOR UNION A, B, AND C



 

 
 

Reason for not providing support 

Percentage of observers who did not provide moral support 

Union A (n = 41) Union B (n = 102) Union C (n = 24) 

I do not get involved  in matters that do not directly concern me 18 19 8 

I thought the person who was being bullied was responsible for their 

predicament 3 5 4 

That's just the way people behave in this workplace 0 10 13 

I did not think it would have any effect 2 11 4 

I was relieved it was someone else being bullied and not me 0 1 0  

I thought I would be the next target/bullied more 0 6 0  

I thought it would be held against me if I got involved 8 11 12 

I did not want to relive painful experiences or reveal private details 

about myself 2 2 0  

The target did not want to take it further 16 12 21 

Some other reason 18 19 38 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX AAA 

REASONS WHY CO-WORKERS DID NOT PROVIDE OVERT 

SUPPORT TO TARGETS FOR UNION A, B, AND C



 

 
 

Reason for not providing support 

Percentage of observers who did 

not report bullying 

Percentage of observers who did 

not act as a witness 

Percentage of observers who did 

not confront the perpetrator 

Union A 

(n = 140) 

Union B 

(n = 808) 

Union C 

(n = 124) 

Union A 

(n = 128) 

Union B 

(n = 786) 

Union C 

(n = 141) 

Union A 

(n = 136) 

Union B 

(n = 817) 

Union C 

(n = 139) 

I do not get involved  in matters that do 

not directly concern me 7 5 3 5 6 4 6 6 4 

I thought the person who was being 

bullied was responsible for their 

predicament 2 2 3 0  0 0  0 0 0 

That's just the way people behave in this 

workplace 6 5 4 1 2 1 4 3 1 

I did not think it would have any effect 11 15 13 6 7 6 7 13 14 

I was relieved it was someone else being 

bullied and not me 0  0 0  0  0 1 0 0 0 

I thought I would be the next 

target/bullied more 2 4 1 1 2 3 2 11 5 

I thought it would be held against me if I 

got involved 6 12 12 3 9 3 9 13 11 

I did not want to relive painful 

experiences or reveal private details about 

myself 1 1 0  0 0  0  1 1 1 

The target did not want to take it further 26 23 36 27 48 50 20 27 34 

Some other reason 14 33 28 18 26 32 17 26 30 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX BBB 

POSITIVE EMPLOYER ATTITUDE STATEMENTS IN PERCENTAGE 

OF TOTAL RESPONDENTS - UNION A (N = 578)



 

 
 

Employer attitude statement (positive) 

Percent 

Strongly 

agree 

Percent 

Agree 

Percent 

Neither 

agree or 

disagree 

Percent 

Disagree 

Percent 

Strongly 

disagree 

P1. My organisation does not tolerate workplace bullying 8 30 25 27 10 

P2. In this organisation bullies are helped to recognise and change their behaviour 1 14 38 31 16 

P3. My organisation treats its workforce with respect 5 37 23 23 12 

P4. My organisation is proactive in seeking out bullying 2 18 27 35 18 

P5. There is no room in this organisation for serial bullies 20 19 27 23 11 

P6. My employer nips inappropriate behaviour in the bud rather  than allowing it to escalate 3 14 38 33 12 

P7. If I saw someone being bullied I would be happy to report it without fear of repercussions 10 43 11 28 8 

P8. In my organisation managers are given the necessary skills and responsibility to deal with 

bullying 

2 22 30 35 11 

P9. My employer investigates allegations of bullying fairly 3 23 45 22 7 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX CCC 

POSITIVE EMPLOYER ATTITUDE STATEMENTS IN PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL 

RESPONDENTS - UNION B (N = 2,865)



 

 
 

 

Employer attitude statement (positive) 

Percent 

Strongly 

agree 

Percent 

Agree 

Percent 

Neither 

agree or 

disagree 

Percent 

Disagree 

Percent 

Strongly 

disagree 

P1. My organisation does not tolerate workplace bullying 9 27 28 22 14 

P2. In this organisation bullies are helped to recognise and change their behaviour 2 11 40 27 20 

P3. My organisation treats its workforce with respect 15 36 17 21 11 

P4. My organisation is proactive in seeking out bullying 2 11 34 33 20 

P5. There is no room in this organisation for serial bullies 18 24 29 17 12 

P6. My employer nips inappropriate behaviour in the bud rather  than allowing it to escalate 5 21 36 25 13 

P7. If I saw someone being bullied I would be happy to report it without fear of repercussions 13 39 13 26 9 

P8. In my organisation managers are given the necessary skills and responsibility to deal with 

bullying 

3 16 36 32 13 

P9. My employer investigates allegations of bullying fairly 5 20 50 16 9 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX DDD 

POSITIVE STATEMENTS ABOUT EMPLOYERS’ ATTITUDE IN 

PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL RESPONDENTS - UNION C (N = 505)



 

 
 

 

Employer attitude statement (positive) 

Percent 

Strongly 

agree 

Percent 

Agree 

Percent 

Neither 

agree or 

disagree 

Percent 

Disagree 

Percent 

Strongly 

disagree 

P1. My organisation does not tolerate workplace bullying 10 33 20 23 14 

P2. In this organisation bullies are helped to recognise and change their behaviour 2 14 33 30 21 

P3. My organisation treats its workforce with respect 9 40 18 21 12 

P4. My organisation is proactive in seeking out bullying 3 14 24 38 21 

P5. There is no room in this organisation for serial bullies 20 23 22 21 14 

P6. My employer nips inappropriate behaviour in the bud rather  than allowing it to escalate 4 19 29 33 15 

P7. If I saw someone being bullied I would be happy to report it without fear of repercussions 18 39 12 25 6 

P8. In my organisation managers are given the necessary skills and responsibility to deal with 

bullying 

2 18 29 35 16 

P9. My employer investigates allegations of bullying fairly 3 23 41 24 9 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX EEE 

NEGATIVE EMPLOYERS ATTITUDE STATEMENTS IN PERCENTAGE OF 

TOTAL RESPONDENTS - UNION A (N = 578)



 

 
 

  

Employer attitude statement (negative) 

Percent 

Strongly 

disagree 

Percent 

Disagree 

Percent 

Neither 

agree or 

disagree 

Percent 

Agree 

Percent 

Strongly 

agree 

N1. The senior managers know that bullying is happening but they ignore it 8 18 34 27 13 

N2. If bullies are thought to be achieving results they are allowed to get away with it 10 13 15 39 23 

N3. If I was being bullied I would be too afraid to report it for fear my career would be 

harmed 

31 31 6 26 6 

N4. In my organisation the term ‘firm management’ or ‘personality clash’ is used to excuse 

bullying behaviour 

7 19 24 34 16 

N5. Senior managers  will try to sweep complaints of bullying under the carpet 7 17 31 30 15 

N6. It is usually the victims of bullying who end up suffering whilst  the most the bully will 

receive is a slap on the wrist 

2 11 25 43 19 

N7. In a complaint of bullying this organisation automatically backs up the senior party 5 19 40 26 10 

N8. People are under so much pressure to achieve  unrealistic targets, staff are bullied rather 

than encouraged and supported 

6 26 34 23 11 

N9. I feel bullied by my organisation because it makes impossible demands of me 20 48 14 13 5 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX FFF 

NEGATIVE EMPLOYER ATTITUDE STATEMENTS IN 

PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL RESPONDENTS - UNION B (N = 2,865)



 

 
 

  

Employer attitude statement (negative) 

Percent 

Strongly 

disagree 

Percent 

Disagree 

Percent 

Neither 

agree or 

disagree 

Percent 

Agree 

Percent 

Strongly 

agree 

N1. The senior managers know that bullying is happening but they ignore it 17 25 28 21 9 

N2. If bullies are thought to be achieving results they are allowed to get away with it 12 17 17 35 19 

N3. If I was being bullied I would be too afraid to report it for fear my career would be 

harmed 

26 33 6 26 9 

N4. In my organisation the term ‘firm management’ or ‘personality clash’ is used to excuse 

bullying behaviour 

14 23 20 30 13 

N5. Senior managers will try to sweep complaints of bullying under the carpet 16 23 27 23 11 

N6. It is usually the victims of bullying who end up suffering whilst  the most the bully will 

receive is a slap on the wrist 

15 36 32 5 12 

N7. In a complaint of bullying this organisation automatically backs up the senior party 7 21 41 21 10 

N8. People are under so much pressure to achieve  unrealistic targets, staff are bullied rather 

than encouraged and supported 

11 23 27 25 14 

N9. I feel bullied by my organisation because it makes impossible demands of me 24 37 16 17 6 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX GGG 

NEGATIVE STATEMENTS ABOUT EMPLOYERS’ ATTITUDE IN 

PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL RESPONDENTS - UNION C (N = 505) 



 

 
 

Employer attitude statement (negative) 

Percent 

Strongly 

disagree 

Percent 

Disagree 

Percent 

Neither 

agree or 

disagree 

Percent 

Agree 

Percent 

Strongly 

agree 

N1. The senior managers know that bullying is happening but they ignore it 11 22 29 25 13 

N2. If bullies are thought to be achieving results they are allowed to get away with it 11 14 12 39 24 

N3. If I was being bullied I would be too afraid to report it for fear my career would be harmed 31 34 6 25 4 

N4. In my organisation the term ‘firm management’ or ‘personality clash’ is used to excuse 

bullying behaviour 

14 14 14 14 14 

N5. Senior managers  will try to sweep complaints of bullying under the carpet 10 18 26 30 16 

N6. It is usually the victims of bullying who end up suffering whilst  the most the bully will 

receive is a slap on the wrist 

5 14 26 37 18 

N7. In a complaint of bullying this organisation automatically backs up the senior party 8 20 38 21 13 

N8. People are under so much pressure to achieve  unrealistic targets, staff are bullied rather than 

encouraged and supported 

9 27 26 26 12 

N9. I feel bullied by my organisation because it makes impossible demands of me 23 41 13 15 8 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX HHH 

MEAN EAS SCORES FOR POSITIVE EMPLOYER ATTITUDE 

STATEMENTS FOR UNION A, B, AND C 

 

  



 

 
 

 Positive statement 

Mean EAS scores (Standard deviations) 

for: 

Union A  

(n =  578) 

Union B 

(n = 2865 ) 

Union C 

(n = 505) 

P1. My organisation does not tolerate workplace 

bullying 

3.02 

(1.14) 

3.05 

(1.20) 

3.00 

(1.23) 

P2. In this organisation bullies are helped to recognise 

and change their behaviour 

3.45 

(.96) 

3.53 

(.99) 

3.54 

(1.04) 

P3. My organisation treats its workforce with respect 

2.99 

(1.14) 

2.77 

(1.25) 

2.88 

(1.20) 

P4. My organisation is proactive in seeking out bullying 

3.48 

(1.05) 

3.57 

(1.01) 

3.60 

(1.06) 

P5. There is no room in this organisation for serial 

bullies 

2.85 

(1.29) 

2.82 

(1.26) 

2.86 

(1.33) 

P6. My employer nips inappropriate behaviour in the 

bud rather  than allowing it to escalate 

3.36 

(.98) 

3.19 

(1.07) 

3.35 

(1.07) 

P7. If I saw someone being bullied I would be happy to 

report it without fear of repercussions 

2.81 

(1.17) 

2.79 

(1.23) 

2.61 

(1.20) 

P8. In my organisation managers are given the 

necessary skills and responsibility to deal with bullying 

3.33 

(.99) 

3.35 

(.99) 

3.45 

(1.04) 

P9. My employer investigates allegations of bullying 

fairly 

3.06 

(.92) 

3.05 

(.95) 

3.12 

(.97) 

 

  



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX III 

MEAN EAS SCORES FOR NEGATIVE EMPLOYER ATTITUDE 

STATEMENTS FOR UNION A, B, AND C 

 

  



 

 
 

Negative statement 

Mean EAS scores (Standard 

deviations) for: 

Union A  

(n =  578) 

Union B 

(n = 2865 ) 

Union C 

(n = 505) 

N1. The senior managers know that bullying is 

happening but they ignore it 

3.18 

(1.12) 

2.81 

(1.22) 

3.07 

(1.20) 

N2. If bullies are thought to be achieving results they are 

allowed to get away with it 

3.51 

(1.25) 

3.32 

(1.29) 

3.52 

(1.30) 

N3. If I was being bullied I would be too afraid to report 

it for fear my career would be harmed 

2.45 

(1.32) 

2.59 

(1.35) 

2.36 

(1.26) 

N4. In my organisation the term ‘firm management’ or 

‘personality clash’ is used to excuse bullying behaviour 

3.33 

(1.17) 

3.05 

(1.27) 

3.10 

(1.32) 

N5. Senior managers will try to sweep complaints of 

bullying under the carpet 

3.30 

(1.12) 

2.91 

(1.23) 

3.22 

(1.22) 

N6. It is usually the victims of bullying who end up 

suffering whilst  the most the bully will receive is a slap 

on the wrist 

3.64 

(.98) 

3.43 

(1.05) 

3.49 

(1.10) 

N7. In a complaint of bullying this organisation 

automatically backs up the senior party 

3.17 

(1.01) 

3.06 

(1.04) 

3.11 

(1.11) 

N8. People are under so much pressure to achieve  

unrealistic targets, staff are bullied rather than 

encouraged and supported 

3.09 

(1.08) 

3.08 

(1.22) 

3.04 

(1.16) 

N9. I feel bullied by my organisation because it makes 

impossible demands of me 

2.34 

(1.08) 

2.42 

(1.18) 

2.45 

(1.22) 

 


