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ABSTRACT 

Workplace bullying has been described as repeated and systematic exposure to 

negative social acts over time, which the target has difficulties defending against 

(Einarsen et al., 2020). Previous research has established that bullying in the 

workplace is related to a wide range of negative outcomes, and bullying has been 

classified as a more crippling and devastating problem for employees than all other 

work-related stress put together (Hauge et al., 2010; Wilson, 1991). Yet, the field still 

lacks systematic and thorough knowledge of the mechanisms that may explain how 

situational antecedents are related to the occurrence and development of the 

workplace bullying process. Drawing on the work environment hypothesis, studies 

have shown that bullying seems to thrive in demanding workplaces where employees 

experience organizational constraints and contradictory expectations and demands. 

Furthermore, leadership practices are expected to have a significant impact on the 

presence of stress at work. For example, poor and destructive leadership has been 

identified as a root cause of subordinate stress (Kelloway et al., 2005; Skogstad et al., 

2014), and may, as such, act as a strong stressor in its own right. However, leaders 

may also impact the level of stress at work indirectly, either by influencing the 

opportunities employees have to cope with those stressors present, or by either 

aggravating or alleviating the stressors already present in the work environment. 

The main aim of this PhD-project has been to improve our understanding of the 

phenomenon of workplace bullying, by investigating some mechanisms and 

conditions which allow bullying to flourish and escalate. The present thesis is 

comprised of three scientific papers, all of which employ self-report questionnaire 

data. The overreaching research question in all three papers was whether laissez-faire 

leadership can act as a moderator in the relationship between various prevailing 

workplace stressors and subsequent experiences of negative acts and workplace 

bullying. Moreover, Paper 2 examines the role of the inter-relationship between two 

prevailing role stressors in the development of workplace bullying, by testing the 

mediating effect of role conflicts in the relationship between role ambiguity and 

subsequent exposure to bullying behaviours. In addition, Papers 2 and 3 also 
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investigated the potential buffering effect of transformational leadership, a 

constructive form of leadership that is in stark contrast to laissez-faire leadership. 

In paper 1, the main objective was to investigate the prospective relationship between 

co-worker conflict at time 1 and individuals who self-reported as new victims of 

bullying two years later, and whether this relationship was exacerbated by the 

individuals’ reports of laissez-faire leadership behaviour enacted by their immediate 

supervisor. Results from a logistic regression analysis on a representative sample of 

Norwegian workers (N = 1772) showed a significant positive relationship between 

conflict with co-workers and subsequent new victims of workplace bullying. 

Furthermore, the results showed that this relationship was only present for employees 

who reported high (vs. low) levels of laissez-faire leadership behaviour from their 

immediate supervisor. 

Paper 2 had two main objectives. First, we aimed to investigate the mechanisms 

through which role stressors lead to workplace bullying, by testing the hypothesis that 

the impact of role ambiguity on employees’ exposure to negative acts is mediated 

through their experiences of increased levels of role conflicts. Second, we tested 

whether laissez-faire leadership exacerbated, while transformational leadership 

attenuated, this relationship. In this study, we employed a national probability sample 

of 1,164 Norwegian workers, with three measurements across a 12-month period. The 

results supported our hypotheses, in that the relationship between employees’ role 

ambiguity and subsequent exposure to bullying behaviours was mediated by an 

increase in employees’ experience of role conflicts. Moreover, we found that laissez-

faire leadership exacerbated, while transformational leadership attenuated, the 

indirect relationship between role ambiguity and subsequent exposure to bullying 

behaviours through role conflicts. 

Finally, the objective of Paper 3 was to test whether it is possible to detect these 

mechanisms even on a daily basis. Accordingly, this study investigated the day-to-

day relationship between employees’ work pressure and their exposure to bullying-

related negative acts and tested the hypotheses that even daily levels of laissez-faire 
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leadership exacerbated while daily levels of transformational leadership attenuated 

this relationship. Using data from a sample of 61 naval cadets, who completed a daily 

diary questionnaire on 36 consecutive days (N = 1509 daily observations), we tested 

the day-to-day relationships between work pressure and exposure to bullying-related 

negative acts, and the moderating effects of daily transformational and laissez-faire 

leadership. The results of multilevel analyses showed a positive relationship between 

daily work pressure and daily exposure to bullying-related negative acts, and a 

positive moderating effect of daily laissez-faire leadership behaviour. More 

specifically, our analyses showed that the positive relationship between daily work 

pressure and daily exposure to bullying-related negative acts was only present on 

days when the subordinates reported higher levels of laissez-faire behaviour from 

their immediate leader. Finally, we did not find support for a moderating effect of 

daily transformational leadership behaviour.  

Taken together, these findings yield support to the theoretical notion of the work 

environment hypothesis, in that situational stressors represent prevailing risk factors 

for individuals to be exposed to negative acts and bullying in the workplace (Einarsen 

et al., 1994; Leymann, 1996). Moreover, our findings support the theoretical 

assumption that laissez-faire leadership is an important facilitator in the development 

of workplace bullying. Indeed, our results indicate that laissez-faire leadership may 

be of greater consequence in exacerbating the bullying process than transformational 

leadership is in attenuating the negative consequences of workplace stressors. If 

leaders neglect their inherent responsibility to adequately address employees’ 

experiences of stressful situations and ongoing interpersonal conflicts that merit 

attention, the risk of workplace bullying is likely to increase. Furthermore, our results 

show the same trends across samples and research designs, thereby strengthening the 

robustness of our findings. Finally, the results from Paper 2 improve our 

understanding of the inter-relationship between role ambiguity and role conflict in 

relation to bullying, by supporting the hypothesis that employees’ experience of role 

conflicts mediates the role ambiguity-bullying relationship. This finding indicates that 

role conflicts may be the more proximal, while role ambiguity may be a more distal 

antecedent of workplace bullying.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Bullying in the workplace is increasingly recognized as a serious problem within the 

working environment (Hoel et al., 2010; Zapf & Vartia, 2020). Workplace bullying 

has been shown to be related to a wide range of negative outcomes for those targeted, 

including mental and physical health problems (Conway et al., 2018; Nielsen & 

Einarsen, 2012; Theorell et al., 2015; Verkuil et al., 2015), reduced job satisfaction 

and organizational commitment (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012), exhaustion (Laschinger 

et al., 2012), intention to leave (Djurkovic et al., 2004), and expulsion from working 

life (Glambek et al., 2015). Accordingly, scholars have described workplace bullying 

as not only a significant source of social stress at work but as a more crippling and 

devastating problem for employees than all other work-related stress put together 

(Hauge et al., 2010; Wilson, 1991). Moreover, people have in general been shown to 

be more strongly affected by bad events than they are by good events (Baumeister et 

al., 2001). Studies of negative events such as workplace bullying, which is associated 

with severe detrimental outcomes for exposed employees, organizations, and the 

society at large (Hoel et al., 2020; Mikkelsen et al., 2020), should therefore be of high 

relevance in organisational research.  

During the past few decades, our knowledge on workplace bullying has increased and 

the methods for studying it have become increasingly sophisticated (Nielsen & 

Einarsen, 2018). Accordingly, the prevalence rates and outcomes of workplace 

bullying are relatively well-established across the globe (Van de Vliert et al., 2013). 

If organizations are to successfully prevent and manage cases of workplace bullying, 

there is a need for a better understanding of the organisational mechanisms and 

conditional factors that may explain how and when bullying arises, develops, and 

impacts those exposed. However, these mechanisms and conditions are so far not 

very well understood, even if there is ample evidence of a work stressor–bullying 

relationship (Salin & Hoel, 2020). Leadership is an example of one such conditional 

factor that may be expected to have a significant impact on the presence of stress at 

work, both directly and indirectly. Already in the early work of Leymann (1996) and 

Brodsky (1976), leadership deficiency was highlighted as a prerequisite for bullying 
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to be allowed to develop and flourish in the work environment. However, at the onset 

of this PhD-project, the literature had mainly focused on leadership as a direct 

antecedent of exposure to negative social behaviours at work (Nielsen, 2013; 

Skogstad et al., 2007; Tsuno & Kawakami, 2015), rather than as a conditional 

moderator on the relationship between other workplace stressors and bullying (see 

Hauge et al., 2007; Rodriguez-Munoz et al., 2012, for two exceptions).  

Drawing on the shortcomings in the literature outlined above, the main objective of 

the present thesis is to improve our understanding of the phenomenon of workplace 

bullying. Though there is ample evidence to support a positive relationship between 

stressors in the work environment and exposure to workplace bullying, the majority 

of studies on the subject have been cross-sectional in nature (Neall & Tuckey, 2014; 

Rai & Agarwal, 2016). As such, they provide only limited insight into the 

mechanisms and conditions involved in the bullying process. Therefore, we aim to 

extend this research by implementing various prospective (Papers 1 & 2) and daily 

diary (Paper 3) research designs. Paper 2 further extends the knowledge into 

explanatory mechanisms in the bullying process by investigating the potential 

mediating effect of role conflicts in the role ambiguity–bullying relationship. 

Furthermore, by testing the possible moderating effect of laissez-faire leadership on 

the presumed relationships between specific stressors in the workplace and 

employees’ exposure to negative acts and bullying at work, we gain additional insight 

into conditional factors which may allow bullying to arise and develop. Additionally, 

the hypothesized exacerbating effect of laissez-faire leadership is contrasted with the 

potential mitigating effects of a constructive type of leadership, namely 

transformational leadership (Papers 2 & 3). Figure 1 illustrates the proposed 

relationships that I have tested in the three papers comprising the present thesis.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual model of the relationships investigated in the present thesis.  

In the following, I will first present an overview of the two key concepts of interest in 

the present thesis, namely workplace bullying and laissez-faire leadership. 

Subsequently, I will present the theoretical framework employed in the present thesis 

– encompassing several different but complementary theories explaining how 

situational stressors in the work environment may develop into instances of bullying 

behaviours and negative social acts, and over time, long term victimization of 

bullying – as well as some previous empirical evidence of the relationships of 

interest. Finally, I will outline some of the shortcomings in the literature pertaining to 

the lack of research on moderating effects in the antecedent–bullying relationship, 

before presenting the main aims of the thesis and the specific hypotheses investigated 

in each of the three papers. In this, the overreaching focus will be on whether laissez-

faire leadership can act as a moderator in the relationship between various prevailing 

workplace stressors and experienced negative acts and workplace bullying. 

Additionally, I will touch shortly on transformational leadership as a potential 

mitigating conditional factor. However, as this is not the main leadership factor of 

interest in the present thesis, it is employed more as a contrast and control variable to 
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gain a more nuanced understanding of the exacerbating effect of laissez-faire 

leadership.  

1.1 The concept of workplace bullying 

1.1.1 Historical background 

The phenomenon of bullying and harassment in the workplace was first described by 

the American psychologist Carroll M. Brodsky (1976), in his book entitled The 

Harassed Worker. Here, Brodsky described five different types of harassment, 

namely scapegoating, name-calling, physical abuse, sexual harassment, and work 

pressure. What these forms of harassment have in common is that they describe 

behaviours that if repeated and persisted over time, may place the target in a cornered 

position with little resources to retaliate in kind, resulting in negative outcomes for 

those targeted (Brodsky, 1976). Although he was among the first to describe the 

phenomenon of bullying among adults, Brodsky’s work did not receive a lot of 

attention at the time it was published. It was only rediscovered many years later when 

it was brought into the pioneering work of Einarsen and colleagues (1994). Parallel to 

Brodsky’s work in the US, research on the concept of workplace bullying began in 

Scandinavia in the late 1980s (Kile, 1990; Leymann, 1986, 1990b; Matthiesen et al., 

1989; Thylefors, 1987), partly following the research on bullying among school 

children (see e.g., Heinemann, 1972; Olweus, 1978, 1993). The Swedish psychologist 

Heinz Leymann (1986) was the first to describe the concept of bullying among adults 

in his Swedish book entitled Adult bullying. On psychological violence in working 

life (English translation). Contrasting the more physical and direct forms of 

aggression, Leymann (1986) employed the term ‘mobbing’ to describe a phenomenon 

among adults involving systematic exposure to subtle indirect forms of aggression. 

Following Leymann’s work in Sweden (Leymann, 1986, 1990b, 1996), researchers in 

Norway (Einarsen et al., 1994; Einarsen & Raknes, 1991; Matthiesen et al., 1989) and 

Finland (Björkqvist et al., 1994; Vartia, 1991, 1996) also became interested in the 

phenomenon of bullying in the workplace. Accordingly, large-scale research projects 

were initiated in these Scandinavian countries, aiming to document the existence of 
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this phenomenon, but also the severe negative consequences of targets’ exposure to 

such negative social behaviour (Einarsen et al., 2020). In summary, the pioneering 

work of both Brodsky and Leymann has made important contributions to our 

understanding of the phenomenon of bullying in the workplace. 

Since the late 1990s, research on the concept of bullying in the workplace has gained 

increasing attention all over the world (León-Pérez et al., 2021), resulting in an 

extensive growth in quantity, quality, and intricacy of issues investigated over the 

past 30 years (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018). Yet, most of the bullying research to date 

has concentrated on uncovering the consequences of being exposed to bullying in 

working life. The literature related to this research question is vast, and the research 

community now has a lot of knowledge about the individual outcomes that result 

from bullying victimization (Hogh et al., 2019; Mikkelsen et al., 2020). Meta-analytic 

evidence shows positive associations between workplace bullying and mental health 

problems (Conway et al., 2018; Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012; Theorell et al., 2015; 

Verkuil et al., 2015), most strongly in the form of post-traumatic stress symptoms, 

anxiety, and depression. A recent systematic review also suggests a positive 

association between bullying and suicidal ideation (Leach et al., 2017), though there 

are still few studies investigating this relationship. Furthermore, bullying has been 

shown to be related to a wide range of physiological health problems, including sleep 

problems (Hansen et al., 2016; Hansen et al., 2014; Lallukka et al., 2011), headache, 

and bodily pain (Glambek, Nielsen, et al., 2018; Nielsen et al., 2014; Saastamoinen et 

al., 2009; Tynes et al., 2013), cardiovascular disease (Kivimäki et al., 2003; Xu et al., 

2019) and type 2 diabetes (Xu et al., 2018). With regard to job-related outcomes, 

bullying has been linked to reduced job satisfaction and organizational commitment 

(Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012), and increased risk of sickness absence (Niedhammer et 

al., 2013; Nielsen et al., 2016; Ortega et al., 2011), job insecurity and turnover 

intentions (Glambek et al., 2014; Hogh et al., 2011; Nabe-Nielsen et al., 2017; 

Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012), and expulsion from working life (Glambek et al., 2015). 

With such a wide range of serious and long-lasting detrimental effects at the 

individual level, it is reasonable to conclude that the presence of bullying also brings 

consequences for organizations and society at large. Particularly with regard to 



 17 

sickness absenteeism, turnover, and expulsion from working life, the financial costs 

have been estimated to be very high (Hoel et al., 2020).  

1.1.2 Defining workplace bullying 

The previous section has documented that the phenomenon of bullying and 

harassment in the workplace has gained vast interest across continents and cultures. 

This increasing interest has since resulted in multiple streams of research into both 

the consequences and antecedents of bullying. As a result, several different labels are 

used to describe the underlying phenomenon of bullying and harassment in the 

workplace, including ‘harassment’, ‘mobbing’, ‘scapegoating’, ‘victimization’, and 

‘incivility’ (see Notelaers & Van der Heijden, 2021, for an overview). Today, 

‘workplace bullying’ is the term most commonly used in Europe to describe the 

phenomenon of systematic and prolonged mistreatment of employees (Einarsen et al., 

2020).  

One of the most well-established and widely accepted definitions of workplace 

bullying has been presented by Einarsen and colleagues (2020, p. 26):  

“Bullying at work means harassing, offending, socially excluding someone or 

negatively affecting someone’s work. In order for the label bullying (or 

mobbing) to be applied to a particular activity, interaction or process it has to 

occur repeatedly and regularly (e.g. weekly) and over a period of time (e.g. 

about six months). Bullying is an escalating process in the course of which the 

person confronted may end up in an inferior position becoming the target of 

systematic negative social acts. A conflict cannot be called bullying if the 

incident is an isolated event or if two parties of approximately equal ‘strength’ 

are in conflict.” 

A core element in this definition is the exposure to ‘systematic negative social acts’, 

which are experienced as negative and unwanted by the target. These acts may be 

direct – including verbal abuse, accusations, and public humiliation – but also more 

subtle and indirect nature in the form of gossiping, rumour spreading and social 

exclusion (Einarsen et al., 2009; Notelaers, Van der Heijden, et al., 2019). Therefore, 
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bullying is strictly speaking not about single and isolated episodes or events but 

rather refers to behaviours that are repeatedly and persistently directed towards one or 

more persons (Einarsen et al., 2020). In line with this, Leymann (1996) has suggested 

that the victims must be exposed to at least one negative act on a weekly basis and 

that the duration of the bullying behaviours should last for a period of six months or 

longer. Other researchers have argued that a more accurate measure of workplace 

bullying would be to apply a minimum of two negative acts each week, over a six 

month period (Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2001). Another defining characteristic of 

workplace bullying is however the gradually escalating and prolonged nature of the 

exposure, indicating that bullying at any one time may come in different levels of 

intensity and frequencies of the said negative acts. An important aspect of this 

definitional component following from the latter is that bullying, therefore, is not an 

‘either-or’ phenomenon, but rather a gradually evolving process where targets in 

early phases are subjected to indirect or discreet behaviours which may be difficult to 

pinpoint. However, in later phases more direct aggression may appear (Einarsen, 

2000), and individuals may end up in an inferior position where they are targets of 

systematic negative acts. Accordingly, we may think of bullying not only as an end 

state – with its accompanying consequences – but also as an ongoing process, and 

even as a situation that plays out through experiences of specific negative acts 

happening on a daily or weekly basis. Hence, in the present thesis there will be 

studies that look at bullying as an end state where one is either bullied or not (Paper 

1), as a situation where one is subjected to negative acts on a continuum from low to 

high exposure (Paper 2), and as episodes happening on a daily basis (Paper 3). 

The last central characteristic of workplace bullying is an imbalance of power 

between the victimizer and the victim (Einarsen et al., 1994; Leymann, 1996). 

Typically, the victim will perceive that he or she has very few resources, if any, to 

defend themselves against the negative acts to which he or she is being exposed. 

Thus, according to the operational definition, it is not bullying if the two parties are 

of equal strength, at least not when arriving at the end of the process.  
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Although the operationalizations of the many different terms used to describe 

bullying and harassment in the workplace share many of the common characteristics, 

there are also some differences between the concepts. One important distinction is the 

differences in operational definitions employed in what has come to be known as the 

North American and the European research tradition, respectively. Research 

following the North American research tradition is often anchored in aggression 

theory, where the perpetrator’s ‘intent to harm’ is an important aspect of the 

operationalization of interpersonal aggression (Neuman & Baron, 1997). This 

specification in the definition of aggression is made to distinguish aggressive 

behaviours in the workplace from mere accidental episodes, where the result may 

have been harmful, but where the behaviour itself was not intended to cause such 

harm. Scholars following this tradition classify workplace bullying as purposeful 

aggressive behaviour on the part of the perpetrator, thus arguing that intent to harm 

should be included in the operational definition (Baron & Neuman, 1996; Bowling & 

Beehr, 2006; Keashly et al., 2020; Rhodes et al., 2010). According to this perspective, 

it is necessary to include intent as an element in the definition because it makes it 

possible to distinguish workplace bullying from other forms of hostile workplace 

behaviour, such as incivility or accidental harm (Keashly et al., 2020).  

In contrast, the majority of studies on bullying that have been conducted following 

the European research tradition focus on the target’s perceived exposure in the 

victimization process. This research tradition has historically been characterized by a 

high degree of consensus regarding concepts and features of workplace bullying, and 

European scholars usually omit any mentions of intent when describing bullying in 

the workplace as the focus is on the target and not on the perpetrator(s). The 

argument is that it is impossible to verify the presence of intent on the part of the 

perpetrator when studying targets and/or victims and their exposure to bullying (Hoel 

et al., 1999). It follows, then, that if intent were to be included as a central element of 

the definition, it would fall to the perpetrator to decide whether their behaviour 

should be categorized as bullying or not (Einarsen et al., 2020). Moreover, if one 

were to consider intent as an integral part of the operationalization of the bullying 

concept, it would be necessary to clarify exactly what ‘intent’ refers to, thereby 
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ensuring that there is no ambiguity concerning how the term should be applied. 

However, this would be difficult, as there are several different ways of looking at 

intent, depending on what perspective on bullying is of interest. In a recent review 

chapter, Einarsen and colleagues (2020) argue that one may limit the meaning of 

intent to that of each single bullying act. In this case, if each single act were to be 

examined for evidence of intent, it would be very difficult for a target to prove that 

their perceived victimization has been repeated and systematic. However, the authors 

argue that intent may also be applied in a broader term, by referring to the bullying 

process as a whole, thereby indicating that the perpetrator intended to expose a single 

target to repeated and systematic negative acts over time. Alternatively, intent may be 

related to the end goal of victimizing a target, that is, to push the target into an 

inferior and defenseless position. Finally, intent may refer to the extent to which the 

perpetrator has a conscious and explicit plan to cause harm to the victim, as a means 

to expelling them from the organization (Einarsen et al., 2020).  

Even if there were no uncertainty related to the meaning of intent in the operational 

definition, it would still be difficult to accurately capture intentionality in the 

instruments used to measure bullying in the workplace. In order to assess intent, 

targets must be able to refer to a particular perpetrator when answering questions of 

their experiences (Hershcovis, 2011). However, it may also be argued that the level of 

exposure that one person is experiencing is likely the sum of many small acts by 

several different potential perpetrators – that would potentially be written off as 

insignificant or simply thoughtless in and of themselves – but when accumulated over 

time may add up to a significant level of perceived victimization by the target. In 

other words, what a particular person in the work environment has done in isolation is 

of little consequence, as is that individual’s intention behind their specific actions. 

Rather, what is important is the sum total of the target’s experienced exposure, 

regardless of the identity of the perpetrator(s) and their assumed intent. Thus, most 

scholars within the European research tradition agree that intent is not a necessary 

criterion when defining bullying in the workplace. In the present thesis, the included 

studies are based on data with self-reported information about the potential targets’ 

experienced exposure to acts of workplace bullying. As such, no information is 
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included from the perspective of potential perpetrators and their assumed intent to 

harm. Accordingly, focusing on the target perspective and following the definition by 

Einarsen and colleagues (2020), intent to harm is not included as a factor that may 

influence whether the respondents may be considered targets of bullying or not. The 

target’s own perception of the perpetrators’ intent, on the other hand, may be 

important in determining whether the target interprets and subsequently labels their 

experience as bullying or not (Einarsen et al., 2020; Keashly, 2001). When the 

duration of the exposure is long, many targets make sense of the situation by 

attributing their experiences to the perpetrator(s) intention to cause harm, with the 

ultimate goal of pushing them out of the organization (Vartia, 1996; Zapf, 1999). Yet, 

this is not included in the measurement methods used to capture exposure to bullying 

(see also Nielsen et al., 2020). 

1.1.3 Explaining the phenomenon of workplace bullying 

Because of the detrimental nature of many of the outcomes associated with bullying, 

many researchers have shifted their interest in recent years and begun uncovering 

which variables may cause bullying to occur in the first place. By knowing more 

about what triggers a bullying process, organizations stand a better chance of 

intervening early and preventing many of the harmful consequences we see when 

bullying has reached its highest level of escalation, at which point it may be too late 

to reduce the associated harmful effects. This stream of research has proposed two 

main explanations as to why bullying occurs in organizations. Predatory bullying 

describes cases where the victim has done nothing to provoke or justify the 

aggressive behaviours they are exposed to (Einarsen, 1999). Victims of predatory 

bullying often accidentally find themselves in a situation where the perpetrator is 

either demonstrating power or in some other way is exploiting the weakness of 

another individual, who then may become a victim by mere ‘accident’. The actions of 

destructive leaders, demonstrating petty tyranny (Ashforth, 1994) or abusive 

supervision (Tepper, 2007), represent this type of predatory bullying. Alternatively, 

an employee may also become the victim of bullying because they are seen as an 

‘easy target’ for pent-up stress and frustration in a work group. Thylefors (1987) 
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describes this as a strategy used in situations where the source of tension is either 

difficult to define, inaccessible, or simply too powerful to be attacked. In such cases 

the group may instead take out their aggression on a person who is less powerful than 

themselves, deeming this person a suitable scapegoat. 

Dispute-related bullying (Einarsen, 1999), on the other hand, relates to the belief that 

bullying is the result of an unresolved social conflict, that has escalated to the point 

where an imbalance of power between the involved parties has developed (Zapf & 

Gross, 2001). This notion is in line with Leymann (1996), who argued that bullying 

should be viewed as a process developed through four stages, starting with a critical 

incident, usually an interpersonal conflict. This first stage may be very short, thereby 

quickly leading into the next stage, stigmatization. In this second stage, the targeted 

individual is exposed to a variety of negative social acts characterized by aggressive 

manipulation designed to “get to the person” in order to punish him or her, resulting 

in the target feeling stigmatized (Leymann, 1996). At some point, managers are 

required to intervene in the situation, making it an official “case” for the organization 

in stage three. In this stage, it is not uncommon for the previous stigmatization of the 

victim to cause the management to view this individual as a “difficult employee”, 

arguing that the victims’ personal characteristics are responsible for the position they 

find themselves in, rather than considering potential environmental factors. 

Accordingly, management tends to favour the position of the perpetrator(s) and 

accept their negative view of the victim. The final stage of this bullying process, 

according to Leymann (1992, 1996), involves the expulsion of the target, either from 

their position, their job, or working life itself.  

The argument that there is an interwoven and gradually escalating relationship 

between interpersonal conflict and workplace bullying has resulted in scholars 

questioning whether conflict and bullying are overlapping constructs, or two related, 

yet distinct, phenomena. In recent years, some longitudinal evidence supports the 

view that bullying is a distinct concept that is separate from that of interpersonal 

conflict and workplace aggression, both in the experiences of those exposed and in 

the related outcomes. A study by Baillien and colleagues (2017) substantiates this by 
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showing that interpersonal conflict and workplace bullying are both conceptually and 

empirically different. That is, if instances of interpersonal conflict are not resolved at 

an earlier stage, they will eventually develop into something different and more 

destructive than mere instances of interpersonal tensions between ‘equal’ parties. 

Likewise, using latent class cluster approach, Notelaers and colleagues (2018), found 

that while interpersonal conflict, incivility, and workplace bullying seem to be 

overlapping constructs when measured at levels of low intensity, bullying clearly 

deviates from the other two constructs when it reaches higher levels of escalation. 

Furthermore, the results showed distinct relationships for conflict-aggression and 

bullying, respectively, with several well-being and strain outcomes. Accordingly, the 

authors argue that a simple unifying approach, or employing a single label for the 

three phenomena, is not appropriate. As such, we may view interpersonal conflict as 

an independent construct, that functions as an important situational risk factor for 

bullying in the workplace.  

1.1.4 Measuring workplace bullying 

Measuring bullying and aggression in the workplace may be challenging (Jex & 

Bayne, 2017), as bullying is a complex and largely subjective construct comprised of 

several different facets. Accordingly, workplace bullying has been measured in 

several different ways, to investigate the nature and frequency of the phenomenon, as 

well as predictors and outcomes (Nielsen et al., 2020). When assessing bullying 

among children, a variety of observation methods and peer/teacher nominations have 

been applied, in addition to other data sources such as self-reports (e.g. Revised 

Olweus Bullying Questionnaire (OBQ); Olweus, 1996; 2007), mother reports, stress 

hormone data, projective techniques, and psycho-physiological measurements 

(Olweus, 2013). Studies such as these have provided useful information on different 

aspects of bully/victim problems, although some data sources, including peer 

nominations, have been criticized for not being well suited for prevalence estimation 

(Solberg & Olweus, 2003).  

Following the European tradition, most researchers measure the level of exposure to 

bullying in the workplace by focusing on the experiences of the targets. Taking a 
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target perspective when investigating workplace bullying is useful in that it allows us 

to capture the whole range of bullying behaviours that the exposed individual is 

experiencing (Einarsen et al., 2020). This contrasts with the North American 

tradition, where the focus more often is placed on the aggressive behaviour enacted 

by the perpetrator (Keashly et al., 2020). However, by studying perpetrators, 

researchers may fail to capture the very concept of bullying, because this approach 

only provides access to information about the behaviour exhibited by one specific 

person, and not any other individuals who may also be involved in a bullying process. 

This information may also be unreliable, because the perpetrator in question may not 

be completely truthful when it comes to explaining their own behaviour. Nielsen and 

colleagues (2020) have further argued that it would be highly difficult to gather 

adequate information about a bullying process from all relevant sources, and, even if 

it were possible, the inter-rater correlation between target and perpetrator is likely to 

be low. Accordingly, as information on the perceptions of those exposed is crucial to 

study adverse effects on the targets’ health and well-being, this is considered a useful 

and highly important area of research in and of itself.  

Researchers in the European tradition commonly employ one of two approaches: a 

self-labelling approach or a behavioural experience approach (Nielsen et al., 2020). 

When applying the self-labelling method, participants are usually asked to answer a 

single-item question of whether they have been exposed to bullying within a specific 

duration (e.g., the last 6 months). Most frequently, this single-item question is 

presented along with a theoretical definition of bullying (see e.g., Einarsen & 

Skogstad, 1996; Nielsen et al., 2010; O’Moore et al., 2003). However, some studies 

do not include such a definition (see e.g., Lewis, 1999; Rayner, 1997). Response 

categories also vary between studies, with some employing either a five- or seven-

point frequency scale, usually ranging from ‘never bullied’ to ‘bullied daily’ (Cowie 

et al., 2002). Other studies use simple dichotomous (yes/no) response categories 

(Finne et al., 2011). Studies following the former approach usually differentiate 

targets from non-targets by employing a cut-off criterion. Where this cut-off criterion 

should be set, however, is an ongoing debate between scholars in the field. While 

some researchers follow the criterion set by Leymann (1996) of experiencing 
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workplace bullying at least weekly during the last 6 months, others follow more 

liberal inclusion criteria, saying that any respondent who has experienced bullying at 

least occasionally during the last 6 months, should also be considered a target of 

workplace bullying (e.g., Berthelsen et al., 2011; Einarsen & Nielsen, 2015; Glambek 

et al., 2015). However, it has been argued that many of the thresholds frequently used 

in the bullying literature are more or less arbitrary and lack a solid theoretical 

foundation (Hutchinson et al., 2017; Notelaers & Einarsen, 2013). Accordingly, some 

researchers instead take the position that every respondent that indicates one of the 

response categories representing any exposure to bullying should be defined as a self-

labelled victim (see e.g., Berthelsen et al., 2011; Einarsen & Nielsen, 2015; Glambek 

et al., 2015). 

The self-labelling approach has several advantages, one being that it takes up very 

little space in a questionnaire and is therefore easy to administer. By explicitly asking 

respondents whether or not they consider themselves victims of bullying, this method 

also ensures high face validity. (Nielsen et al., 2020). As such, the researcher gets 

information regarding the respondents’ subjective view of themselves as a victim of 

bullying. Despite these strengths, the self-labelling method also comes with some 

disadvantages. First, as mentioned, this method takes a subjective approach to 

measuring exposure to bullying, which makes it vulnerable to potential biases and 

misconceptions (Felblinger, 2008; Lewis et al., 2008). For instance, some people may 

find it difficult to admit or accept – both to themselves and to others – that they are in 

fact bullied. For many victims of bullying, it may be difficult to answer a direct 

question about whether they consider themselves a victim of bullying truthfully, 

because the negative connotations associated with a ‘victim role’ may represent a 

threat to the individuals’ self-esteem (Lutgen-Sandvik, 2008; Van Beest & Williams, 

2006). This may result in a reluctance to self-identify as a victim, even if their 

experiences correspond to the formal definition of workplace bullying. Additionally, 

even when bullying is measured by a single item with a given definition of bullying, 

researchers cannot be sure whether the participants are in fact using this definition or 

if they use a definition of their own instead. However, meta-analytic evidence shows 

that studies using the self-labelling question presented alongside a definition yield 
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significantly lower prevalence rates that self-labelling studies without definitions 

(Nielsen et al., 2010; Rayner & Lewis, 2020). This indicates that respondents do take 

the definition of the bullying concept into consideration when this is presented 

alongside the single-item question. Finally, the self-labelling approach alone offers no 

insight into the nature of the behaviours involved (Nielsen et al., 2020). Accordingly, 

the usefulness of this approach may be limited when studying the nature of a bullying 

situation in the early stages of escalation. It is, however, a highly appropriate method 

when the goal is to capture the experiences of long-term exposed individuals who 

regard themselves as victimized. 

Alternatively, researchers may employ the behavioural experience approach, in which 

respondents complete an inventory where they indicate how often they experience 

each of a range of specific negative social acts typical for bullying scenarios 

(Notelaers & Van der Heijden, 2021). Studies employing this approach present the 

respondent with a list of negative acts typical for bullying situations, without 

explicitly mentioning the concept of workplace bullying. Several different multi-item 

measurement inventories have been developed to measure and assess the behaviours 

involved. Some scales have only been employed in one single study, whereas others 

have been employed in a wide range of studies. These include the Leymann Inventory 

of Psychological Terror (Leymann, 1990a), the Work Harassment Scale (Björkqvist 

et al., 1994), the Negative Acts Questionnaire (NAQ-R/NAQ; Einarsen et al., 2009; 

Einarsen & Raknes, 1997), and the Workplace Aggression Research Questionnaire 

(Harvey & Keashly, 2003). Of these, the Negative Acts Questionnaire–Revised 

(Einarsen et al., 2009) is the scale that is most frequently employed in studies 

investigating workplace bullying (Nielsen et al., 2020). While the validity studies of 

the original Negative Acts Questionnaire (NAQ; Einarsen & Raknes, 1997) was 

limited to the Scandinavian cultural context, the NAQ-R was developed with the aim 

of establishing a reliable and comprehensive scale that was also adapted to Anglo-

American cultures (Einarsen et al., 2009). The NAQ-R consists of 22 items 

measuring three different types of negative social behaviour at work, namely person-

oriented bullying (including social isolation), work-related bullying, and physically 

intimidating bullying. When presented with the scale, the respondents are asked to 
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recall their experiences in the workplace, usually during the past six months, and 

indicate how often they have experienced each of these 22 negative acts using a 

response scale ranging from ‘never’ to ‘daily’. In 2019, a short nine-item version of 

the scale was published (SNAQ; Notelaers, Van der Heijden, et al., 2019), and, 

subsequently, a four-item version of the SNAQ has been employed in studies 

utilizing a daily diary design (see e.g., Hoprekstad et al., 2019). The validity of the 

NAQ/NAQ-R has now been established in a range of studies from around the globe 

(see also Nielsen et al., 2020).  

Nielsen and colleagues (2020) note several advantages to these types of scales when 

it comes to measuring complex phenomena such as workplace bullying, a major one 

being the ability to assess the psychometric quality of the scale. Furthermore, by 

using multiple items that capture different yet overlapping domains in the bullying 

phenomenon (e.g., person-related, work-related, and physically intimidating 

bullying), researchers are able to measure different forms of bullying in the work 

environment. Moreover, this approach makes it possible to statistically model the 

frequency and thereby the repeated nature of the experiences of different negative 

social acts. Accordingly, researchers are able to gain insight into not only the 

different forms of bullying but also their progress over time for different categories of 

respondents, at least when using appropriate statistical techniques and longitudinal 

designs (e.g., Latent Class Cluster analysis, Notelaers et al., 2006; Reknes et al., 

2021).  

One disadvantage to measuring bullying by frequency of exposure to negative acts, 

however, is that we cannot be sure that all the requirements according to the 

definition of bullying are fulfilled (Nielsen et al., 2020). For example, this approach 

does not provide any information explicitly relating to the assumed imbalance of 

power between the target and the perpetrator, meaning that we cannot be sure 

whether this criterion from the definition is satisfied. In an effort to investigate this 

potential limitation, a study by Nielsen, Gjerstad and colleagues (2017) looked at the 

potential moderating effect of the perceived ability to defend oneself against exposure 

to negative acts on the relationship between such exposure and symptoms of anxiety. 
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Interestingly, the results showed that the perceived ability to defend did act as a 

buffer against anxiety when the level of exposure to negative behaviours was low. 

When the level of exposure to negative behaviours was high, however, the ability to 

defend no longer seemed to have the desired protective effect. This indicates that the 

process of being exposed to high levels of negative behaviours over time in and of 

itself indicates that individuals do not have the ability to defend themselves against 

such behaviour. Finally, a potential disadvantage with the behavioural experience 

approach is that may be difficult to gain detailed information regarding the bullying 

process because the participants are – in most instances – required to recall correct 

information regarding the instances of bullying in the past 6 months (Cowie et al., 

2002). However, this problem may be rectified by employing study designs with 

shorter time intervals, such as weekly or daily quantitative diary studies (see e.g., 

Hoprekstad et al., 2019).  

When deciding between the two approaches of measuring bullying in the workplace, 

researchers need to take into consideration which part of the complex phenomenon 

they are interested in tapping into. For instance, the NAQ-R may be used to 

differentiate between groups of individuals with regards to levels of bullying 

exposure (targets), ranging from infrequent to severe exposure to bullying (Leon-

Perez et al., 2014; Nielsen et al., 2009; Notelaers et al., 2006). In this, we may 

potentially uncover important information regarding the escalating properties in the 

bullying process. The self-labelling measure, on the other hand, makes it possible to 

differentiate between individuals’ subjective appraisal of their status as a victim of 

bullying, usually at the end of an already highly escalated process. As discussed, both 

measures provide valid, but supplementary, information on workplace bullying 

(Nielsen et al., 2020; Nielsen et al., 2009), and which approach that is most 

appropriate depends on the research question. Finally, it is important to note that the 

prevalence measured by the two approaches seems to differ, depending on the 

methodology applied and the way the concept is operationalized (Nielsen et al., 

2010). A meta-analysis by Nielsen and colleagues (2010) showed that the behavioural 

experience method on a global level is associated with a prevalence rate of 14,8 %, 

while the self-labelling approach when presented with a definition led to a prevalence 
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rate of 11,3 %. The highest prevalence rate was associated with the self-labelling 

approach presented without a definition (18,1 %). Therefore, scholars are advised to 

take care when comparing studies using different methodological measurements to 

assess bullying, as the results are likely affected by the chosen measurement method 

(Nielsen et al., 2010). In a more recent summary based on available samples – which 

has nearly doubled in size in the during the last 10 years – Zapf and colleagues (2020) 

estimates the prevalence among the European workforce to be between 3 % and 20 

%, depending on the chosen measurement method. The authors categorize about 3 % 

of cases as victims of ‘severe bullying’ (i.e., combining the self-labelling-method 

with the behavioural experience criterion of bullying ‘at least once a week’).  

Accordingly, as the present thesis aims to investigate the risk factors of bullying at 

different points of the presumed development process (i.e., from day-to-day exposure 

to long term victimization), the individual papers employ the measurement method 

that can most appropriately capture the bullying phenomenon at the development 

stage of interest. That is, paper 1 employs the self-labelling measure, as this study 

investigates the development of new victims of bullying over a two-year period. In 

Papers 2 and 3, on the other hand, the SNAQ (9 and 4 item version) is employed, as 

we are interested in the increase in targets’ experienced exposure to bullying 

behaviours over a 6 month and a day-to-day time frame, respectively.  

1.2 The concept of laissez-faire leadership 

One of the fields in applied psychology that has been the subject of much interest and 

research in the last century is the field of leadership and management. Historically, 

research in this area has mainly focused on the constructive aspects of leadership, and 

great emphasis has been placed on leadership styles and leadership behaviour as 

predictors of efficiency and motivation (Bass & Bass, 2008). However, in recent 

years, increasing interest has been devoted to the study of destructive forms of 

leadership, and their associated negative consequences for subordinates and 

organizations (Skogstad et al., 2017). This is also the case when investigating 

bullying in the workplace, and a large number of studies have investigated the role of 
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destructive leadership practices as a predictor of workplace bullying over the last 

couple of decades (Samnani, 2021). As leaders are in positions of power, they are 

often identified as perpetrators themselves (Tepper, 2007), or found to contribute to 

bullying indirectly by creating conditions that are more conducive to bullying 

behaviours (Skogstad et al., 2007). The majority of research on destructive leadership 

has focused mainly on the effect of more active types of destructive leadership – such 

as abusive supervision (Tepper, 2000) and tyrannical leadership (Ashforth, 1994) – 

on employee outcomes. However, an increasing interest has been placed on the more 

passive forms of leadership in recent years, both in general and in relation to 

workplace bullying (Skogstad et al., 2017). One such form of passive leadership, 

namely laissez-faire leadership, has proved to be a relatively frequent leadership style 

in Norway, with 21,2 % of employees having experienced some form of laissez-faire 

leadership over a six-month period (Aasland et al., 2010). Laissez-faire leadership has 

been associated with a wide range of negative consequences for subordinates 

(Skogstad et al., 2017) including being a risk factor for workplace bullying (see e.g., 

Hoel et al., 2010; Skogstad et al., 2007), making this an area of research that should 

be of special interest to organizations.  

1.2.1 Defining laissez-faire leadership 

Laissez-faire leadership denote leaders who fail to use their authority, avoid making 

decisions, and abdicate their responsibilities as leaders (Bass & Avolio, 1994; 

Skogstad et al., 2014). Bass and Avolio (1994) conceptualize laissez-faire as the 

avoidance or absence of leadership, and Bass and Riggio (2006) even refer to it as 

‘non-leadership’. However, in the past few decades, laissez-faire leadership has 

increasingly been regarded as a passive type of destructive leadership in the form of 

non-responsive leadership in situations that may merit managerial attention 

(Schriesheim et al., 2009; Skogstad et al., 2014). Such avoidance and absence of 

leadership violate the followers’ legitimate expectations, and as such, may have 

destructive outcomes for followers (Skogstad et al., 2017). Researchers have also 

suggested that laissez-faire leadership may be conceived as a passive form of 
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aggression (Buss, 1961; Parrott & Giancola, 2007), and – in extreme cases – even as 

a distinct form of ostracism (i.e., social exclusion; Nielsen, 2013; Williams, 2007). 

Conceptually, laissez-faire leadership represents the absence of transactions between 

the leader and the subordinates in the way that the leader avoids making decisions, 

denies responsibility, and fails to use their authority (Antonakis et al., 2003). The 

leader is absent even though the employees have a need for activity and involvement 

by the leader (Avolio, 2004; Hinkin & Schriesheim, 2008). Lewin and colleagues 

(1939) argued that laissez-faire leadership was not only about physical absence but 

also that the leader failed to meet the expectations and demands made to the leader by 

the staff, as well as the laissez-faire leader resigning from the responsibility and 

duties he or she had. The leader may demonstrate laissez-faire leadership at the 

individual level as a way of avoiding conflict (Thomas, 1976, 1992) or, possibly, 

alternate between being active/concerned or passive/detached depending upon the 

particular subordinate involved. Furthermore, Einarsen and colleagues (2007) argue 

that laissez-faire leadership violates the legitimate interests of the organization – for 

example by failing to meet the subordinates’ legitimate expectations of guidance and 

support – thereby falling within the definition of destructive leadership. Thus, 

although laissez-faire leadership was originally defined as the most passive and 

ineffective form of leadership (Bass & Avolio, 1994), it can be considered active in 

the sense that the leader deliberately or at least actively chooses to avoid taking action 

(Antonakis et al., 2003; Skogstad et al., 2014). This is also in line with Watzlawick 

and colleagues’ (2008) statement that: “[...] there is no such thing as non-behaviour 

or, to put it more simply, one cannot not behave” (p. 74). Accordingly, Skogstad and 

colleagues (2014) further developed the operationalization of laissez-faire leadership 

as a passive and avoidant form of destructive leadership, and propose the following 

definition: “Laissez-faire leadership may be defined as a follower-centred form of 

avoidance-based leadership by focusing on subordinates’ perceived situational need 

for leadership, and leader non-response to such needs, as the main source of variance 

in outcomes” (p. 325).  
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1.2.2 Destructive consequences of laisse-faire leadership 

Not all researchers agree that laissez-faire leadership should be operationalized as 

destructive, simply because it is associated with destructive outcomes. In a highly 

cited meta-analysis, Schyns and Schilling (2013) argue that the definition of 

destructive leadership does not cover the type of ‘non-behaviour’ indicative of 

laissez-faire leadership behaviour, and that there is a clear qualitative difference 

between passive non-leadership and active supervisor hostility as described by 

concepts such as abusive supervision (Tepper, 2007) or petty tyranny (Ashforth, 

1994). Accordingly, Schyns and Schilling (2013) distinguish between destructive 

leadership and a more overarching term coined negative leadership (Schilling, 2009), 

which includes any form of negative leader behaviour ranging from ineffective (i.e., 

laissez-faire leadership) to the more active destructive behaviours enacted by abusive 

supervisors and petty tyrants.  

On the other hand, I would argue that it is difficult to differentiate destructive 

behaviour from the destructiveness of its outcomes. This argument is in line with that 

of many other researchers, who emphasize the leaders’ avoidance and neglect in 

performing expected duties – for example by ignoring the individual needs of their 

subordinates – thereby takin the position laissez-faire leadership represents something 

more than the mere absence of leadership (Barling & Frone, 2017; Fosse et al., 2019; 

Hinkin & Schriesheim, 2008; Kelloway et al., 2005; Klasmeier et al., 2021; Skogstad 

et al., 2007; Thoroughgood et al., 2012). Moreover, active and passive forms of 

destructive behaviour from the leader appears to have similar negative effects on 

subordinates’ affective well-being, such as reduced job satisfaction, organizational 

commitment and increased emotional exhaustion (see Judge & Piccolo, 2004; 

Skogstad et al., 2017, for an overview). Additionally, it is assumed that passive 

leaders, who avoid their management duties (Avolio, 2004), can be an important 

predictor of employees’ experience of work-related stress. For instance, a study by 

Skogstad and colleagues (2014) have shown that laissez-faire leadership is the only 

leadership style that can predict role ambiguity over time. Furthermore, 

poor/ineffective leadership has been cited as a significant contributory factor towards 
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the fostering of unhealthy and destructive behaviour within the workplace (Harvey et 

al., 2007; Yamada, 2008). These findings are in line with the theoretical assumption 

that “bad is stronger than good” (Baumeister et al., 2001), a phenomenon in which 

the psychological effects of experiences that are associated with negative 

consequences systematically outweighs the psychological effects of experiences 

associated with positive outcomes. This generalized theoretical notion was nuanced 

by Fors Brandebo and colleagues (2016), who tested whether this hypothesis also 

holds true for a number of leadership issues. Their analyses showed that the impact of 

leadership may be outcome specific, that is, constructive leadership behaviours seem 

to have a greater impact on positive, work-related outcomes (i.e., trust in leader, work 

atmosphere). Conversely, destructive leadership behaviours appear to have a greater 

impact on negative phenomena with a stronger personal meaning (i.e., emotional 

exhaustion, propensity to leave). Interestingly, the dimensions of destructive 

leadership measuring passive forms of destructive behaviours showed the strongest 

associations with the negative outcomes. This line of reasoning supports the 

importance of focusing on the negative aspects of leadership – including passive-

avoidant and laissez-faire leadership – when investigating when subordinates perform 

negative acts or other forms of counterproductive behaviour in the workplace. If the 

notion that ‘bad is stronger than good when the outcome is bad’ holds true, negative 

and destructive forms of leadership are likely to have a stronger impact on negative 

outcomes such as negative acts and bullying, than positive and constructive forms of 

leadership could be expected to have a positive impact.  

1.2.3 Laissez-faire leadership and workplace bullying 

With regard to workplace bullying, researchers have documented that destructive 

forms of leadership – be they active or passive – may be direct predictors of 

subordinates’ experiences of exposure and victimization (Balducci et al., 2021; Rai & 

Agarwal, 2018). In fact, laissez-faire leadership, characterized by a lack of support 

from the leader in stressful situations where there is a particular need for leadership, 

may in and of itself be perceived as bullying by subordinates (Hoel et al., 2010; 

Skogstad et al., 2007). This relationship between passive leadership and workplace 
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bullying may be explained in terms of low perceived costs for the perpetrator of being 

caught and condemned (Salin, 2003). Moreover, ineffective leadership can be viewed 

as a catalyst that allows a culture of bullying to fester, seemingly condoning these 

types of bullying behaviours by not interfering (Brodsky, 1976). Indeed, laissez-faire 

leadership may be considered a factor in the development and maintenance of a 

bullying dynamic (Salin & Hoel, 2020) and may be considered to have a more 

detrimental negative effect than ‘zero leadership’ because it implies that more could 

have been done to resolve a conflict before escalating to bullying (Skogstad et al., 

2007). Moreover, by not intervening and managing conflicts and other stressful 

situations that their subordinates may be experiencing in the work environment, 

laissez-faire leaders are likely to exacerbate the prevailing level of stress in the 

situation, thereby increasing the risk of exposure to negative acts and bullying in the 

workplace. This latter possibility has so far received little attention from scholars 

investigating workplace bullying. Accordingly, the present thesis aims to extend the 

existing research on this topic, by including laissez-faire leadership as a situational 

moderator that may exacerbate the association between other risk factors in the work 

environment and exposure to negative acts and bullying.   

1.3 Theoretical framework 

1.3.1 Research on bullying in the workplace 

Workplace bullying is a complex phenomenon with causes and risk factors on many 

levels, and is also most likely influenced by an interplay between such risk factors 

(Salin & Hoel, 2020; Zapf, 1999). Such a theoretical view is supported by empirical 

evidence which suggests that the reasons for why bullying arises and develops are 

likely to be associated with both individual factors (i.e., personality; Zapf & Einarsen, 

2020), work-related characteristics (i.e., aspects of the job, work group, or the 

organization; Salin & Hoel, 2020) as well as societal level factors (Van de Vliert et 

al., 2013). This earlier work has resulted in two prevailing overarching explanations 

for why bullying occurs in the workplace, namely the ‘individual disposition 

hypothesis’ and the ‘work environment hypothesis’. In the following section, a brief 
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overview will be presented of these two different approaches to the study of 

workplace bullying. The main focus in the following, however, will be on the 

explanatory mechanisms in the work environment hypothesis, as this is the approach 

chosen for the present project focusing on the conditions by which bullying occurs, 

exists, and develops in the work environment.   

The individual disposition hypothesis 

The individual disposition hypothesis highlights individual characteristics or 

personality traits as potential precursors of bullying. According to this view, specific 

characteristics, or combinations of characteristics, are likely to increase the risk of 

either becoming a target/victim or a perpetrator of workplace bullying (Nielsen & 

Knardahl, 2015).  

In relation to the victims’ risk of being exposed to bullying, two distinct “victim 

personalities” have been described. The “vulnerable victim” describes individuals 

who are seen as “easy targets” of bullying, because they are seemingly unable to 

defend themselves and unable to manage conflicts at work constructively (Zapf & 

Einarsen, 2020). This type of victim is shown to score low on self-esteem, social 

competence, and aggression, and high on social anxiety and insecurity (Coyne et al., 

2000; Matthiesen & Einarsen, 2007), making them likely to react with withdrawal 

when attacked. These individuals may also become victims of bullying simply 

because they are in some way considered an outsider or a non-prototypical member 

of a work group, resulting in the individual being forced into the role of a scapegoat 

(Thylefors, 1987). In contrast, the “provocative victim” (Einarsen, 1999; Olweus, 

1978), describes victims who act in ways that trigger aggressive behaviour in others, 

who are aggressive themselves, and/or who are likely to respond aggressively when 

confronted with conflict- or bullying behaviour. It may also be that these individuals, 

in order to protect themselves, feel the need to retaliate against their aggressor, 

resulting in the victim becoming a bully themselves. In his research on school 

bullying, Olweus (1978, 1993) characterized these “bully-victims” as displaying a 

combination of anxious and aggressive reaction patterns, and these individuals have 
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been found to score low on self-esteem and social competence, but high on 

aggression (Matthiesen & Einarsen, 2007).  

Although the issue of personality as a proposed antecedent of bullying is 

controversial (Björkqvist et al., 1994; Glambek, Einarsen, et al., 2018; Leymann, 

1992), some notable findings have been presented with regard to victims’ and 

perpetrators’ personality traits from the Five Factor Model (McCrae & Costa, 1987) 

as predictors of workplace bullying. As regards the personality traits of bullying 

victims, meta-analytic evidence shows that exposure to harassment is associated 

positively with neuroticism, and negatively with extraversion, agreeableness, and 

conscientiousness (Nielsen, Glasø, et al., 2017). More recently, a longitudinal study 

investigating the role of personality on the development of the bullying process 

showed that individuals with high levels of trait-anxiety and trait anger are not only 

more likely to be exposed to more bullying in general than other individuals, but their 

exposure is also more likely to escalate over time. Furthermore, this study showed 

that a bullying process involving targets with high trait-anxiety is less likely to de-

escalate over time as reported by these high trait targets (Reknes et al., 2021). 

Additionally, there is a vast amount of empirical evidence showing a strong and 

consistent relationship between victims’ propensity to experience negative affectivity 

and exposure to workplace harassment (Aquino & Thau, 2009; Bowling & Beehr, 

2006).  

When studying perpetrators, researchers have identified that the so-called “dark triad” 

of personality traits (i.e., Psychopathy, Narcissism and Machiavellianism) 

(Baughman et al., 2012; Linton & Power, 2013; Pilch & Turska, 2015), as well as 

high and/or unstable self-esteem (Baumeister et al., 2000; Baumeister et al., 1996; 

Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; Matthiesen & Einarsen, 2007) and a lack of social 

competencies (Jenkins et al., 2012), seem to increase the probability of engaging in 

aggressive behaviour towards others in the workplace. Research on personality traits 

and workplace deviance and aggression more broadly defined consistently show 

robust relationships between high scores on neuroticism and low scores on 

agreeableness and conscientiousness (Berry et al., 2007; Bowling et al., 2015; Jones 
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et al., 2011). Perpetrators’ negative affectivity has also been linked to engagement in 

workplace aggressive behaviour (Hackney & Perrewé, 2018; Martinko et al., 2017). 

Accordingly, Nielsen and colleagues (2017) argue that personal characteristics should 

be considered when investigating harassment in the workplace, so as to be able to 

fully understand the nature, causes and consequences of harassment. However, 

although personal characteristics of both victims and perpetrators likely influence the 

bullying process to some degree, researchers have strongly argued against one-sided 

and mono-causal arguments when trying to explain the development of workplace 

bullying (see e.g., Hauge et al., 2009). In line with this, a recent study by Reknes and 

colleagues (2019) showed that victims’ scores on trait anger, trait anxiety and 

negative affect strengthened the positive relationship between role conflicts and 

reports of bullying behaviours. Accordingly, the victim’s personality does seem to 

have an impact on those who are exposed to negative acts, yet only when the situation 

lays the ground for bullying to flourish. In other words, the personality of the target is 

not enough in and of itself to trigger aggressive behaviour from others but may to 

some degree pose an extra risk, yet in combination with an otherwise sub-optimal 

working environment, characterized by conflicting demands and expectations, 

personality does seem to play an important part. Therefore, Reknes and colleagues 

(2019) argue that explanations for why such processes occur and develop in the 

workplace must focus on the potential influence of the various situational and 

organizational factors that exist in the work environment.  

Despite this acknowledgment that both individual and organizational factors – as well 

as the interaction between the two – may be relevant for the understanding of the 

bullying process, the remainder of the present thesis will focus on antecedents and 

risk factors of workplace bullying in the psychosocial working environment and the 

prevailing organisation of work, including leadership practices. Studies consistently 

show far more robust relationships between stressors and leadership practices and 

bullying as compared to such personality factors. Accordingly, understanding these 

organizational factors are essential for developing effective and successful measures 

to prevent the escalation of bullying in the workplace (Salin, 2006). Furthermore, it 
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makes sense to focus on such organizational factors that, to a larger extent than 

individual factors, are under management control.     

The work environment hypothesis 

Contrasting the individual disposition hypothesis, the work environment hypothesis 

(Einarsen et al., 1994; Einarsen et al., 2020) – anchored in Heinz Leymann’s (1990b, 

1992, 1996) seminal work – adamantly holds that bullying is a result of the prevailing 

psychosocial work environment and job characteristics within organizations. Ever 

since his early writings on the subject, Leymann was a strong proponent for the view 

that workplace bullying is largely a consequence of organizational factors such as 

deficiencies in work design, a poor psychological work environment, and inadequate 

leadership practices (Leymann, 1996). According to this situational view, deficiencies 

in work design and a generally negative psychological work environment are likely to 

elicit stress and frustration in exposed employees, which in turn may escalate into 

bullying. Further, Leymann (1996) emphasizes poor conflict management as an 

important risk factor for bullying, at least when occurring in combination with 

deficiencies in the organization of work and lack of proper management 

interventions. In other words, conflicts will only escalate into bullying when 

supervisors deny or neglect their managerial duty to resolve the underlying conflict 

issue. Yet, at the onset of the present thesis, the proposed combination and potential 

interactive effect of situational constraints and deficiencies in leadership practices had 

hardly been studied empirically (see Hauge et al., 2007; Rodriguez-Munoz et al., 

2012, for notable exceptions). In the following section, I will provide an overview of 

the empirical evidence, as well as some additional theoretical explanations, that are in 

accordance with and may further illuminate the overarching theoretical assumptions 

presented in the work environment hypothesis.  

1.3.2 Situational risk factors of bullying: empirical findings and 
theoretical explanations 

A large number of empirical studies support the theoretical claim that bullying seems 

to thrive in demanding workplaces, in which employees are exposed to organizational 

constraints and contradictory expectations and demands (Salin & Hoel, 2020). In 
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their meta-analysis based on 90 separate samples undertaken between 1987 and 2005, 

Bowling and Beehr (2006) found that work constraints seem to be the strongest 

predictor of workplace harassment, followed closely by role conflict and role 

ambiguity. Accordingly, the authors concluded that “[...] characteristics of the work 

environment (e.g., other stressors) might strongly contribute to workplace 

harassment” (p. 1005). In line with this, Hauge and colleagues (2007), in a 

representative study in the Norwegian working population, found interpersonal 

conflict and role conflict to be the overall strongest predictors of workplace bullying, 

although the strength of the associations varied depending on the measure of bullying 

employed. Furthermore, the study showed that role ambiguity, tyrannical leadership, 

laissez-faire leadership, decision authority, job insecurity, and job demands also 

predicted exposure to bullying, again to varying degrees. In a more recent systematic 

review of work stressors predicting workplace bullying, Van den Brande and 

colleagues (2016) conclude that the most relevant work-related predictors of bullying 

include role conflict, workload, role ambiguity, job insecurity, and cognitive 

demands. Accordingly, the presented empirical evidence fits well with the work 

environment hypothesis.  

However, many of the studies included in the above-mentioned meta-analyses and 

reviews, have based their analyses on cross-sectional data. Although some newer 

studies have tested this theory using prospective (Baillien, De Cuyper, et al., 2011; 

Baillien, Rodriguez-Muñoz, De Witte, et al., 2011; Reknes et al., 2014) and/or group-

level designs (Hauge, Einarsen, et al., 2011; Skogstad et al., 2011), the field still lacks 

systematic and thorough studies testing the underlying theoretical assumptions put 

forward in this hypothesis. Accordingly, the present thesis aims to expand this 

knowledge by testing the work environment hypothesis using several different 

approaches, ranging from studying day-to-day relationships employing a daily 

quantitative diary design to longitudinal prospective research designs employing two 

or more time points, in order to capture different aspects of the bullying process that 

is known to often span from months to several years (Zapf et al., 2020).   

Furthermore, as the reasons for why bullying develops are likely to be both complex 
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and interwoven, no single explanation is likely to be sufficient on its own to 

accurately explain why bullying occurs in the workplace (Baillien et al., 2009; Zapf, 

1999). Accordingly, the overarching objective in the present thesis is to empirically 

test the assumed interaction between workplace stressors and inadequate leadership 

as put forward in the work environment hypothesis. However, while the work 

environment hypothesis is a widely used and generally supported theoretical 

explanation for the robust relationships that researchers have found between various 

situational work constraints and workplace bullying (Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Van 

den Brande et al., 2016), the theoretical framework in itself is rather general, and as 

such not very specific in describing the mechanisms involved in these associations. In 

this framework, theorists do not go into much detail with regard to how or when the 

associations between situational stressors in the work environment and bullying are 

likely to take place. Thus, additional related, yet more specific, theories are needed to 

explain the mechanisms and conditions involved in the expected causal relationships 

between the situational stressors investigated in this thesis and bullying in the 

workplace. Furthermore, the stressors of interest in the individual studies in the 

present thesis are varied, ranging from interpersonal conflicts and qualitative work 

demands in the form of role stressors to more quantitative work demands in the form 

of work pressure. Accordingly, no one additional theory is sufficient to capture the 

complexities of the mechanisms believed to be at play in the process where 

workplace stressors may develop into exposure to bullying. Furthermore, some 

theories are more of a natural ‘fit’ with certain workplace stressors as compared to 

others. For example, when describing the development from being involved in an 

interpersonal conflict to subsequently self-identifying as a victim of workplace 

bullying, conflict escalation theory (Glasl, 1982; Van de Vliert, 1984) is an obvious 

choice. Furthermore, when examining the interrelationship between role ambiguity 

and role conflict, and their association with workplace bullying, the social 

interactionist theory (Felson & Tedeschi, 1993; Tedeschi & Felson, 1994), the 

frustration-aggression hypothesis (Berkowitz, 1989; Fox & Spector, 1999), and the 

stressor-emotion model of counterproductive work behaviour (Spector & Fox, 2005) 

are employed. In this, we theorize on the potential impact of stressors present in the 
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work environment both from a target and a perpetrator perspective. Finally, in 

examining work pressure as a potential risk factor for exposure to bullying 

behaviours, the effort-reward imbalance model (Siegrist, 1996) presents a nuanced 

perspective on how increased effort without access to sufficient resources may have 

detrimental consequences for the individual employee. In the following, a short 

review of these theoretical and empirical frameworks for the main research questions 

in the present thesis will be presented.  

Interpersonal conflict and workplace bullying 

Interpersonal conflict has been documented to be among the strongest work-related 

risk factors of workplace bullying (Baillien et al., 2016; Hauge et al., 2007; Zapf, 

1999). Accordingly, so-called ‘dispute-related bullying’ (see Einarsen et al., 2020) 

has been accepted as a primary explanation for why bullying exists in the workplace, 

and Baillien and colleagues (2009) have documented conflict escalation as one of 

three main pathways to workplace bullying. An interpersonal conflict can be defined 

as “a process that begins when an individual or group perceives differences and 

opposition between itself and another individual or group about interests and 

resources, beliefs, values, or practices that matter to them” (De Dreu & Gelfand, 

2008, p. 6). According to conflict theory, bullying may signify an unresolved social 

conflict that has reached a high level of escalation, where the distribution of power 

between the involved parties has become imbalanced (Zapf & Gross, 2001). If the 

conflict remains unresolved, and even escalates into harsh personified conflicts (Van 

de Vliert, 1984), it may over time lead to further negative behaviour, which, in turn, 

may escalate into a case of workplace bullying (Baillien et al., 2009). When conflicts 

reach this level of escalation, the end result may be attempts to manipulate, retaliate, 

eliminate and destroy the other party (Glasl, 1982; Van de Vliert, 1984). This often 

manifests in the systematic negative acts as typically reported by targets of workplace 

bullying.  

This belief that bullying is the result of a long and intense interpersonal conflict, 

which over time evolves into increasingly destructive negative acts and ends in severe 

victimization from bullying, may be illustrated in Glasl’s (1982) model of conflict 
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escalation (see also Zapf & Gross, 2001). According to Glasl’s (1982) model, the 

start of this process is usually characterized by a rational conflict, the existence of 

which is perceived to be inevitable in any organization and generally believed to be 

constructive in that they may contribute to innovation and organizational performance 

(De Dreu, 1997). The main focus in this stage is still to co-operate in order to attempt 

to find a reasonable resolution to the original conflict issue. Once the conflict 

escalates, however, giving rise to interpersonal tensions and frictions between the two 

parties (Zapf & Gross, 2001), the increasingly difficult relationship with the other 

party becomes the issue at hand. From this, feelings of distrust, lack of respect, and 

overt hostility evolves, making it more difficult to communicate as the parties 

exclude each other, and are more concerned with preserving their own reputation and 

not ‘losing face’. The model’s final stage is characterized by overt aggression and 

destructive confrontations, where the end goal is the complete destruction and 

annihilation of the other party, to the point where the parties are willing to risk their 

own welfare in order to achieve this outcome (see also Van de Vliert, 1984). 

However, despite his theoretical description of this final stage in the model, Glasl 

(1982) argued that such escalation that reaches this stage is rare in organizations. 

Moreover, as this model was developed prior to the burgeoning research interest into 

workplace bullying, Zapf and Gross (2001) have suggested that the boundary 

between stage two and three in the model may in fact signify the change from a 

conflict between two parties of equal power, to a bullying situation where one party 

finds that they have difficulty defending themselves from the actions of their 

opponent. This theoretical assumption is also in line with a study by Baillien and 

colleagues (2017), outlining both the theoretical and the empirical similarities as well 

as basic differences between the two concepts. Moreover, a recent study by Notelaers 

and colleagues (2018) showed that while the constructs of conflict and bullying seem 

to overlap at low levels of intensity, they deviate into two distinct phenomena at 

higher levels of escalation. This escalating nature of the relationship between 

conflicts and bullying has also been substantiated by several studies looking at the 

mediating effect of relationship conflict on the positive association between task 

conflicts and exposure to bullying (Arenas et al., 2015; Baillien et al., 2016; Leon-
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Perez et al., 2015). An important limitation related to these mediation studies, 

however, is that the analyses relied on cross-sectional data, thereby limiting the 

validity of making causal inferences. Therefore, more research using longitudinal 

data is needed to investigate how interpersonal conflicts may be related to increased 

victimization from bullying over time.    

Role stressors and workplace bullying 

Two of the most frequently described situational antecedents of workplace bullying 

are role stressors, known as role ambiguity and role conflict. Role ambiguity is a state 

in which the person has inadequate or uncertain information about the expectations 

about what is expected of a given employee in a given position or role in the 

organization (French & Caplan, 1972; Kahn et al., 1964). This results in a lack of 

clarity about duties, objectives, and responsibilities to fulfil his or her role to perform 

his or her role (Kahn et al., 1964; Rizzo et al., 1970). The experience of role 

ambiguity is, in turn, associated with increased feelings of anger, anxiety, and tension 

(Spector & Goh, 2001), reducing the extent to which the focal person is able to meet 

the demands and requirements associated with a given role (Kahn et al., 1964). Role 

conflict, on the other hand, refers to simultaneous but incompatible expectations and 

demands associated with a certain role, such that compliance with one makes 

compliance with the other more difficult (Balducci et al., 2012; Kahn et al., 1964; 

Rizzo et al., 1970). Furthermore, several different forms of role conflict have been 

identified, and these are commonly divided into a sub-category of either inter-role 

conflicts (i.e., incompatible demands placed on an individual occupying multiple 

positions or several roles simultaneously) or intra-role conflicts (i.e., conflictual 

expectations associated with a single position or role) (Beehr, 1995; Kahn et al., 

1964). As with role ambiguity, role conflict is associated with increased feelings of 

anger, anxiety, and tension (Spector & Goh, 2001).  

Ever since the theory of role dynamics in organizations was introduced (Kahn et al., 

1964), research in work and organizational psychology has investigated the 

relationship between role stressors and various outcomes (Tubre & Collins, 2000). In 

order to effectively carry out their work, employees need sufficient information about 
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what is expected of them in a given role (Kahn et al., 1964). Unclear role descriptions 

lead to strain and are associated with negative consequences for the organization 

(Katz & Kahn, 1978), potentially including workplace bullying (Bowling & Beehr, 

2006; Van den Brande et al., 2016). More recently, longitudinal studies have also 

supported the notion that higher levels of role ambiguity (Reknes et al., 2014) and 

role conflicts (Balducci et al., 2012; Reknes et al., 2014) are positively related to 

subsequent exposure to bullying. However, there are some studies reporting a 

prospective relationship between workplace bullying and subsequent experiences of 

role ambiguity and role conflict (i.e., reverse causality) (Hauge, Skogstad, et al., 

2011; Nielsen & Knardahl, 2015). 

Two different theoretical frameworks are commonly employed to explain why role 

ambiguity and role conflict may act as antecedents of workplace bullying. 

Explanations in line with social interactionist theory (Felson, 1992; Felson & 

Tedeschi, 1993) argue that stressful working environments may lead to bullying 

because the experienced stressors generate affective and behavioural reactions in 

targets, which may, in turn, encourage others to engage in aggressive behaviour 

towards them. Individuals who for instance experience high levels of role stress may 

violate established social norms of politeness and/or perform their work less 

competently than others (Baillien, De Cuyper, et al., 2011; Reknes et al., 2014), thus 

evoking aggressive behaviour in other organizational members. If this aggressive 

behaviour by the perpetrator persists over time, the exposed individuals may be 

categorized as targets of workplace bullying.  

Alternatively, and in line with the frustration-aggression hypothesis (Berkowitz, 

1989; Fox & Spector, 1999), the presence of ambient role stressors in the general 

work environment may generate negative affect in potential perpetrators (as well as 

targets), thus encouraging these individuals to engage in aggressive behaviours and 

bullying of other organizational members. Stressful work environments may therefore 

result in more frequent bullying through the effect of environmental factors on 

aggressive behaviour in general, as well as creating risk situations by eliciting 

perpetrator behaviour and/or provocations from targets-to-be. Building on the 
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theoretical arguments presented in the frustration-aggression hypothesis, the stressor-

emotion model of counterproductive work behaviour (Spector & Fox, 2005) further 

proposes that the aggressive behaviour displayed by perpetrators is in fact an 

emotion-based response to stressful environmental conditions experienced by all 

employees in the collective work environment (Balducci et al., 2012). Individuals 

appraise the seriousness of events in their work environment, and situations that are 

perceived as stressful elicit an immediate emotional response from the individual 

(Spector & Fox, 2005). This emotional response, in turn, motivate and energize 

subsequent behavioural, physical or psychological change in the affected individual 

(Spector, 1998; Spector & Goh, 2001). More specifically, individuals who experience 

high levels of role ambiguity and role conflict, and who perceived these situational 

constraints as threats to their individual well-being, are likely to experience negative 

emotional reactions such as anger and anxiety (Spector, 1998; Spector & Goh, 2001). 

Engaging in aggressive behaviour towards other organisational members may be one 

outcome of this stress process (Spector & Fox, 2005). Accordingly, the stressor-

emotion model posits that work stressors (including role ambiguity and role conflict) 

may lead to bullying by increasing the overall levels of employees’ vulnerability and 

aggressiveness.  

Although most previous studies have investigated role ambiguity and role conflict as 

either separate or concurrent predictors of bullying (cf. Beehr, 1995), there is reason 

to believe that these two role stressors do in fact influence each other. In their early 

writings on role theory, Kahn and colleagues (1964) argued that the presence of 

conflicting role expectations may create uncertainty for the focal individual. 

Although each expectation may be clear, the combination of many different 

expectations from different organizational members may add up to confusion and 

uncertainty rather than clarity. Alternatively, Kahn and colleagues (1964) argue that 

for individuals who experience that the description of their given role is unclear, it is 

up to the individual to fill in the missing information themselves. This may be 

problematic, however, in that other members of the organization may interpret the 

same role differently, thus unwittingly confronting the individual with conflicting 

expectations and demands, consequently resulting in experienced intra-role conflict 
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for the focal individual (Kahn et al., 1964). However, these theoretical assumptions 

have so far been ignored by the research community at large. Instead, most studies 

that include both role ambiguity and role conflict have consistently treated both forms 

of role stressors as concurrent predictors of workplace bullying, without examining 

their interrelationship in this complex process (see e.g., Agervold, 2009; Hauge, 

Einarsen, et al., 2011; Skogstad et al., 2007). There are some exceptions to this, 

including a study by Notelaers and colleagues (2010) that analysed a structural 

equation model, in which role ambiguity and role conflict were hypothesized to 

mediate the relationship between parallel hierarchy and workplace bullying. Here, the 

authors found that the relationship between a parallel hierarchy and bullying was 

partially mediated by role problems, especially role conflicts. However, there was 

also an indirect relationship between role ambiguity and workplace bullying since 

role ambiguity was significantly correlated with role conflicts, which in turn 

predicted exposure to workplace bullying. Thus, there is reason to believe that role 

ambiguity may create intensified role conflicts, hence contributing indirectly to 

workplace bullying. Moreover, a cross-sectional study by Hartenian and colleagues 

(1994) found that role clarity (i.e. the opposite of role ambiguity) was negatively 

associated with role conflict. The authors argue that if an individual has a clear 

picture of job expectations and how to achieve them, he or she should experience less 

role conflict because the individual could adjust the requirements of other roles. 

Contrary, it follows that if an individual does not have a clear picture of his or her 

expectations, it is reasonable to assume that he or she would experience higher levels 

of role conflict. However, as this study focuses solely on the relationship between 

role clarity and role conflict, it does not offer any insight into how the 

interrelationship between the two role stressors affects the development of workplace 

bullying. Furthermore, as these studies are conducted using cross-sectional data, it 

limits the ability of the authors to make causal inferences based on their findings. 

Therefore, more research using longitudinal data is needed to investigate if these role 

stressors act as independent risk factors for bullying, or if role conflicts mediate the 

relationship between role ambiguity and exposure to bullying.   
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Work pressure and workplace bullying 

Another well-documented situational antecedent of bullying in the workplace is 

quantitative work demands, including exposure to a high workload and working 

under time pressure. Brodsky (1976) even argued that work pressure may be viewed 

as a form of harassment in and of itself. Work pressure may be understood as a type 

of quantitative job demand that has reached a level above what is considered normal 

or acceptable in a certain situation or for a given employee (Van Veldhoven, 2014). 

Accordingly, high levels of work pressure may demand additional effort among those 

exposed, taxing their energetic resources. Brodsky (1976) argued that employees may 

view work pressure as threatening because it not only represents a potential loss of 

control over the work environment but also the risk of imposed punishment if the 

employee does not measure up to the increased demands. Such punishments may 

include threats, reprimands, demotion, or even dismissal. Many of these types of 

punishments are comparable to the negative social acts which characterize a bullying 

situation (Einarsen et al., 2009; Notelaers, Van der Heijden, et al., 2019).  

The positive association between quantitative work demands and exposure to 

workplace bullying is well-established empirically, as documented in a systematic 

review by Van den Brande and colleagues (2016). Based on 26 of the 42 studies 

included in the review, the authors identify role conflict, workload, role ambiguity, 

job insecurity, and cognitive demands as the most important work-related stressors 

with respect to risk factors for workplace bullying. Of these, workload was found to 

have the highest weight of relevance of the antecedents included, closely followed by 

role conflict. This indicates that quantitative work demands are not only particularly 

relevant for researchers in the field, but that the finding of a positive relation is also 

highly consistent.   

The mechanisms through which work pressure acts as a situational predictor of 

bullying can be understood by way of the theoretical underpinnings in the Effort-

Reward Imbalance model (Siegrist, 1996). Central in this model is the notion that 

employees expect reciprocity between efforts spent in the organization (i.e. the 

demands and obligations the employee is faced with) and rewards received in return 
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(i.e., the money, esteem, and career opportunities awarded to the employee) (Siegrist, 

1996). Siegrist and colleagues (2004) further theorized that employees who 

experience a lack of reciprocity are at risk of developing adverse health effects and 

that the presence of high-effort/low-reward conditions in the workplace likely will 

elicit negative emotions in exposed individuals. More specifically, individuals who 

experience work-related stress in the form of high levels of work pressure, are likely 

to also experience a mismatch between the level of efforts they expend and the 

rewards they receive in return (Siegrist, 1996; Siegrist et al., 2004). Accordingly, in 

situations when an individual experiences an increase in work pressure, without 

having the necessary time or resources to carry out the extra work, they are likely to 

experience increased feelings of stress and frustration. This increase in negative 

emotions, coupled with having to complete work tasks while working under time 

pressure, might cause employees to make more mistakes, be more sensitive to 

criticism, and ultimately become more vulnerable to conflict episodes and bullying-

related negative acts (Zapf et al., 1996).   

Although work pressure and other quantitative demands are well-known risk factors 

for bullying in the workplace, few studies have so far implemented the effort-reward 

imbalance framework (Siegrist, 1996) as the theoretical framework to explain this 

relationship. One exception is a recent study by Notelaers, Törnroos, and colleagues 

(2019), using data consisting of 2727 employees from 19 Belgian organizations. 

Their findings indicate that an imbalance between the employees’ perceived effort 

and reward was associated with an increase in the likelihood of becoming a target of 

workplace bullying. Their results align with a study by Guglielmi and colleagues 

(2018), who in a two-wave prospective study with a sample of Spanish employees 

found support for the hypothesis that a stressful organizational environment, 

characterized by a high effort-reward imbalance, was related to a higher risk of 

exposure to workplace bullying.  
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1.3.3 Moderators in the antecedent–bullying relationship 

In their 2018 review of the literature on mediators and moderators of workplace 

bullying, Rai and Agarwal (2018) note a severe lack of research as regards the 

potential moderating variables that may influence the relationship between 

antecedents in the work environment and workplace bullying. This is argued to be 

problematic and may lead to an oversimplification of the bullying phenomenon and 

limit our understanding of the potential underlying and intervening relationships 

between antecedents, bullying, and outcomes. In recent years, however, studies have 

emerged that do seem to take into account that certain conditional factors may 

influence the antecedent-bullying relationship. More specifically, some potential 

moderators in this relationship that have been examined include job autonomy 

(Baillien, De Cuyper, et al., 2011) conflict management styles (Baillien & De Witte, 

2010), conflict frequency (Baillien, Notelaers, et al., 2011), psychological detachment 

and thoughts of revenge (Moreno-Jiménez et al., 2009), individual coping (Van den 

Brande et al., 2021) and conflict management climate (Zahlquist et al., 2019). Finally, 

a few studies have investigated the moderating effects of passive-avoidant and 

laissez-faire leadership on the relationship between work stressors (i.e., role conflict, 

procedural justice) (Hauge et al., 2007; Rodriguez-Munoz et al., 2012) and 

competition (Sischka et al., 2021), and workplace bullying, respectively. What these 

three studies have in common, is that they all find support for the theoretical notion 

that individuals who are working in stressful conditions – characterized by conflicting 

demands, unfair procedures, or high levels of competition between co-workers – are 

at a higher risk of becoming a target of workplace bullying when their immediate 

supervisor is exhibiting passive-avoidant and laissez-faire leadership behaviour.   

Drawing on the previously mentioned studies, and following the argument presented 

in the work environment hypothesis – where inadequate leadership practices are 

included as an important variable when it comes to allowing for such negative social 

behaviours to exist and escalate into bullying situations in the workplace – laissez-

faire leadership emerges as an obvious moderating variable of interest in these 

stressor–bullying relationships. Even in his seminal and very early work on bullying 
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and harassment, Brodsky (1976) stated that harassment will only flourish in 

environments where such behaviours are allowed or even rewarded. As such, while 

individual variables such as employees’ experiences of stressors in the work 

environment (i.e., interpersonal conflict, role stressors and work pressure) may indeed 

be the triggering factors of a bullying situation, the presence of laissez-faire 

leadership behaviours in such stressful situations is likely to exacerbate this 

relationship. This line of thinking is also evident in the theoretical models outlined in 

the present thesis. More specifically, leaders who are not present when needed, and 

who do not intervene in situations characterized by high levels of work pressure and 

escalating conflicts (be they interpersonal or role oriented), are likely to allow, or 

even encourage, further escalation (Glasl, 1982; Zapf & Gross, 2001). In situations 

such as these, employees are likely experiencing increased levels of emotional 

distress (Siegrist, 1996), anxiety, and frustration (Spector & Goh, 2001). These 

emotional responses may, in turn, cause employees to act in ways that encourage 

others to behave aggressively towards them (i.e., the social interactionist theory; 

Felson & Tedeschi, 1993; effort-reward imbalance theory, Siegrist, 1996). 

Alternatively, and in line with the frustration-aggression hypothesis (Berkowitz, 

1989) and stressor-emotion model (Spector & Fox, 2005), perpetrators themselves are 

likely experiencing many of the same stressors as their targets (Balducci et al., 2012). 

This theoretical assumption is supported by a study by Hauge and colleagues (2009), 

who found that individuals who reported experiencing role conflict and individual 

conflicts in the work environment had a significantly increased likelihood of 

engaging in bullying. Hence, the presence of ambient stressors in the work 

environment may cause exposed individuals to show displaced aggression and 

retaliate against other co-workers as a result. When these perpetrators realize that 

there are no consequences to their actions, due to the absent and avoidant nature of 

laissez-faire leaders, they may take this as a sign that such behaviour is allowed 

(Brodsky, 1976), and increase their actions, thus escalating the situation. In summary, 

the present thesis aims to investigate the potential moderating effect of laissez-faire 

leadership on the well-established associations between various stressors in the work 

environment and exposure to negative acts and bullying. Accordingly, we test the 
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assumption that laissez-faire leadership exacerbates the negative effects of workplace 

stressors on bullying, using a variety of research designs, ranging from immediate, 

day-to-day associations (Paper 3) to longer-term prospective relationships with 

varying time-lags (Papers 1 & 2).  

In addition to testing the moderating effects of laissez-faire leadership, it is also 

highly reasonable to contrast the effect of this passive type of destructive leadership 

with the potential moderating effects of constructive and effective forms of 

leadership. Transformational leadership, one of the most widely studied constructive 

leadership styles (Anderson & Sun, 2017), is a complex set of leadership behaviours 

comprised of four core components. In its essence, transformational leadership may 

be described as occurring “when leaders broaden and elevate the interests of their 

employees, when they generate awareness and acceptance of the purposes and 

mission of the group, and when they stir their employees to look beyond their own 

self-interest for the good of the group” (Bass, 1990, p. 21). An important aspect of 

transformational leadership, namely supervisory social support, is probably the most 

well-known situational variable that has been proposed as a potential buffer against 

job stress (see e.g., Bakker et al., 2007). Accordingly, Halbesleben’s (2006) meta-

study shows that supervisory support, as compared to other sources of support, is the 

strongest predictor of burnout indicators. Likewise, a review by Nieuwenhuijsen and 

colleagues (2010) shows that low supervisory support predicts stress-related 

disorders. Furthermore, supervisory support has been shown to buffer the relationship 

between stressors and outcomes such as absenteeism (Biron & Bamberger, 2012) and 

job satisfaction (Ru Hsu, 2011; Sargent & Terry, 2000). As regards relationships 

between supportive leadership and bullying, several studies have found support for 

the notion that the presence of constructive forms of leadership is related to fewer 

instances of bullying in the work environment (see e.g., Astrauskaite et al., 2015; 

Cooper‐Thomas et al., 2013; Dussault & Frenette, 2015; Nielsen, 2013; Salin, 2015; 

Tsuno & Kawakami, 2015; Warszewska-Makuch et al., 2015). As such, leaders who 

are supportive and considerate towards their subordinates are likely to deter the 

enactment of bullying in workplaces. Additionally, a department-level study by 

Hauge and colleagues (2011) found that fair and supportive leadership practices were 
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significantly related to lower instances of bullying on a departmental level. This 

supports the hypothesis that workplace bullying may, to a large extent, be explained 

by prevailing conditions in the work environment. Moving to the role of constructive 

leadership as a moderating factor, there are a few studies that have examined the role 

of leader- and organizational support in the bullying-outcome relationship (Djurkovic 

et al., 2008; Warszewska-Makuch et al., 2015). However, not much is known 

regarding the potential moderating effects of supportive and considerate leadership on 

the stressor-bullying relationship. A notable exception, however, is a multi-level 

study by Tuckey and colleagues (2017), which showed that transformational 

leadership buffered the positive relationship between leaders’ task demands and their 

subordinates’ experienced exposure to workplace bullying as assessed using the 

behavioural experience- and self-labelling approach, respectively.  

In line with the theoretical ‘bad is stronger than good’ assumption (Baumeister et al., 

2001; Fors Brandebo et al., 2016), one may expect that the attenuating effect of 

supportive forms of leadership, such as transformational leadership, to be weaker 

than the exacerbating effect of laissez-faire leadership, being a passive-destructive 

form of leadership. This point of view is also supported by two meta-analyses 

(Häusser et al., 2010; Van der Doef & Maes, 1999), showing inconclusive results as 

regards the buffering effect of social support in the stressor-strain relationship. 

Accordingly, including transformational leadership as a presumptively effective form 

of leadership allows us to test whether the proposed increased exposure to bullying is 

due to a lack of leadership per se, or whether it is de facto laissez-faire – i.e., absence 

and avoidance in situations that require leadership – which is the relevant conditional 

variable.  

1.4 List of aims and hypotheses 

In summary, an increasing volume of research has documented robust relationships 

between workplace bullying and a wide range of negative outcomes (Hoel et al., 

2020; Mikkelsen et al., 2020). Consequently, bullying signifies a monumental 

problem in working life, with potentially detrimental consequences not only for 



 53 

exposed individuals but also for the organization and society at large. Although the 

prevalence rates and outcomes of workplace bullying are relatively well established 

across the globe (Mikkelsen et al., 2020; Van de Vliert et al., 2013), the field still 

lacks systematic and thorough knowledge of the mechanisms that may explain how 

situational antecedents are related to the occurrence and development of the 

workplace bullying process. So far, there is a broad consensus among researchers that 

bullying is related to a work environment characterized by high levels of 

interpersonal conflict, inadequate leadership practices, quantitative job demands, and 

role stressors (Baillien et al., 2014; Salin & Hoel, 2020; Skogstad et al., 2007). 

However, there is a general lack of studies in the field investigating potential 

mediating and moderating factors in the workplace bullying process (Rai & Agarwal, 

2018; Woodrow & Guest, 2017). This is especially worrisome in relation to 

leadership because leader behaviours and non-behaviours are paramount for most 

aspects of followers’ effectiveness and health (Montano et al., 2017). In summary, I 

believe that laissez-faire leadership will strengthen the relationship between stressors 

in the work environment and subsequent experiences of negative acts and bullying, as 

the leader avoids taking action to prevent further escalation of a situation where 

stressful conditions and risk factors exist.  

The aim of the present thesis is therefore to improve our understanding of the 

explanatory mechanisms and conditions involved in the development of bullying in 

the workplace. The thesis is conducted for both theoretical, methodological, and 

applied reasons. In terms of methodological reasons, the studies included in the 

present thesis employs both prospective designs with varying time lags (Papers 1 & 

2), and “shortitudinal” designs employing a quantitative daily diary study (Paper 3), 

to investigate the already established relationships between stressors in the workplace 

and exposure to bullying. Furthermore, the present thesis aims to extend the 

theoretical and applied knowledge on explanatory mechanisms and conditional 

factors that may influence the bullying process. By examining the potential mediating 

effect of role conflicts in the relationship between role ambiguity and subsequent 

exposure to bullying behaviours, Paper 2 may provide an important theoretical 
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contribution to our knowledge into the mechanisms at play in the process of bullying 

development. Following up earlier work by Hauge and colleagues (2007) and 

Rodríguez-Muñoz and colleagues (2012), all three studies in the present thesis aims 

to provide important theoretical contributions by testing the possible moderating 

effect of leadership behaviours on the established relationships between specific 

stressors in the workplace and employees’ exposure to negative acts and bullying at 

work. Accordingly, this PhD-thesis examines the moderating effect of laissez-faire 

leadership on the already well-established relationships between some important 

psychosocial factors in the work environment bullying, employing various research 

designs. Additionally, the exacerbating effects of laissez-faire leadership are 

contrasted with the possible mitigating effects of transformational leadership (Papers 

2 & 3). Such knowledge on the role of leaders and their leadership practices may 

provide important and practical knowledge for employers, managers, and 

organizational consultants, hence the studies may have important applied 

contributions. Accordingly, the present thesis has three overreaching research aims:  

Aim 1: To extend our knowledge of the relationship between prevailing situational 

stressors in the work environment and subsequent exposure to negative acts and 

bullying, using prospective (Papers 1 & 2) and multi-level (Paper 3) research designs.  

Hypothesis 1. Co‐worker conflict at T1 predicts new incidents of self‐reported 

workplace bullying at T2 (Paper 1). 

Hypothesis 2a: Role ambiguity is associated with an increase over time in 

exposure to bullying-related negative acts at work (Paper 2). 

Hypothesis 2b: Role conflict is associated with an increase over time in 

exposure to bullying-related negative acts at work (Paper 2).  

Hypothesis 3: Daily work pressure is positively related to daily exposure to 

bullying-related negative acts (Paper 3). 
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Aim 2: To expand the research on role stressors as antecedents of workplace bullying 

and provide a more nuanced analysis of how these prevalent role stressors may be 

interrelated as risk factors for workplace bullying by investigating whether the 

relationship between role ambiguity and exposure to bullying-related negative acts is 

mediated through role conflicts.  

Hypothesis 4: Role conflict mediates the proposed positive association 

between role ambiguity and subsequent exposure to bullying-related negative 

acts (Paper 2). 

Aim 3: To extend the investigation into the mechanisms of the bullying process by 

also considering the possible moderating role of laissez-faire (Papers 1, 2 & 3) and 

transformational leadership (Papers 2 & 3) on the relationship between situational 

stressors in the work environment and exposure to negative acts and bullying. 

Hypothesis 5. Laissez‐faire leadership at T2 moderates the relationship 

between co‐worker conflict at T1 and subsequent new cases of self‐reported 

victims of workplace bullying at T2. Respondents who are involved in a co‐

worker conflict at T1 have a higher probability of becoming a new victim of 

workplace bullying at T2 if they report high levels of laissez‐faire leadership 

enacted by their immediate supervisor at T2 (Paper 1). 

Hypothesis 6: The positive indirect effect of role ambiguity on subsequent 

exposure to bullying-related negative acts through role conflict will be stronger 

at high (vs. low) levels of laissez-faire leadership (Paper 2).  

Hypothesis 7: The positive indirect effect of role ambiguity on subsequent 

exposure to bullying-related negative acts through role conflict will be weaker 

at high (vs. low) levels of transformational leadership (Paper 2).  

Hypothesis 8: Daily transformational leadership behaviour moderates the 

proposed positive relationship between daily work pressure and daily exposure 

to bullying-related negative acts (buffering effect). This relationship is weaker 
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on days individuals are reporting high (vs. low) levels of transformational 

leadership behaviours (Paper 3). 

Hypothesis 9: Daily laissez-faire leadership behaviour moderates the 

relationship between daily work pressure and daily exposure to bullying-

related negative acts (exacerbating effect). This relationship is stronger on 

days cadets are reporting high (vs. low) levels of laissez-faire leadership 

behaviour (Paper 3). 
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2. SAMPLES, INSTRUMENTS AND ANALYSES 

2.1 Paper 1 

Ågotnes, K. W., Einarsen, S. V., Hetland, J., & Skogstad, A. (2018). The moderating  

effect of laissez-faire leadership on the relationship between co-worker conflicts and  

new cases of workplace bullying: A true prospective design. Human Resource  

Management Journal, 28(4), 555-568. https://doi.org/10/gfprmc  

 

To test the hypothesized relationships in Paper 1, we employed two waves of data 

from a representative sample of Norwegian employees, collected in a collaboration 

between the Bergen Bullying Research Group (FALK) at the Department of 

psychosocial science, University of Bergen, and Statistics Norway (SSB). The first 

wave of data was collected in 2005, where 4,500 employees randomly drawn from 

the Norwegian Central Employee Register were approached by mail and invited to 

participate in a survey about the working environment in Norwegian workplaces 

(Høstmark & Lagerstrøm, 2006). Altogether 2,539 questionnaires were returned in 

the first wave, yielding a response rate of 56.4%. With the exception of women being 

somewhat overrepresented (52%), the sample can be considered representative for the 

Norwegian working population with regard to multiple demographic characteristics 

(Høstmark & Lagerstrøm, 2006). The mean age was 43.8 years (SD = 11.5), with age 

ranging from 19 to 66 years. The mean working hours were 37.5 (SD = 10.4). The 

second wave of data was collected in 2007, and this time 1772 respondents completed 

the questionnaire, yielding a response rate of 69.8%.  

To identify employees who perceived themselves as victims of workplace bullying, 

we employed a single item self-labelling measure often used in this line of research: 

“Have you yourself been exposed to workplace bullying during the past six 

months?”. The responses were measured using a 5‐point Likert scale with the 

following categories: (1) no, (2) once in a while, (3) now and then, (4) about weekly, 

and (5) several times a week. In connection with this question, the respondents were 

presented with the following definition of workplace bullying:  
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Bullying (for example harassment, torment, freeze‐out or hurtful teasing) is a 

problem in some workplaces and for some employees. To be able to call 

something bullying, it has to occur repeatedly over a certain period of time, 

and the bullied person has difficulty in defending him‐ or herself. It is not 

bullying when two persons of approximately equal “strength” are in conflict, 

or if it is a single situation. 

Respondents who chose one of the categories representing some form of exposure to 

bullying (i.e., 2-5) were defined as self‐labelled victims of workplace bullying, while 

the rest were defined as non-victims. We subsequently constructed a new variable 

(new victims of workplace bullying), by removing all cases of bullying victims at T1. 

New victims at T2 were given the value 1, while non-victims at both T1 and T2 were 

given the value 0. At T2, 71 respondents considered themselves victims of workplace 

bullying. Of these, 47 were new victims.  

Co-worker conflict was measured using two items from the Bergen Conflict 

Inventory (BCI; Hauge et al., 2007; Skogstad et al., 2007). Preceding the scale, 

participants were presented with the following definition of conflict: 

A situation where a person experiences being hindered or frustrated by 

another person or group at work. This situation may reflect task-oriented 

disagreements as well as escalated interpersonal antagonisms, alternatively 

that a person experiences that someone acts in a manner that spoils his or her 

job satisfaction or the job satisfaction of other employees.  

Following the definition, the two items measuring conflict with co-workers were 

introduced by the following text: “To what degree are you nowadays in the following 

situations: 1) a task-oriented conflict with co-workers or others in your workplace, 2) 

a person-oriented conflict with co-workers or others in your workplace”. Respondents 

could choose one of the following four response categories: (1) to a high degree in 

conflict, (2) to some degree in conflict, (3) to a small degree in conflict and (4) not in 

conflict. The items were reversed prior to the analysis so that a higher score reflected 
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a higher degree of co-worker conflict. The inter-item correlation was high (r = .57, p 

< .001).  

Finally, laissez-faire leadership was measured using five items from the Multifactor 

Leadership Questionnaire (Bass & Avolio, 1990). An example item from the scale is 

“My manager is absent when needed”. All items measuring laissez-faire leadership 

behaviour were scored on a four-point scale, ranging from (0) never to (3) very 

often/nearly always. The internal consistency of the scale was acceptable ( = .72).   

A binary logistic regression analysis was employed to investigate both the direct 

effect of conflict with co-workers on the risk of becoming a victim of bullying 

(hypothesis 1) and the moderating effect of laissez-faire leadership on this 

relationship (hypothesis 5) regarding new cases of workplace bullying. Dropout 

analyses for all study variables were conducted using independent sample t-tests and 

chi-square tests. The results showed no significant difference between respondents 

who dropped out after T1 and respondents who participated at both measurement 

points. 

2.2 Paper 2 

Ågotnes, K. W., Nielsen, M., B., Skogstad, A., Gjerstad, J., & Einarsen, S. V.  

The moderating effects of leadership practices on the relationship between role 

stressors and exposure to bullying – A longitudinal moderated-mediation design. 

Under review in Work and Stress. 

In order to test the hypotheses in Paper 2, we employed a sample consisting of data 

from a three-wave dataset collected between April 2015 and August 2016, in a 

collaboration between The National Institute of Occupation Health in Norway 

(STAMI) and Statistics Norway (SSB). In the spring of 2015, a random sample of 

5,000 Norwegian employees – drawn from the Norwegian Central Employee Register 

– received a questionnaire distributed through the Norwegian Postal Service. The 

sampling criteria were adults between 18 and 60 years of age that were registered as 
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employed during the last 6 months, in a Norwegian enterprise with a staff of five or 

more and with a mean working hour of more than 15 hours per week. A total of 1,608 

questionnaires were satisfactorily completed, yielding a response rate of 32% in the 

first wave of data. The participants’ mean age was 45.17 years (SD = 10.02) with a 

range from 21 to 61. The sample consisted of slightly more women (52%) than men 

(48%). Altogether 36 % had a leadership position with personnel responsibilities, 

indicating an overrepresentation of leaders and managers in the sample. The second 

wave of data (T2) was collected six months later following the same procedure as the 

first wave. Only respondents who responded to the T1 survey were invited to 

participate at T2. Altogether 1149 respondents participated in this follow-up survey 

(71.4%). Six months after the second wave, all respondents who participated at T1 

were invited to participate at T3, even if they had not participated at T2. Altogether 

1,164 respondents participated in the third follow-up survey (72.4%).  

 

Exposure to bullying behaviours was measured using the Norwegian version of the 

Short-Negative Acts Questionnaire (SNAQ; Notelaers, Van der Heijden, et al., 2019). 

SNAQ describes nine negative and unwanted behaviours employees may be exposed 

to in their workplace. For each item, the respondents were asked how often they had 

been exposed to the behaviour at their present worksite during the last six months. 

Example items include “Being ignored or excluded”, “Repeated reminders of your 

errors or mistakes,” and “Someone withholding information which affects your 

performance.” Response categories ranged from 1-5 (never, now and then, monthly, 

weekly, and daily). The internal consistency of the scale was good at both time-points 

(T1= .86, T3 = 87).  

Role stress was measured using scales from the General Nordic Questionnaire for 

Psychological and Social Factors at Work (QPSNordic) (Dallner et al., 2000; 

Wännström et al., 2009). Role ambiguity was measured at Time 1, using three items, 

with examples of items being “Do you know what your responsibilities are?” and 

“Do you know exactly what is expected of you at work?”. As the items from role 

ambiguity were originally phrased to reflect role clarity, they were reversed in the 
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present study. Role conflict was measured at T1 and T2, also using three items, with 

an example item being: “Do you receive incompatible requests from two or more 

people? All items were measured on a four-point scale ranging from (1) never to (4) 

always. The internal consistency for role ambiguity was good ( = .80), while the 

internal consistency for role conflict was lower than the recommended value of .70 

( = .63,  = .57). 

Laissez-faire leadership was measured using four items from the Multilevel 

Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ; Bass & Avolio, 1990). In line with measurements 

of alternative forms of destructive leadership, such as abusive supervision (Tepper, 

2000), the wording of each item was adjusted so as to emphasize the one-to-one 

relationship between the leader and the respondent (see e.g. Nielsen et al., 2019). 

Accordingly, an example item in the adapted scale is: “My immediate supervisor is 

absent when I need him/her”. All items measuring laissez-faire leadership behaviour 

were rated on a five-point scale ranging from (1) never to (5) very often or always. 

The internal consistency of the scale was good ( = 83).  

Transformational leadership was measured using the Global Transformational 

Leadership Scale (Carless et al., 2000). This seven-item short scale assesses 

transformational leadership as a single construct and is designed to represent a global 

measure of perceived transformational leadership of immediate leader (Carless et al., 

2000). The items capture seven leadership behaviours: (i) Communicates a clear and 

positive vision, (ii) develops staff, (iii) supports staff, (iv) empowers staff, (v) is 

innovative, (vi) leads by example, and (vii) is charismatic. All items measuring 

transformational leadership behaviour were rated on a five-point scale ranging from 

(1) never to (5) very often or always. The internal consistency of the scale was good 

( = 89).   

Control variables. The mediation and moderated mediation analyses controlled for 

baseline levels of role conflictsT1 and exposure to bullying behavioursT1.   
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A correlation analysis in SPSS (version 25) was employed to test the proposed direct 

effects between role ambiguity and role conflict, respectively, and exposure to 

bullying behaviours (hypothesis 2a and 2b). For the remaining hypotheses, a variety 

of mediation and moderated mediation analyses were conducted using the PROCESS 

macro for SPSS provided by Hayes (2013). This macro facilitates estimation of the 

indirect effect (ab) with a bootstrap approach to obtain confidence intervals (CIs). We 

first analysed the proposed mediation effect of role conflicts (hypothesis 4) by 

estimating a simple mediation model (PROCESS model 4). Subsequently, we 

estimated several mediated moderation models in order to test the proposed 

moderating effects of leadership (hypotheses 6 & 7). Our predictions were that 

laissez-faire and transformational leadership, respectively, would moderate the 

indirect path between role ambiguity and bullying, through role conflicts. However, 

as we did not have a specific hypothesis regarding where the two leadership styles 

would have an effect, we started by carrying out an explorative analysis (PROCESS 

model 45), in which the two leadership styles were included as potential moderators 

on both the path between role ambiguity (T1) and role conflict (T2), and on the path 

between role conflict (T2) and bullying-related negative acts (T3). Subsequently, the 

result from this first analysis was used to further inform our analysis strategy. These 

moderated-mediation models were tested using the above-mentioned SPSS macro. 

This SPSS macro facilitates the implementation of the recommended bootstrapping 

methods and permits the probing of the significance of conditional indirect effects at 

different values of the moderator variable. Bootstrapping was set to 5,000 

subsamples. 

2.3 Paper 3 

Ågotnes, K. W., Skogstad, A., Hetland, J., Olsen, O. K., Espevik, R., Bakker, A. B.,  

& Einarsen, S. V. (2021). Daily work pressure and exposure to bullying-related 

negative acts: The role of daily transformational and laissez-faire leadership. 

European Management Journal, 39(4), 423-433. https://doi.org/ghdxf4 
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The data used to analyse the day-to-day relationships in Paper 3 were collected in 

2011, in a collaboration with the Royal Norwegian Naval Academy. The data 

collection was undertaken as part of a naval training mission, where 61 Norwegian 

naval cadets crossed the Atlantic Ocean in a tall ship as part of their training and 

education to become naval officers. During their voyage, the cadets completed a daily 

survey measuring variations in the study variables for 36 consecutive days. The 

cadets were instructed to complete the daily questionnaire at 5 PM each day. The 

cadets were part of one of eight teams, where members took turns in the role of team 

leader. Questions about leadership were therefore related to the leadership behaviour 

of the acting immediate superior in a team on a given day. Prior to the voyage, the 

cadets were presented with an informed consent form, which they all chose to sign. 

The sample consisted of 49 male participants (80.3 %) and 7 female participants 

(11.5%). Five participants did not report their gender (8.2 %). The mean age of the 

participants was 23.9 years (SD = 3.21). Of the 61 cadets that participated in the 

study, 56 completed a general questionnaire prior to the voyage, yielding a response 

rate of 91.8 % at the person-level. On the daily questionnaire, we obtained 1509 of 

the possible 2196 possible observations, yielding a response rate of 68.7% at the day-

level.  

Daily diaries were used to measure the study variables. All day-level questionnaires 

were adapted versions of existing scales. Both the time frame of the scales and the 

number of questions were adapted so the questions could be answered on a daily 

basis (cf. Ohly et al., 2010). The reliability of the daily measures was calculated using 

the approach described by Geldhof and colleagues (2014), by estimating omega (ω) at 

the within-person level and between-person level using a two-level CFA.  

When measuring day-level exposure to bullying-related negative acts, we used an 

adapted four-item version of the Negative Acts Questionnaire (NAQ-R; Einarsen et 

al., 2009; S-NAQ; Notelaers, Van der Heijden, et al., 2019) intended for daily diary 

studies (see Hoprekstad et al., 2019). The time-frame reference provided to the 

respondents was changed from the original “the last six months” to “during today’s 

shift”, with an example item being “repeated reminders of your errors or mistakes”. 
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All items measuring exposure to bullying-related negative acts were scored on a four-

point scale ranging from (1) not at all to (4) several times. We created an index of 

day-level exposure to bullying-related negative acts by calculating the mean of the 

corresponding exposure on that particular day, where higher scores refer to higher 

levels of exposure to bullying-related negative acts. Day-level exposure to bullying-

related negative acts showed acceptable reliability at both the within-person level (ω 

= .68) and at the between-person level (ω = .69). 

Day-level work pressure was measured using four items from the subscale “Pace and 

amount of work” from the questionnaire on the experience and assessment of work 

(VBBA; Van Veldhoven & Meijman, 1994). An example item from the scale is: 

“Today, to what extent did you have to work very fast”. All items measuring work 

pressure were scored on a five-point scale ranging from (1) not at all to (5) to a great 

extent. Work pressure showed good reliability both at the within-person level (ω = 

.88) and at the between-person level (ω = .97).  

Day-level leadership behaviour was measured using items taken from the Multifactor 

Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ X5; Avolio & Bass, 2004), adapted to reflect a daily 

level of measurement. Day-level transformational leadership behaviour was 

measured using five items, representing each of the four sub-categories of 

transformational leadership, while day-level laissez-faire leadership behaviour was 

measured using three items. Examples of items are “During the last 24 hours, my 

closest supervisor”: “…helped others to develop their strengths” (transformational 

leadership), and “…was absent when needed” (laissez-faire leadership). All items 

measuring leadership behaviour were scored on a five-point scale ranging from (1) 

totally disagree to (5) totally agree. Daily transformational leadership behaviour 

showed acceptable reliability at the within-person level (ω = .76) and good reliability 

at the between-person level (ω = .90). Daily laissez-faire leadership behaviour 

showed acceptable reliability at the within-person level (ω = .77) and good reliability 

at the between-person level (ω = .98). 
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In order to capture the multilevel structure of the data in which daily observations 

(level 1) were nested within individuals (level 2), we carried out multilevel analyses 

using MLwiN 3.01 (Charlton et al., 2017). Multilevel correlations and reliability 

analysis (Omega) were estimated using Mplus 7.4 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017). 

All day-level predictors were centred at each person’s mean, in order to facilitate 

meaningful interpretation of parameter estimates. Simple slope tests for hierarchical 

linear models were used to examine whether the slopes in the interaction were 

significantly different from zero (Preacher et al., 2006).   

2.4 Ethics 

The collection of the data employed in the present thesis was approved by the 

Regional Committee for Medical Research in Western Norway (Papers 1 & 2) and 

the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD) (Paper 3). To ensure anonymity, the 

identity of the respondents in the samples employed in Papers 1 and 2 was withheld 

by Statistics Norway, who was responsible for collecting the data. In Paper 3, the data 

were kept separate from a coding key, which could be used to 

match an individual’s ID with their age and other data that could make them 

identifiable. Hence, in all my analyses I have only worked on anonymized databases. 

All data employed in the present thesis were collected with informed consent, and 

respondents were informed about the fact that they could resign from the study at any 

time, and request for information about them to be deleted.  
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3. RESULTS 

All the associations, main effects and interaction effects described below were 

statistically significant at p < .05, unless otherwise specified.  

3.1 Paper 1 

The findings from Paper 1 indicated that the presence of co‐worker conflict at T1 

increased the likelihood of being a new victim of bullying two years later (OR 1.40), 

thus supporting Hypothesis 1. We also note that laissez‐faire leadership at T2 was a 

significant predictor of bullying at T2 (OR = 2.10). This is in line with previous 

research showing a positive direct effect of laissez-faire leadership on negative acts 

and bullying (Skogstad et al., 2017), although this relationship was not explicitly 

hypothesized in the present study. Moreover, we found support for the hypothesis that 

respondents who were involved in a co-worker conflict at T1, and also reported their 

closest supervisor’s leadership style as laissez-faire at T2, had an increased risk of 

becoming a new victim of bullying at T2. When the interaction term was added in 

Step 2 of the logistic regression analysis, the results showed that laissez‐faire 

leadership moderates the relationship between co‐worker conflict and the likelihood 

of becoming a new victim of bullying two years later (OR 1.29), thus supporting 

Hypothesis 5. According to the simple slopes test (Dawson, 2014), the effect of co‐

worker conflict on bullying was significant only for respondents reporting high levels 

of laissez‐faire behaviours in their immediate supervisors (B = .312, SE = 0.147), not 

for those reporting low levels of laissez‐faire leadership (B = −.202, SE = 0.290, n.s.). 

In fact, respondents who were in a conflict with a co-worker, but who did not report 

higher levels of laissez-faire leadership behaviour from their closest supervisor, did 

not have an increased risk of becoming a victim of bullying two years later, when 

compared to respondents who were not involved in co-worker conflicts.  
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3.2 Paper 2 

The results from the correlation analysis in Paper 2 revealed positive correlations for 

exposure to bullying behavioursT3 with role ambiguityT1 (r = .157) and role conflicts 

(r = .334T1 and r = .372T2), supporting hypothesis 2a and 2b. Additionally, laissez-

faire leadershipT2 was positively related to role ambiguityT1 (r = .196), role conflicts 

(r = .342T1 and r = .394T2), and exposure to bullying behavioursT3 (r = .344), as 

expected. Finally, negative correlations were found for transformational leadershipT2 

with all other study variables. 

 

The mediation analysis (PROCESS model 4) revealed significant direct associations 

between role ambiguityT1 and role conflictsT2 (B = 061, SE = .022), as well as 

between role conflictsT2 and exposure to bullying behavioursT3 (B = .119, SE = .021). 

In support of hypothesis 4, the result of the mediation analysis revealed that the direct 

effect of role ambiguityT1 on exposure to bullying-related negative actsT3 was not 

significant (B = -.003, SE = .004, n.s.), indicating full mediation. This was further 

supported by a significant indirect effect of role ambiguityT1 on exposure to bullying-

related negative actsT3, through role conflictsT2 (B = .007, SE = .003, 95% CI [.002, 

.014]). The explained variance of the total effects model was 40 %. Additionally, we 

tested an alternative model to control for the possibility of reverse causality for the 

role stressors. Here, we tested whether role ambiguityT2 mediated the relationship 

between conflictsT1 and bullying behavioursT3. However, we did not find support for 

this model.  

 

The results from the initial moderated mediation analysis – where both laissez-faire 

and transformational leadership were included as concurrent moderators both in the 

path between role ambiguity and role conflicts (path a), and the path between role 

conflicts and exposure to bullying behaviours (path b) (PROCESS model 45) –

revealed significant interaction effects of both leadership styles, but only on the path 

between role conflicts and exposure to bullying behaviours. Accordingly, we 

performed a new analysis in which laissez-faire and transformational leadership were 
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only included as moderators in path b (PROCESS model 16). When included in the 

same analysis, both moderators significantly contributed to explaining the variance in 

exposure to bullying behaviours at T3. However, in order to correctly visualize the 

interactions for each leadership style with role conflicts, we also performed two 

separate moderated-mediation analyses (PROCESS model 14). These analyses are the 

basis for the following results.  

The analysis testing the moderating effect of laissez-faire leadership revealed that the 

effect of role conflictT2 on exposure to bullying-related negative actsT3 was stronger at 

high compared to low levels of laissez-faire leadershipT2 (B = 08, SE = 02). 

Supporting hypothesis 6, the results showed a significant index of moderated 

mediation (B = .01, SE = .004, 95% CI [.003, .018]), indicating that the indirect effect 

of role ambiguityT1 on exposure to bullying-related negative actsT3, through role 

conflictT2, is contingent on the level of laissez-faire leadershipT2. This is further 

supported by simple slope tests, where the positive slope for high levels of laissez-

faire leadership was significant (Slope = 0.164, t = 6.812), whereas the slope for low 

levels of laissez-faire leadership was not (Slope = 0.037, t = 1.451, n.s.). The full 

model explained 43.9 % of the variance in exposure to bullying-related negative 

actsT3. The interaction term alone explained 1.2 %.  

In a second moderated mediation analysis, we found that the association between role 

conflictsT2 and exposure to bullying-related negative actsT3 was weaker at high (vs. 

low) levels of transformational leadershipT2 (B = -.09, SE = .02). Supporting 

hypothesis 7, the results showed a significant index of moderated mediation (b = -.01, 

SE = .004, 95% CI [-.02, -.003]), indicating that the indirect effect of role ambiguity 

on exposure to bullying-related negative acts, through role conflict, is contingent on 

the level of transformational leadership. This is further supported by simple slope 

tests, where the positive slope for low levels of transformational leadership was 

significant (Slope = 0.185, t = 7.505), whereas the slope for high levels of 

transformational leadership was not (Slope = 0.027, t = 0.999, n.s.). The full model 

explained 44.7 % of the variance in exposure to bullying-related negative actsT3. The 

interaction term alone explained 1.4 %.  
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3.3 Paper 3 

The results of the multilevel analysis in Paper 3 showed a significant positive main 

effect of daily levels of work pressure on daily levels of exposure to bullying- related 

negative acts (B = 0.026). This is in support of hypothesis 3. On days the cadets were 

exposed to higher levels of work pressure, they also reported increased exposure to 

bullying-related negative acts. Contrary to our predictions, we did not find support for 

an interaction between daily work pressure and daily transformational leadership on 

daily exposure to bullying-related negative acts (B = 0.009, n.s.). Accordingly, 

hypothesis 8 was not supported. However, our results did reveal a significant 

interaction effect of daily work pressure and daily laissez-faire leadership behaviour 

on cadets’ daily levels of exposure to bullying-related negative acts (B = 0.040), 

supporting hypothesis 9. Specifically, the relationship between work pressure and 

exposure to bullying-related negative acts was stronger on days the cadets reported 

higher levels of laissez-faire leadership behaviour from their acting superior on that 

day. Further supporting hypothesis 9, the simple slope analysis showed a positive 

relationship between daily work pressure and daily exposure to bullying-related 

negative acts on days the cadets report higher levels of laissez-faire leadership 

behaviour (Slope = 0.053, z = 7.743). The slope for low levels of laissez-faire 

leadership, however, was not significant (Slope = -0.001, z = 0.131, n.s.), indicating 

no increase in exposure to bullying-related negative acts at higher levels of work 

pressure. Finally, in addition to the hypothesized effects, we also found a significant 

main effect of daily laissez-faire leadership behaviour (B = 0.016). That is, on days 

the cadets reported high levels of laissez-faire leadership behaviour by their 

immediate supervisor, they also reported increased levels of exposure to bullying-

related negative acts. 
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4. DISCUSSION 

4.1 Discussion of the main findings 

The overall objective of the present thesis was to extend our knowledge of the 

process through which negative acts and bullying occur in the workplace, by 

investigating some explanatory mechanisms and conditions which allow for this 

phenomenon to develop and flourish. More specifically, the present thesis aimed to 

investigate the relationship between prevailing situational stressors in the immediate 

work environment and work situation, and subsequent exposure to negative acts and 

bullying, using prospective (Papers 1 & 2) and daily diary (Paper 3) research designs. 

Additionally, Paper 2 aimed to extend our knowledge into explanatory mechanisms 

of role stressors in the bullying process, by investigating the potential mediating 

effect of role conflicts in a role ambiguity–bullying relationship. Finally, an 

overarching aim in all three papers was to test the hypothesis that laissez-faire 

leadership acts as a moderator in the relationship between various workplace stressors 

and experienced negative acts as a measure of workplace bullying. In addition, Papers 

2 and 3 also investigated the potential attenuating effect of transformational 

leadership, a constructive form of leadership that is in stark contrast to laissez-faire 

leadership. Although the results of the investigated relationships are discussed in the 

respective individual papers included in the present thesis, I will discuss the main 

findings in the following sections, including some methodological strengths and 

limitations of the work presented. I will also present some practical and theoretical 

implications of the findings, as well as directions for future research.  

4.1.1 Results relating to direct effects  

With basis in the theoretical underpinnings in the work environment hypothesis 

(Einarsen et al., 1994; Leymann, 1996), the present thesis aimed to extend the 

empirical evidence on the relationship between experienced stressors in the work 

environment and reports of exposure to workplace bullying. Though there is ample 

evidence that supports such relationships, the majority of studies on the are cross-

sectional in nature (Neall & Tuckey, 2014; Rai & Agarwal, 2016). As such, they can 
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only provide limited insight into the mechanisms and conditions involved in the 

development of bullying. Therefore, we aimed to extend this research by 

implementing various prospective (Papers 1 & 2) and daily diary (Paper 3) research 

designs. In this, we gained more and better insight into the process through which 

bullying can arise and develop out of well-known risk factors.  

In Paper 1, the results showed that individuals who were involved in an interpersonal 

conflict with a co-worker had a higher risk of self-identifying as a new victim of 

workplace bullying two years later. This finding is in line with the general 

assumptions put forward in the work environment hypothesis (Einarsen et al., 1994; 

Leymann, 1996), and Leymann’s (1990b, 1996) four-stage descriptive process model 

of workplace bullying. It also corresponds with the theoretical assumptions in conflict 

theory (Glasl, 1982; Van de Vliert, 1984), stating that increasing tensions and 

animosity between the conflict parties, when allowed to escalate, will eventually 

result in a shift in the balance of power between conflict parties. Consequently, this 

may result in one of the parties experiencing victimization from bullying. As such, 

our findings add to the existing literature of scholars who argue and substantiate that 

workplace bullying may be the end result of a highly escalated interpersonal conflict 

(Baillien et al., 2016; Baillien et al., 2009; Hauge et al., 2007; Leymann, 1996).  

The results of Paper 2 showed a positive relationship between role ambiguity and role 

conflict on the one hand, and subsequent exposure to bullying behaviours on the 

other. This provides additional support for the work environment hypothesis 

(Leymann, 1996; Einarsen et al., 1994), and previous empirical evidence (Bowling & 

Beehr, 2006; Van den Brande et al., 2016). Furthermore, some additional theories 

were employed to explain the underlying mechanisms believed to be at play in this 

study. First, looking at the results from the target’s perspective, the presence of role 

ambiguity and role conflicts in the work environment is likely to trigger emotional 

and behavioural changes in employees. This is in line with the social interactionist 

theory (Felson, 1992; Felson & Tedeschi, 1993), in that such changes may lead 

employees to violate norms for expected workplace behaviour (Baillien et al., 2009). 

In this, individuals may end up acting in ways that inadvertently trigger aggressive 
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behaviours from others in the work environment (Neuman & Baron, 2011). 

Alternatively, from the perspective of potential perpetrators, the revised frustration-

aggression hypothesis (Berkowitz, 1989; Fox & Spector, 1999) argues that ambient 

stressors in the work environment, such as role ambiguity and role conflict, affect all 

individuals working in the same environment, and not only the potential targets of 

negative behaviour (Balducci et al., 2012; Bowling & Beehr, 2006). Accordingly, 

potential perpetrators are also likely to be affected by these ambient stressors, 

resulting in their enactment of aggressive behaviour towards fellow employees. Yet, 

such an explanation includes an unobserved variable, that is perpetrator behaviour. 

However, returning to the target perspective, our result is also in line with the 

stressor-emotion model of counterproductive work behaviour (Spector & Fox, 2005). 

This model argues that individuals’ appraisal and interpretation of perceived 

environmental stressors lead to negative emotional reactions, such as anxiety and 

anger, which can vary in intensity (Spector, 1998). Theoretically, it is these negative 

emotions that, in turn, may lead perpetrators to engage in aggressive behaviour 

towards other employees.  

Contrasting the long-term exposure and late-stage escalation of bullying from long-

term exposure to interpersonal conflicts in Papers 1 and 2, Paper 3 focused on the 

immediate and day-to-day effects of working in a high-stress environment. The 

results from this study showed a significant positive relationship between daily work 

pressure and daily exposure to bullying-related negative acts. This result may be 

explained by the theoretical underpinnings in the effort-reward imbalance model 

(Siegrist, 1996). In this, increased levels of work pressure may constitute an 

experienced imbalance between the level of effort needed to complete the job and the 

resources available to the individuals. According to the ERI-model, this imbalance is 

likely to result in rather immediate feelings of stress and frustration, which, in turn, 

leave the employees more vulnerable to conflict episodes and therefore to exposure to 

bullying-related negative acts. Furthermore, this is one of the first studies to add 

support to the work environment hypothesis (Leymann, 1996) in a short-term 

perspective, in that day-to-day issues in the work environment, such as increased 

levels of work pressure, seem to trigger discrete events of bullying-related negative 
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acts on the same day. As such, the results from this study indicates that even short-

term experiences of working in a high-stress environment are enough to trigger 

exposure to the same bullying behaviours that have been documented in previous 

studies where individuals reported more long-term exposure to work-related risk 

factors of workplace bullying (see e.g. Baillien, De Cuyper, et al., 2011; Bowling & 

Beehr, 2006; Van den Brande et al., 2016).  

Taken together, the presented results of the direct associations between various 

stressors in the work environment (i.e., interpersonal conflict, role stressors, and work 

pressure) and exposure to and victimization of workplace bullying all show support to 

the broader theoretical framework of the work environment hypothesis, as well as 

previous empirical evidence in the research field. Furthermore, although each study 

has employed different additional theoretical frameworks to ague more specifically 

for and explain the hypothesized relationships, the mechanisms believed to be at 

work are similar for all the theories employed, though the framing of these specific 

mechanisms varies to some extent. What these theories have in common is the fact 

that each of these different situational risk factors, irrespective of whether they are 

quantitative (i.e., work pressure) or qualitative (i.e., interpersonal conflict, role 

ambiguity, or role conflict) in nature, is hypothesized to induce feelings of stress and 

frustration in exposed individuals. As such, these situational stressors place 

employees under increased and often unmanageable demands (i.e., the effort-reward 

imbalance model), inducing feelings of stress and frustration, which again may cause 

them to change their behaviour and/or their perspective and perceptions. This change 

in behaviour on the part of the affected individual, such as violating existing work-

related norms (Baillien, Rodriguez-Muñoz, Van den Broeck, et al., 2011) will 

undoubtedly also affect others in the work environment, who, in turn, may react to 

this change by acting aggressively in return (i.e., the social interactionist theory and 

the frustration-aggression hypothesis). These reported stressors may also reflect 

ambient stressors that could also directly affect others in the working environment 

(Balducci et al., 2012). In addition, this stressor-strain relationship may be further 

understood through the lens of the “gloomy perception mechanism” (de Lange et al., 

2005), which posits that employees who experience high levels of negative emotions 
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(e.g., anxiety and frustration) are likely to also evaluate their environment more 

negatively and thus report less favourable working conditions (Nielsen & Einarsen, 

2012). In this, employees may experience a vicious circle in which stressors in the 

work environment leave them vulnerable to experiencing negative emotions, which in 

turn cause the exposed employees to evaluate their working environment more 

negatively than others.  

4.1.2 Results relating to the mechanisms involved in role stressors 
as antecedents of bullying: the mediating role of role conflict 

The second aim of the present thesis was to contribute to the literature on the 

relationship between situational risk factors and workplace bullying by providing a 

more nuanced analysis of the interrelationship between two prevalent role stressors, 

namely role ambiguity and role conflict, and how these stressors may influence the 

process through which bullying is thought to develop. Previous research has shown 

that role conflict is one of if not the strongest predictor of bullying in the workplace 

(Balducci et al., 2012; Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Reknes et al., 2014). However, there 

is not much knowledge of why role conflict seems to have such a strong and 

consistent relationship with bullying, as compared to other related situational 

antecedents, such as role ambiguity. One explanation may be that role conflict is the 

more proximal antecedent of bullying, meaning that it occurs closer in time to the 

actual exposure to bullying behaviours than many of the other, more distal, situational 

antecedents that have been documented by researchers. However, to my knowledge, 

no studies have so far explored this assumption empirically. Accordingly, Paper 2 

aimed to do just that, by investigating whether role conflict may act as a mediator in 

the direct relationship between role ambiguity and subsequent exposure to bullying 

behaviours. Supporting our hypothesis, the findings showed that the prospective 

relationship between role ambiguity and subsequent exposure to bullying a year later 

was mediated by employees’ perceptions of role conflicts measured after six months. 

Theoretically, this finding in Paper 2 is in line with early role theory (Kahn et al., 

1964), in that employees who are uncertain with regard to their role and what is 

expected of them at work, are likely to be exposed to conflicting expectations and 
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demands from other individuals in the work environment. Without the necessary 

information available, they are likely unable to adjust to these conflicting 

expectations, resulting in increased experiences of intra-role conflict. This increase in 

role conflict, in turn, is likely to increase their feelings of anxiety and frustration, 

leading the individual to change their behaviour in such a way that triggers a bullying 

process (i.e., the social interactionist theory; Felson & Tedeschi, 1993; Tedeschi & 

Felson, 1994). 

This finding is an important first step toward uncovering the temporal organization of 

situational risk factors of exposure to negative acts and bullying. Moreover, because 

of the limited empirical evidence investigating such an effect, we did also consider 

the potential for reverse causation between role ambiguity and role conflict, i.e., that 

the direct relationship between role conflicts and bullying behaviours may also be 

mediated through increased levels of role ambiguity. Disregarding their associations 

with workplace bullying, there are some arguments to support the notion of role 

conflict as an antecedent of role ambiguity in early role theory. Here, Kahn and 

colleagues (1964) present each of the causal relationships between the two role 

stressors as equally likely, without advocating strongly for one direction over the 

other. However, what these lines of argument do not take into consideration, is the 

two role stressors’ inter-relationship in the context of workplace bullying. In this 

regard, role conflict seems to be the strongest and most consistent risk factor, and 

thus most likely to act as a mediator in the proposed role ambiguity–bullying 

relationship. Moreover, and in line with these theoretical and empirical arguments, 

our analyses in Paper 2 failed to support a reverse causal relationship in which role 

ambiguity served as the mediating mechanism. Accordingly, this result indicates a 

strong likelihood that role conflict is the more proximate antecedent over the more 

temporal impact of role ambiguity on workplace bullying. As such, this strengthens 

the hypothesis that the presence of role conflicts in the work environment is a crucial 

and proximal risk factor for bullying to occur and develop. This is also supported by 

two cross-sectional studies that have investigated this inter-relationship between the 

two role stressors (Hartenian et al., 1994; Notelaers et al., 2010).  
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Although the analyses employed Paper 2 utilized prospective data with three different 

measurement points, we did not test the potential of a reciprocal relationship, where 

exposure to bullying behaviours may also lead to subsequent experiences of role 

ambiguity and role conflicts. There are some studies that provide evidence suggesting 

the existence of such reverse causation (Hauge, Skogstad, et al., 2011; Nielsen & 

Knardahl, 2015). For instance, in a prospective study with a time-lag of two years, 

Hauge and colleagues (2011) found that exposure to bullying behaviours predicted 

subsequent role ambiguity and role conflict. They did not, however, find support for a 

model where role stressors predicted subsequent exposure to bullying behaviours, 

indicating that bullying is the triggering variable. In another prospective study 

investigating this relationship, however, Reknes and colleagues (2014) found 

evidence for a robust relationship between the two role stressors and subsequent 

exposure to bullying. When testing for a reverse causal relationship, the analysis 

showed a very weak relationship between workplace bullying and a subsequent 

increase in experienced role stressors in exposed individuals, and the authors note 

that this finding should be interpreted with caution. Another prospective study by 

Balducci and colleagues (2012) provided support for a significant relationship 

between role conflict (but not role ambiguity) and subsequent workplace bullying one 

year later. When investigating potential reverse causation, however, the authors 

documented that exposure to bullying predicted an increase in role ambiguity (but not 

role conflict) one year later. Accordingly, the empirical evidence regarding the causal 

relationship between role stressors and workplace bullying is inconsistent. As pointed 

out by Balducci and colleagues (2012), this may in part be explained by the different 

time-lags employed in various studies, with shorter time-lags (i.e., 6 months-1 year) 

indicating the impact of work environment factors on bullying, while longer time-lags 

(i.e., 2 years) showing evidence of reverse causation. This is in line with the 

theoretical arguments in the work environment hypothesis (Einarsen et al., 1994; 

Leymann, 1996), in that the presence of poor and stressful working conditions is a 

prerequisite for bullying to exist in the first place. Then, when bullying has become 

prevalent in the working environment, it is not unlikely that this will, in turn, further 

sour an already unfavourable psychosocial climate at work, creating a vicious cycle. 



 77 

However, I argue that the process is triggered by the initial presence of workplace 

stressors, such as role ambiguity and role conflict. Nevertheless, because the causality 

of the relationship has been called into question, this should be further explored in 

future studies.   

4.1.3 Results relating to the moderating effects of leadership in the 
stressor–bullying relationship  

Laissez-faire leadership 

The third aim of the present thesis was to extend the investigation into the 

antecedents and risk factors of exposure to bullying by also considering potential 

conditional factors, namely the possible moderating effects of leadership on 

relationships between situational risk factors in the work environment and exposure 

to negative acts and bullying. Accordingly, one of the most important contributions of 

the present thesis pertains to the consistent findings that support the hypothesis of a 

moderating effect of laissez-faire leadership on the established positive association 

between various stressors in the work environment and both exposure to workplace 

bullying and victimization from bullying. Leadership is generally considered a 

critical element of the organizational context as a whole, and thereby also for other 

factors present in the psychosocial work environment (Abbasi, 2018). Furthermore, it 

has been noted that the leader has a particular responsibility to ensure the well-being 

of their subordinates in stressful situations (Rayner & Lewis, 2020). The present 

thesis, therefore, proposed that leaders who engage in passive and avoidant laissez-

faire leadership behaviours neglect this inherent duty of care, and thereby are likely to 

exacerbate the relationship between various risk factors and workplace bullying. 

Accordingly, with the theoretical underpinnings of the work environment hypothesis 

(Einarsen et al., 1994; Leymann, 1996) in mind – specifically the overarching notion 

that stressors in the work environment in combination with deficiencies in leadership 

practices is what triggers and maintains the bullying process – laissez-faire leadership 

can be considered a particularly important facilitating factor that has so far been 

largely overlooked in the bullying literature.  
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More specifically, the results in Paper 1 showed that the positive relationship between 

co-worker conflicts and subsequent new cases of self-labelled targets of bullying two 

years later was only significant for respondents who reported laissez-faire leadership 

behaviour from their immediate supervisor. That is, when leaders are not actively 

handling conflicts between subordinate co-workers, it not only permits an escalation 

of the conflict in question, but it also signals to those involved and others in the work 

environment that this type of behaviour is permitted and unlikely to have negative 

consequences for those involved. Accordingly, this result supports the theoretical 

notion that the lack of appropriate leader intervention in conflict situations is likely to 

contribute to a working environment that is a fertile ground for workplace bullying. 

Moreover, while this result was in line with our hypothesis and theoretical 

framework, it is interesting to note that only 47 respondents self-reported as new 

victims of bullying at T2, having changed their status from “not bullied” at T1. 

However, this is perhaps not so surprising when considering the findings of a recent 

study by Notelaers and colleagues (2018), who used a latent class modelling 

approach to investigate whether interpersonal conflicts, aggression, and bullying are 

overlapping or distinct constructs. While the authors were able to distinguish between 

interpersonal conflicts/aggression on one hand, and bullying on the other, their results 

did not detect a separate cluster for very highly escalated conflicts, as described in the 

highest stage of Glasl’s (1982) conflict escalation model. Notelaers and colleagues 

(2018) argue that this may be because such highly escalated conflicts in many cases 

will not be tolerated in working life, and likely will be stopped by leaders before 

reaching this level of escalation. This is also in line with Glasl’s (1982) comment that 

very few conflicts are likely to reach the highest level of escalation in organizations. 

Accordingly, it appears that only those co-worker conflicts that were allowed to 

escalate to a higher and more critical level developed into a situation characterized by 

long-term exposure to workplace bullying.  

Moreover, the results in Paper 2 showed that laissez-faire leadership, as hypothesized, 

exacerbated the indirect relationship between role ambiguity and exposure to bullying 

through role conflicts. While the mediating effect of role conflict in the role 

ambiguity–bullying relationship has already been discussed above, this section will 
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focus on the specific moderating effect of laissez-faire on the indirect relationship 

between role ambiguity and exposure to bullying behaviours, through role conflicts. 

This finding further supports the work environment hypothesis, in that the lack of 

leader intervention in cases where the respondents experience increased levels of role 

conflicts seems to create high-risk environments in which bullying may flourish. 

Interestingly, in cases where the respondent did not report their immediate supervisor 

as exhibiting laissez-faire behaviour, there was no association between increased 

levels of role conflicts and subsequent exposure to bullying behaviours. Accordingly, 

leaders who demonstrate laissez-faire leadership behaviours, as experienced by an 

involved subordinate, may serve to isolate individuals and deny access to social 

support and thereby also exacerbate the negative effects associated with situations 

characterized by high levels of role conflicts (Kelloway et al., 2005). Such passive-

avoidant leadership behaviours may cause employees to feel angry or frustrated 

because of their leader’s reluctance to provide direction and structure, failure to 

clarify expectations, and unwillingness to help solve problems (Donaldson-Feilder et 

al., 2013). Furthermore, passive leaders do not actively manage task and interpersonal 

processes in such a way as to minimize experienced role conflicts among members of 

their organization or team (Barling & Frone, 2017).  

It is worth noting that while our analyses included laissez-faire leadership as a 

moderator on both the path between role ambiguity and role conflicts, and between 

role conflicts and exposure to bullying behaviours, this leadership style only 

exacerbated the association between role conflicts and subsequent exposure to 

bullying behaviours. One explanation for this finding may be that proper conflict 

management by the leader is especially important when there are signs of 

interpersonal conflict arising and/or some level of bullying behaviours are present. 

This assumption is also supported with the findings in Paper 1, where laissez-faire 

leadership moderated the relationship between co-worker conflicts and subsequent 

new victims of bullying, as measured two years after the initial conflict. Glasl (1982) 

argued that when conflicts are in the first main phase of escalation, both parties still 

consider the substantial aspect of their conflict to be central, and they are normally 

motivated to co-operate to resolve the conflict. In later phases, however, retaliation 
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and destruction of the opponent become more important to the parties over the 

original conflict issue, and resolution becomes more difficult to achieve. Thus, when 

a conflict situation has reached a high level of escalation, it is arguably less likely that 

the subordinate(s) in question, or other co-workers, will be able to de-escalate the 

situation themselves, for example by engaging in strategic prevention behaviour (Van 

de Vliert, 1984). On the contrary, Van de Vliert (1984) argues that conflicts in the 

second main phase are predominantly characterized by strategic escalation behaviour, 

while the third and most escalated main phase is characterized by a combination of 

strategic and spontaneous escalation behaviours by the conflict parties. Accordingly, 

it is reasonable to expect active involvement and conflict management strategies on 

the part of the leader to be particularly important in the later stages of conflict and 

bullying development. However, that is not to say that leader involvement is not also 

important at earlier stages. Following the findings from Paper 3, it may even be 

important on a daily level, in situations when risk factors are present in the 

environment. At least, the studies in the present thesis show that when things risk 

getting personal (as with interpersonal conflict, role conflict and high work pressure), 

then leadership action is paramount. Under uncertainty, as with role ambiguity, it 

may be of less importance.  

Hence, even when taking a more immediate, day-to-day perspective on the 

moderating effect of laissez-faire leadership, the results in Paper 3 showed that the 

relationship between daily work pressure and daily exposure to bullying-related 

negative acts was only present on days when the respondents reported higher levels 

of laissez-faire leadership behaviour from their immediate supervisor. It is interesting 

to note that on days and in situations when the acting leader is described as avoiding 

their obligations and probably not managing and intervening in stressful situations, 

the effect on the respondents’ perceived exposure to negative acts was immediate. On 

days when the leader did not display these types of avoidant behaviours, however, the 

level of work pressure was not related to an increase in reported exposure to bullying-

related negative acts. In other words – and as already pinpointed – even at this early 

stage of a potential bullying process, the leaders’ non-actions in situations that 

warrant intervention seem to be of vital importance for determining the level of 
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exposure to negative acts. Accordingly, the findings from Paper 3 support the notion 

in the work environment hypothesis that it is the interaction between a stressful work 

environment and lack of adequate leader involvement that creates a fertile ground for 

bullying to arise and develop (Leymann, 1996; Salin, 2003), even when looking at 

more isolated day-by-day events. Even more, our findings indicate that this process 

does not necessarily take weeks or even months to develop, but rather starts 

immediately when exposed to stressful conditions at work, at least when “the heat is 

on” as is the case with work pressure, role conflicts, and interpersonal conflicts.  

Taken together, the moderating effect of laissez-faire leadership that is shown in all 

three papers included in the present thesis, support the notion that the combined effect 

of workplace stressors and leadership practices may in fact create an elevated risk for 

bullying over and above their additive effects (Cooper et al., 2001). Leaders who fail 

to intervene constructively in unfavourable working situations are likely to contribute 

to increased levels of anxiety and frustration among their followers, thus increasing 

their subsequent risk of being exposed to negative acts and bullying in the working 

environment. This adds further support to the work environment hypothesis (Einarsen 

et al., 1994; Einarsen et al., 2020; Leymann, 1996) by showing that poorly organized 

work conditions (i.e., interpersonal conflicts, role stressors, and work pressure), when 

combined with inadequate leadership practices, seem to create a fertile ground for the 

existence and development of bullying at work. It is further interesting to note that we 

find support for this effect in a wide range of research designs, all using different 

statistical analyses and data spanning from day-to-day changes within individuals to 

long term victimization. From this, I draw the conclusion that laissez-faire leadership 

likely is a key conditional factor in the development of bullying. Specifically, and in 

line with the social interaction theory (Felson, 1992; Felson & Tedeschi, 1993), the 

frustration-aggression hypothesis (Berkowitz, 1989; Fox & Spector, 1999), and the 

stressor-emotion model of counterproductive work behaviour (Spector & Fox, 2005), 

our findings indicate that the lack of active and constructive leader interventions in 

conflicting and demanding working situations – where subordinates are in need of 

leader support and intervention – is likely to exacerbate already elevated levels of 

experienced anxiety, frustration and general feelings of stress among subordinates. 
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By not taking action to prevent further escalation, laissez-faire leaders may fuel 

already existing cases of interpersonal tensions and conflicts, thereby increasing the 

risk of exposure to bullying.  

Additionally, a likely consequence of laissez-faire leaders’ non-response in situations 

characterized by increasing frictions between subordinates, is that perpetrators view 

this as a signal that their behaviour is acceptable. Accordingly, the abdication of 

proper leader interventions in demanding and conflicting situations probably signals 

to those involved that this type of behaviour is condoned by management (Samnani, 

2021). In such situations, perpetrators may feel that conflict-escalating actions are 

unlikely to be sanctioned or have any form of negative consequences (Nielsen, 2013; 

Samnani, 2021; Skogstad et al., 2007), hence allowing for these negative acts to 

continue and even develop further.  

This detrimental exacerbating effect of laissez-faire leadership may be contrasted by 

studies that have investigated the potential buffering effect of a strong climate for 

conflict management on the stressor–bullying relationships, indicating that the 

presence of such a climate in the work environment is related to fewer instances of 

bullying in the workplace even when risk factors exist (Einarsen et al., 2018; Hamre 

et al., 2021; Zahlquist et al., 2019). In organizations where the employees share the 

acknowledgment that there are fair and effective procedures in place for managing 

conflicts or other problems that may arise in the organization, as well as active and 

competent managers in relation to such conflicts (Rivlin, 2001), potential perpetrators 

will be made aware that any type of negative social behaviour directed towards 

fellow co-workers will not be tolerated. This recognition should effectively deter the 

bullying process before it has really had a chance to begin in the first place.  

Transformational leadership 

Contrasting the consistent finding of the facilitating effect of laissez-faire leadership, 

the results of analyses relating to the hypothesized moderating effect of 

transformational leadership in the present thesis were more inconclusive. In Paper 2, 

the results showed support for a buffering effect of transformational leadership on the 
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indirect relationship between role ambiguity and exposure to bullying behaviours, 

through role conflicts. There was not, however, support for the hypothesised buffer 

effect of transformational leadership on a daily basis on the work pressure–negative 

acts relationship in Paper 3. 

There are several different explanations for why a moderating effect was detected in 

Paper 2 when transformational leadership did not seem to have such an effect on the 

daily work pressure–negative acts relationship in Paper 3. First, the research designs 

are vastly different, with Paper 2 looking at changes over a period of 6 months 

between measurement points and Paper 3 examining day-to-day changes within 

individuals. Therefore, one could argue that transformational leadership, 

characterized by leaders who act as a coach and a mentor, and who pay special 

attention to individual employees’ need for achievement (Bass, 1990), may take 

longer to show the expected effect than for example laissez-faire leadership, where 

the leader is absent or avoiding their obligations as a leader when needed in 

immediate and specific stressful situations. Another explanation may be that 

transformational leadership, by definition, is more suited to address concerns related 

to the individual employee with regard to their given role in the organization (Bass, 

1990), rather than issues related to time pressure and a high workload. Therefore, it is 

perhaps not so surprising that transformational leaders are able to offset the negative 

effects of role ambiguity and role conflict, by providing individual support to 

followers who are facing ambiguous and/or conflicting demands. However, when 

dealing with issues like time constraints and a high workload, employees may view 

leaders who constantly emphasize the importance of having a collective sense of 

mission and talk enthusiastically about what needs to be accomplished (Avolio & 

Bass, 2004) as yet another constraint that they have to deal with in order to get their 

work done. As such, instead of the leader’s inspirational motivation and idealized 

influence being viewed as a resource that may help reduce their overall work 

pressure, transformational leaders may in fact add pressure to an already stressful 

situation. Accordingly, a possible explanation for the lack of a significant buffer 

effect of transformational leadership in Paper 3 is that this type of leader behaviour in 

situations characterized by high work pressure, may also potentially represent a 
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mismatch between the leader and the situation. Transformational leaders – who set 

challenging expectations and motivate followers to go even further and aim higher 

(Bass, 1990) – may inadvertently also exacerbate already high levels of existing work 

pressure, thus not buffering any undesired effect. This may hold true particularly 

when considering the short-term perspective of the analyses in Paper 3, investigating 

day-to-day changes rather than changes that may take place over a period of 6 months 

between measurement points.  

In Paper 2, we did find support for a buffering effect of transformational leadership 

on the indirect relationship between the respondents who experienced role ambiguity 

and subsequent exposure to bullying behaviours, mediated through increased levels 

of role conflicts. More specifically, it seems that respondents working under leaders 

who display higher levels of transformational leadership behaviours are not at risk of 

increased exposure to bullying behaviours, even if they report high levels of role 

conflicts. Accordingly, as argued in Paper 2, it is likely that the individual 

consideration and supportive behaviour enacted by transformational leaders 

effectively averts instances of subordinate negative social interactions from 

developing into escalated conflicts and bullying. In contrast to the stressful working 

environment investigated in Paper 3, the associations of interest in Paper 2 may 

constitute a case where the leaders’ behaviour is a good match to the specific 

challenges the employee is facing, making it effective in preventing instances of 

negative acts and bullying (Tuckey et al., 2017). Furthermore, and in contrast to 

laissez-faire leadership, the findings in Paper 2 indicates that transformational leaders 

are effective in preventing experienced role conflicts from developing into instances 

of negative social acts in the workplace, probably by actively supporting and assisting 

their followers in coping with ambiguous or conflicting expectations and demands. 

This is supported by previous studies, arguing that effective, problem-solving conflict 

management skills (Baillien & De Witte, 2010; Baillien, Notelaers, et al., 2011; Zapf 

& Gross, 2001) are related to lower reported exposure to bullying.    

In summary, the findings from the present thesis indicate that laissez-faire leadership 

seems to be a highly relevant conditional factor that contributes to developing and 
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maintaining the bullying process. When conflicts escalate and bullying start to 

happen and is allowed to continue without being managed and properly handled, it 

may cause the exposed individuals to start changing their behaviour, resulting in a 

vicious self-reinforcing cycle, where the targets’ own behavioural changes may also 

fuel the aggressive reactions in potential perpetrators. Accordingly, this illustrates the 

importance for leaders to intervene, preferably before the bullying process reaches 

this level of escalation. Furthermore, when contrasted with transformational 

leadership, the effect of laissez-faire leadership emerges as the most consistent of the 

two forms of leadership, in that it seems to be of importance in many stages of the 

bullying process, from early exposure to discrete daily negative acts to full-blown 

cases where the respondents regard themselves as long-term victims of bullying. This 

adds support to the theoretical assumption that “bad is stronger than good” 

(Baumeister et al., 2001), especially in cases with a destructive outcome (Fors 

Brandebo et al., 2016), such as workplace bullying.  

 

Transformational leadership, on the other hand, only seems to have an effect when 

allowed to accumulate over time, and only in situations where the demands the 

subordinates are faced with is a good ‘match’ with the type of qualitative support 

offered by transformational leaders. In situations characterized by quantitative 

demands, mere transactional leadership could possibly be more effective, in that 

transactional leaders are able to offer instrumental support (Avolio & Bass, 2004), 

without the risk of imposing even more pressure on the exposed individual. This 

assumption was, however, not investigated in the present thesis, and it therefore 

requires more research to actually reach such a conclusion.  

4.2 Methodological considerations 

4.2.1 Sample and generalisability  

A significant strength of the studies included in the present thesis is the use of 

representative samples of Norwegian employees (Papers 1 & 2), indicating high 

external validity, thus making it possible to generalise the results to the wider 
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Norwegian working population and possibly beyond. Furthermore, the response rate 

in Paper 1 was quite high (58 % at Time 1), compared to other surveys on workplace 

phenomena in general (Baruch & Holtom, 2008). The use of such a large scale and 

heterogeneous sample increase the robustness of the findings (Tabachnick & Fidell, 

2013). In Paper 2, however, the response rate was lower than what could be expected 

at only 32 %, which could limit the generalisability of the results from this study. On 

the other hand, the first wave of data from Paper 1 was collected in 2005, while the 

first wave of Paper 2 was collected 10 years later (in 2015). During this time, the field 

has seen a general decline in participants willing to participate in large-scale survey 

studies (Stedman et al., 2019). Accordingly, the relatively low response rate in Paper 

2 is within the range of what is to be expected in later years in such studies. 

Nevertheless, generalisations to wider populations should always be made with 

caution. With regard to Paper 3, the analyses were performed using data from a 

highly selected and specialised sample of naval cadets. As such, the generalisation of 

the findings from this study may be more limited. For instance, there could be factors 

of importance in the selection process that might influence their response to the daily 

questionnaires and thus the results of the data analyses. However, as our hypotheses 

are grounded in broadly recognized and context-neutral theories and our findings are 

in line with previous studies which have greater generalisability to a wider 

population, there is reason to believe that our results would also hold true in other 

work contexts. 

4.2.2 Study design  

The use of three distinct research designs, ranging from “shortitudinal” day-to-day 

relationships (Paper 3) to longer-term prospective relationships with exposure to 

bullying behaviours (NAQ, Paper 2) and self-reported bullying (Paper 1) as 

outcomes, may be considered both a limitation and a strength. It is a limitation 

because it makes it difficult to directly compare the results from each separate paper 

because both the scales and the method of analysis used differ from one paper to the 

next. However, this may also be considered a strength, exactly for this reason. Some 

of the critique of the bullying literature to date has been that we do not know enough 
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of the bullying process as a whole (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018). Instead, individual 

studies give us a “snapshot” of some part of the assumed bullying process. Here, we 

have attempted to capture at least three distinct phases of such a process, and test 

whether laissez-faire leadership is an important conditional factor in relation to work 

stressors in each of these phases. Although we do not gain insight into the bullying 

process per se, the knowledge that laissez-faire leadership seems to act as a 

conditional factor in each of the situations investigated is important in and of itself.  

Additionally, the use of prospective designs in two of the three papers included in this 

thesis is considered an important strength. However, while the use of prospective 

designs may be considered an advantage, the length of the chosen time lags and 

whether they are appropriate may be subject to discussion. It is important that the 

time lags employed in empirical studies match the true underlying causal time lags of 

the constructs of interest (Gollob & Reichardt, 1987; Taris & Kompier, 2014). For 

instance, Paper 1 employs a time lag of two years between the two waves included in 

the study. In light of the conception of bullying as a process that gradually escalates 

over months or even years (Einarsen et al., 2020; Zapf et al., 2020), and the fact that 

the dependent variable of interest in Paper 1 was measured using the self-labelled 

approach, I consider the 2‐year time lag a strength, as it allows enough time for new 

cases of bullying to develop. If the time lag had been shorter, we might not have been 

able to capture the true number of new victims of bullying. However, as the analysis 

in Paper 1 is based on data from only two waves, making changes from T1 to T2 

linear by default, it is difficult to determine the form of change over time (Rogosa, 

1995; Singer & Willett, 2003). To rectify this issue, and following the 

recommendation to include several measurement points when the “correct” time 

interval is uncertain (Ployhart & Vandenberg, 2010; Taris & Kompier, 2014), Paper 2 

employed three time points over a one-year period. This also makes it possible to test 

the hypothesized mediating effect of role conflict on the relationship between role 

ambiguity and subsequent exposure to bullying behaviours.  
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4.2.3 Instruments 

Some issues should also be addressed in relation to the instruments used. Regarding 

workplace bullying, both the self-labelling approach and the behavioural experience 

approach have been used to capture the respondents’ subjective experience of being 

exposed to bullying in the workplace. Paper 1 employed the self-labelling measure of 

workplace bullying, while Papers 2 and 3 employed the behavioural experience 

approach, respectively measuring bullying with a four- and nine-item version of the 

Negative Acts Questionnaire-Revised (Hoprekstad et al., 2019; Notelaers, Van der 

Heijden, et al., 2019). While I have not followed the recommendation made by 

scholars in the field to employ a combination of these approaches in studies of 

bullying (Nielsen et al., 2009), I consider it a strength that through the combined 

inferences gained from each of the studies, we are able to capture bullying at different 

points of development, from early-stage, day-to-day exposure (Paper 3), to longer-

term exposure to bullying behaviours (Paper 2), and, finally, to self-reported 

victimization of workplace bullying flowing the more strict definitional criteria for 

being considered as a victim and not only exposed (Paper 1) (Nielsen et al., 2020). 

With regard to the self-report measure of victimization from workplace bullying 

(Paper 1), some limitations concerning the use of single-item measures should be 

mentioned. In general, researchers often discourage the use of single-item measures 

because they are said to suffer from reliability and validity deficiencies (Gardner et 

al., 1998; Nielsen & Knardahl, 2015). However, some researchers also hold that the 

reliability of single-item measures is in fact comparable to the reliability of longer 

scales (Gilbert & Kelloway, 2014; Littman et al., 2006) and that they have high 

content and criterion validity with regard to assessing job stressors (Gilbert & 

Kelloway, 2014). Furthermore, single-item measures are also reliable and effective at 

predicting outcomes (Fisher et al., 2016). More specifically with regard to the self-

labelling approach to measuring workplace bullying, this single-item measure has 

shown to be a reliable and valid assessment of bullying victims both among adults 

(Nielsen et al., 2020) and school children (Solberg & Olweus, 2003).  



 89 

Concerning internal consistency, the scales employed in the present thesis are 

generally well established and showed acceptable to high levels of reliability. 

Consequently, problems due to reliability are not likely to substantially affect the 

validity of the findings. One exception, however, was the scale measuring role 

conflict in Paper 2 (QPSNordic) (Dallner et al., 2000; Wännström et al., 2009). 

Although the internal consistency for role conflict in Paper 2 (T1 = .63,  = .57) 

was lower than the recommended value of .70, it was regarded as acceptable given 

that the scale only consisted of three items that showed moderate inter-correlations 

(Cortina, 1993).  

Despite the use of these seemingly valid instruments, there is a challenge connected 

to measuring workplace bullying and environmental stressors by asking respondents 

to recall behaviours that have occurred several months ago (Jex & Bayne, 2017). 

However, bullying in the workplace is a gradually escalating phenomenon, and 

various empirical studies have shown the mean duration of bullying exposure to be 

relatively high, ranging from 12 to 62 months (Zapf et al., 2020, Table 3.2). 

Accordingly, there is a consensus among researchers that severe bullying is a 

prolonged problem that persists for periods of months or years rather than days or 

weeks (Einarsen et al., 2020). Thus, the use of retrospective instruments with long 

timeframes (i.e., six months) is necessary to capture the prolonged nature of this 

phenomenon. Additionally, the use of such instruments is often necessary when 

conducting research on phenomena with inherently low base rates, such as destructive 

leadership and workplace bullying. Nevertheless, it is a limitation that respondents 

may find it difficult to remember specific instances of negative workplace 

experiences, especially if these occurred several months in the past. It is worth noting 

that this is not an issue in Paper 3, as the respondents answer the same questions 

every day over a 36-day period, with a timeframe of the past 24 hours. The drawback 

with this approach, however, is that we only get a “snapshot” of the level of exposure 

that particular day, without the ability to include this information in the larger context 

of the development of bullying over time. Accordingly, there are both strengths and 

limitations connected to the different alternative measurement methods, and this is 
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also why it is important to develop a wide range of study designs that include both 

longitudinal and “shortitudinal” designs. This way, we would be somewhat better 

equipped to capture the whole picture of which variables are involved in the 

development of bullying in the workplace.  

Another potential limitation related to the use of self-reported questionnaire data 

gathered from the same source is the elevated risk of common method variance 

(Podsakoff et al., 2003). Some biases related to the issue of common method 

variance, such as social desirability and consistency motif (i.e., the respondents’ urge 

to maintain consistency in their responses in accordance with their beliefs of how 

different constructs are related), may be limited by employing prospective research 

designs. The use of such designs may also increase the causal inferences made in 

Papers 1 and 2, as temporal separation reduces the chance of respondents recalling 

their responses to predictors measured at a different timepoint (Podsakoff & Organ, 

1986; Rindfleisch et al., 2008). Additionally, when determining whether an individual 

has been exposed to workplace bullying, we follow the operationalization employed 

in the European research tradition. In this, we argue that victimization from bullying 

is a subjective assessment that is “in the eyes of the beholder”. In psychology, it is 

generally accepted that the feelings of the individual should be accepted at face value 

and taken seriously by others. In other words, asking respondents to subjectively 

report their own experiences fits with the primary research interest in the present 

thesis, namely, to investigate relationships between the respondents’ own perception 

of the level of exposure to workplace stressors, leadership behaviour, and negative 

acts/bullying. As such, the respondents’ self-reported experiences are, therefore, in 

many cases, preferable to more objective measures of actual behaviour, even with the 

limitations associated with self-reported questionnaire data.  

4.2.4 Low base rate of reported study variables 

Another important limitation is the low base rate of reported stressors in the work 

environment, including laissez-faire leadership and exposure to negative acts. As a 

consequence, due to fact that the full range of the response scale is unlikely to be 

used by the participants (cf. restriction of range; Notelaers & Van der Heijden, 2021), 
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most of the study variables are highly negatively skewed, meaning that most study 

participants report little or no exposure to the measured work-related stressors and 

bullying behaviours. Most of the existing theories on the relationships between 

workplace stress and its outcomes, including the theories employed in the present 

thesis, assumes causality based on relatively high levels of exposure. Accordingly, 

there is a mismatch between the levels of stressors assumed in the theoretical 

frameworks employed, and the actual levels reported by the respondents participating 

in the studies used to examine these assumed relationships. This issue, however, is 

not restricted to the studies included in the present thesis but represents a challenge 

for the fields of occupational stress and workplace mistreatment in general (see e.g., 

Fischer et al., 2021). Furthermore, with the exception of the proposed moderating 

effect of transformational leadership on the work pressure-negative acts relationship 

(Paper 3), we found support for all our hypotheses, and these results align with the 

theoretical and empirical reasoning used to argue for the proposed relationships. 

Accordingly, there is reason to believe that if the data used had reflected a higher 

base rate of reported stressors, the results might even be stronger than what is 

reported in the present thesis.  

4.2.5 Strategy of analysis 

The use of the logistic and multiple regression models to analyse our data, rather than 

estimating a structural equation model with latent variables, may be debatable. There 

are several limitations associated with standard regression analyses, including 

problems with measurement error in the data and the underlying assumptions of 

linearity and normality (Jeon, 2015). In order to compensate for some of these 

potential problems, alternative methods of analysis, such as structural equation 

models with latent variables, may be employed. There are several advantages 

associated with SEM-models, including information on a model’s goodness of fit and 

the ability to identify and compensate for measurement error in the data used (Jeon, 

2015). However, when dealing with interactions, which is the case in all of the three 

studies included in the present thesis, it is not quite as straightforward. For instance, 

simulation studies indicate that latent variable interactions cannot be reliably 
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estimated with skewed data using latent moderated structural equations (LMS) 

methods (Cham et al., 2012; Maslowsky et al., 2015). Additionally, this method 

requires the use of the maximum likelihood (ML) estimator, which functions under 

the assumption of normality. Alternative estimators that account for non-normal 

distributions in the data, such as the robust weighted least squares (WLSMV) 

estimator, is not applicable to SEM-models with latent interactions (Muthén & 

Muthén, 1998-2017). As such, this is not a viable solution for this problem. Thus, 

given that our study data are skewed and that the utility of the LMS procedure, as a 

result, is limited, we have deemed standard regression as an appropriate method of 

analysis in Papers 1 and 2. Although this does not solve the initial problem with 

inherently skewed data, we still considered this approach, with its known limitations, 

preferable to alternative and more complex analyses and accompanying unreliable 

and potentially invalid results.  

4.2.6 Ethics  

When conducting research using subjective self-report questionnaire data, there are 

ethical issues to be aware of. One of the problems with looking at bullying through a 

target-perspective on workplace bullying is the risk of “blaming the victim”. The 

‘victim precipitation theory’ (Elias, 1986) argues that some victims may 

(unbeknownst to themselves) “trigger” aggressive behaviour in potential perpetrators 

through their personalities, attitudes, and/or actions (Cortina, 2017). Accordingly, the 

argument that targets sometimes provoke negative behaviours from others, by way of 

their own behavioural changes, may be considered the underlying theoretical 

explanation for the results in the present thesis. In other words, it may be argued that 

it is not the psychosocial work environment per se that is the issue, but rather the 

targets’ reactions to these situational conditions. However, as previously argued, 

while stressors in the work environment are likely to trigger a certain type of 

behaviour in a vulnerable individual which in turn may trigger negative behaviour 

from others, these aggressive actions may originate from several different places in 

the work environment. It is the sum of this exposure that leads to a perception of 

being victimized, and not the specific aggressive behaviour enacted by one specific 
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perpetrator. Moreover, as argued in the frustration-aggression hypothesis (Berkowitz, 

1989; Fox & Spector, 1999), perpetrators are also likely to be affected by ambient 

stressors in the work environment, thus triggering them to enact aggressively towards 

other individuals (Balducci et al., 2012; Bowling & Beehr, 2006). Accordingly, using 

the victim precipitation theory as a way to justify blaming the victim for the 

victimization they experience, does not offer an adequate presentation of the complex 

interplay between work environment, target, and perpetrator(s) in a bullying situation.  

4.3 Implications 

The studies in the present thesis were conducted for both methodological, theoretical, 

and applied reasons. In the following, I will pinpoint some of the main implications 

for practice and for theory that may be drawn from this work. 

4.3.1 Implications for practice 

As shown by the three papers included in the present thesis, as well as previous 

research on the antecedents of bullying, the risk of becoming a victim and/or being 

exposed to bullying-related negative social acts increases when employees report 

working in a stressful work environment. Therefore, managers should prioritize 

implementing measures to decrease the presence of interpersonal conflicts, role 

stress, and high work pressure, as well as other environmental stressors, in the work 

environment. It is important to note that a certain level of task conflicts and challenge 

demands (i.e., work pressure) are to be expected in a working environment, and in 

some cases might actually have some beneficial effects, such as contributing to 

innovation and increasing organizational and/or team performance (e.g., Amason & 

Schweiger, 1997; De Dreu, 1997, 2006). However, this relationship has shown to be 

more complex than originally thought (De Wit et al., 2012), and some evidence 

suggests that any beneficial effects are contingent on some important moderators, 

such as a strong psychological safety climate (Bradley et al., 2012), high levels of 

team trust (Simons & Peterson, 2000) or when task and relationship conflict are 

weakly correlated (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003). With regard to workplace bullying, 

however, the findings in the present thesis indicate that organizations should aim to 
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keep the levels of these stressors at a manageable level (Kahn et al., 1964). 

Specifically, the findings in Paper 2 indicate that if organizations make sure that their 

employees have a clear and complete understanding of their work role, and what is 

expected of them, the risk of further development of role conflicts and subsequent 

exposure to bullying behaviours is likely to be reduced.  

On a related note, the key factor in determining when workplace stressors become 

detrimental (i.e., develops into workplace bullying), seems to be the presence of 

passive and avoidant leadership in situations where there is a need for active 

intervention from the leader due to the mentioned stressors. Therefore, it is important 

for organizations to take action to ensure that such a lack of active leadership is not 

prevalent in the work environment. This can be done in several ways. First, 

researchers have recommended that organizations take care in implementing anti-

bullying policies and specific guidelines for the prevention of bullying (Zapf & 

Vartia, 2020). By clearly communicating that the organization has a ‘zero-tolerance’ 

for bullying, as well as clearly stating how and when leaders are required to take 

action, the organization may foster a positive working environment where bullying is 

not a systematic problem. It is important, however, that these policies and guidelines 

are continuously and systematically implemented in the organization, and not just 

serving as ‘window dressing’ (Rayner & Lewis, 2020). As previously noted, bullying 

will only be prevalent in organizations and work groups where the perpetrators 

assume that their negative social behaviour is tolerated by the management in the 

organization (Brodsky, 1976), and where there is a low perceived risk of being caught 

and punished for their behaviour (Salin, 2003). An important remark is that this is not 

only the responsibility of the individual leader but the organization and general 

management as a whole. This is illustrated in a study by Zahlquist and colleagues 

(2019), in which the authors substantiated that team-members’ shared perception of a 

strong climate for conflict management acts as a significant buffer on the impact of 

role conflict and cognitive demands on bullying behaviours. Similarly, a recent study 

by Hamre and colleagues (2021) documented the buffering effect of a strong climate 

for conflict management on the escalation of workplace bullying over time. That is, 

for individuals who reported working in what they perceived to be a weak conflict 
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management climate, the level of exposure to bullying behaviours was related to new 

and increased instances of bullying behaviours six months later. Such an escalation 

was not detected for individuals working in what they perceived to be a strong 

conflict management climate. Accordingly, in creating a strong climate for conflict 

management, the organization should be able to create an environment where the risk 

of employees’ exposure to negative acts and bullying as a consequence of workplace 

stressors or previous bullying exposure is significantly reduced.  

Furthermore, it is important to improve and increase individual leaders’ competence 

and responsibility in dealing with conflict episodes – whether these are caused by 

interpersonal tension, high levels of quantitative demands, or conflicting demands 

and expectations – and to ensure that leaders intervene in the early stages of the 

escalation process before the stigmatization of one of the parties has occurred (Salin, 

2006). In this regard, leadership development programs should include the 

development of competencies in identifying and dealing with early signs of conflict 

escalation and bullying. Furthermore, due to the inconsistent findings with regard to 

the moderating effect of transformational leadership, leadership development should 

not focus solely on promoting positive and effective leadership, as has been the 

dominating trend in development programs to date (Day & Dragoni, 2015). However, 

if the goal of the organization is to reduce instances of highly escalated conflicts and 

bullying, an essential part of leadership development is reducing laissez-faire 

leadership behaviours, that is leaders’ disregard, inattention, and avoidance in 

concrete situations where subordinates are in need of leadership (Skogstad et al., 

2014). 

4.3.2 Implications for theory and directions for future studies 

The use of various longitudinal and daily diary approaches in investigating 

antecedents and mediators/moderators of workplace bullying also add valuable 

knowledge to the field, as these issues have mainly been investigated with the use of 

cross-sectional data previously (Neall & Tuckey, 2014; Rai & Agarwal, 2016), yet 

with some noteworthy exceptions (Baillien, De Cuyper, et al., 2011; Baillien, 

Rodriguez-Muñoz, Van den Broeck, et al., 2011; Hauge, Einarsen, et al., 2011; 
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Reknes et al., 2014; Skogstad et al., 2011). Taken together, the findings from the 

three studies included in the present thesis support the theoretical assumptions of the 

work environment hypothesis (Einarsen et al., 1994; Leymann, 1996), in that 

stressors in the work environment were found to be related to a higher risk of being 

exposed to negative social acts – both on a day-to-day basis (Paper 3) and over a 

period of one year (Paper 2) – as well as self-identifying as a victim of workplace 

bullying in a longer time frame (Paper 1). Moreover, all three studies support the 

hypothesis that working under a leader that exhibits laissez-faire behaviours, further 

exacerbates the risk of exposure to bullying when facing stressors. In fact, these 

studies showed that only under the condition of higher levels of laissez-faire 

leadership were the examined risk factors related to instances of exposure to bullying 

behaviours or even experienced victimization from bullying. In situations with low 

levels of laissez-faire leadership, we did not detect an association with exposure to 

bullying. This is in line with Leymann’s (1996) claim that poor and inadequate 

leadership in stressful situations is a vital conditional factor for bullying to be allowed 

to develop and flourish in the work environment. To my knowledge, the included 

studies are among the first to test the interaction aspect of the work environment 

hypothesis, rather than focusing solely on the detrimental effects situational stressors 

may have directly in relation to workplace bullying (see Hauge et al., 2007; 

Rodriguez-Munoz et al., 2012; Sischka et al., 2021, for other examples of studies 

addressing this aspect of the work environment hypothesis).  

Further, it is also reasonable to assume that the passive-avoidant behaviours 

associated with this leadership style may in itself instigate group conflicts and peer-

bullying (Hoel et al., 2010), thus also acting as a root cause of workplace stress 

(Kelloway et al., 2005; Skogstad et al., 2007), including bullying. As noted in the 

individual articles, we also consistently found direct associations between laissez-

faire leadership and the respondents’ levels of exposure to negative acts and bullying. 

These findings are in line with previous studies that have documented laissez-faire 

leadership as a precursor to workplace bullying in and of itself (Hauge et al., 2007; 

Nielsen, 2013; Skogstad et al., 2007). Furthermore, laissez-faire leadership may be 

experienced by subordinates as intended systematic neglect and rejection on the part 
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of the leader, which is closely related to the central characteristics of workplace 

bullying (Hoel et al., 2010; Skogstad et al., 2007). Subordinates may interpret this 

lack of social support and non-responsiveness on the part of the leader as a form of 

punishment. Accordingly, laissez-faire leadership may even be considered as a form 

of bullying in and of itself, namely social exclusion (i.e., ostracism) (Hoel et al., 

2010).  

Interestingly, our findings consistently support the hypothesized moderation effect of 

laissez-faire leadership on the stressor-bullying relationship, over and above the 

detected direct effect of this passive and avoidant form of leadership. Accordingly, 

the leaders’ laissez-faire behaviour seems to have a dual role in the existence and 

development of bullying in the workplace. First, it may contribute to creating an 

environment where bullying is allowed, or even encouraged. But more than that, 

laissez-faire leaders also actively contribute, with their inaction, to the escalation and 

development of stressful situations into destructive interpersonal interactions with 

potentially detrimental outcomes. Accordingly, the combined effect of inadequate 

leadership and other workplace stressors seems to create an elevated risk of bullying 

– over and above their individual additive effects (Cooper et al., 2001).   

Furthermore, based on the wide range of theoretical frameworks presented, there are 

several different mechanisms that in more detail may explain the association between 

environmental stressors, leadership, and exposure to bullying. These models are not 

interchangeable, however, but may be complementary in that they reflect and address 

slightly different aspects of the psychosocial work environment (Tsutsumi & 

Kawakami, 2004). Because of the variety of theoretical frameworks employed by 

researchers in the field, theorists have called for a more comprehensive, dynamic 

theoretical framework in order to understand the complex phenomenon that is 

workplace bullying (Wheeler et al., 2010). So far, however, no such framework 

seems to have gained a universal foothold amongst researchers of bullying. This may 

not be a problem in and of itself, as different individual theories/models used to 

explain the development of bullying at work serve as a valuable theoretical 

framework depending on the specific work stressor of interest. For instance, conflict 
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theory (Glasl, 1982; Van de Vliert, 1984) is an intuitive choice when studying the 

relationship between interpersonal conflicts and workplace bullying. Work pressure, 

on the other hand, may be considered both a challenge and a hindrance stressor for 

the employee, depending on the level of resources available to them in a specific 

situation. Therefore, the effort-reward imbalance model (Siegrist, 1996) is a good fit, 

as it takes this potential imbalance into account when arguing for the impact on work 

strain, such as exposure to bullying. Accordingly, the nature of the stressor in 

question may impact which mechanisms ultimately get put into play when 

determining whether an individual ends up being a target or victim of workplace 

bullying. Therefore, by relying on one single overarching theory of bullying 

development, we may lose some of the nuances and specificity offered by the 

narrower focus of individual theories and models.  

From my point of view, for such an overarching framework to be of value to the 

research community, it would have to be general enough to encompass each of the 

triggering variables that are likely to be present in the work environment, but also 

specific enough to include detailed arguments for how these variables are likely to 

affect changes in the individuals involved in the bullying process (both targets and 

perpetrators), and how other conditional factors, such as deficient leadership 

practices, may influence such a process. One potential candidate in this regard is the 

“Three Way Model” of workplace bullying, as suggested in a qualitative study by 

Baillien and colleagues (2009). Here, the authors suggest an overarching framework 

in which bullying is theorized to develop through one of three main processes; 

namely as a consequence of either 1) inefficient coping with frustration arising from 

aspects such as work design and aspects of the psychosocial working environment, 2) 

escalated conflicts, or 3) destructive team and organizational culture or habits. 

Further, the authors argue that various individual and work-related variables may 

influence this process either directly (as antecedents) or indirectly (as moderators). 

However, since its publication in 2009, this proposed theoretical model has not 

received a lot of attention from other bullying researchers and thus remains largely 

untested.  
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Furthermore, it is interesting to note that a common element in many of the individual 

theories included in the present thesis, is the inclusion of an increase of negative 

emotions (i.e., anxiety and frustration) as a mediating mechanism in the explanation 

for how bullying occurs and develops from various situational risk factors. However, 

although increased levels of frustration seem to be the leading explanatory 

mechanism in explaining why targets’ levels of exposure to workplace stressors 

trigger aggressive responses in other individuals, very few studies actually test this 

theoretical assumption. This is not surprising, as emotions are states that may change 

quickly, and may therefore be difficult to capture reliably in a traditional longitudinal 

survey where the measurement points are months or even years apart. Employing 

daily diary designs when studying these associations, thus capturing the events in 

question close to when they are actually experienced by the respondents, may be a 

solution to this problem. However, as previously argued, these designs are not able to 

capture the more long-term changes that take place in the bullying process. 

Accordingly, there is a need for more research employing a wide range of research 

designs, to substantiate both the short-term and long-term effects influencing the 

development of the bullying process. 

While the results in the present thesis suggest that laissez-faire leadership seems to be 

an important conditional factor in all stages of the bullying process, I am not able to 

make inferences as to when this type of leadership has the most impact, as none of 

the presented papers have explicitly studied the bullying process as such (see Reknes 

et al., 2021, for an example of a study that does). Although I have argued that there is 

sufficient theoretical and empirical evidence to suggest that role conflict may be the 

more proximate risk factor for workplace bullying, and therefore likely to act as the 

mediator in the role ambiguity–bullying relationship, there is still a lack of studies to 

systematically substantiate the likelihood of such an effect. Therefore, the studies 

included in the present thesis represent a starting point of research on the explanatory 

mechanisms and conditions that may facilitate or prevent the process of bullying 

development, that will hopefully continue to include a wide range of studies of 

various research designs at different levels of analysis, including potential mediators 

and/or moderators.   
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5. CONCLUSION 

Because of the severe consequences associated with exposure to bullying and 

harassment in the workplace, it is important for organizations to have a thorough 

understanding of the phenomenon – including in which situations and under which 

conditions their employees are at risk of becoming a target of such negative social 

behaviour. As such, the findings in the present thesis contribute important knowledge 

regarding exposure to bullying at different points of the development process by 

examining the relationship between situational risk factors and exposure to negative 

acts and bullying employing prospective and daily diary research designs. Moreover, 

by examining role conflicts as a potential mediator in the role ambiguity–bullying 

relationship, we gain more nuanced knowledge regarding explanatory mechanisms in 

this process. Finally, by examining the moderating effect of leadership on the 

relationship between some prevalent risk factors in the work environment and 

exposure to workplace bullying, we extend our understanding regarding under which 

conditions bullying may actually arise and develop. Accordingly, the findings from 

the present thesis indicate that laissez-faire leadership seems to be a highly relevant 

conditional factor that contributes to developing and maintaining the bullying 

process, perhaps even more so than transformational leadership may attenuate such 

an escalating process. In this, the present thesis provides broad support for the 

interaction aspect of the work environment hypothesis, by showing that stressors in 

the work environment – in combination with inadequate leadership, characterized by 

lack of involvement in demanding and conflicting situations – increases the risk of 

employees being exposed to negative social behaviours and bullying at work. As 

such, the overall findings of this thesis substantiate that workplace bullying may be a 

consequence of leaders’ inactions in stressful working situations. While our findings 

also substantiate the previous empirical evidence that prevailing problems in the work 

environment function as situational risk factors for workplace bullying, the main 

contribution to the literature is the finding that laissez-faire leadership seems to have 

an exacerbating effect on the development of workplace bullying, over and above the 

direct effects of leadership and situational stressors that prevail in the work 
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environment. Taken together, the findings from the three papers included in this 

thesis extend our knowledge into the processes through which bullying arises and 

develops in the work environment. This, in turn, enables us to make informed 

decisions regarding which organizational measures are likely to be effective in 

preventing instances of workplace bullying.  
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In line with the work environment hypothesis, interpersonal

conflict has been proposed as an important antecedent of

workplace bullying. However, longitudinal studies on this

relationship have been scarce. The aim of this study was to

examine whether co‐worker conflict predicted new cases

of self‐reported workplace bullying 2 years later and

whether laissez‐faire leadership moderated this relationship.
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working population, the hypotheses that co‐worker conflict

increased the risk of subsequently reporting being a victim

of workplace bullying and that laissez‐faire leadership

strengthened this relationship were supported. This study

empirically supports the work environment hypothesis by

showing that co‐worker conflict within a true prospective
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co‐worker conflict to develop into workplace bullying.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Negative social events are claimed to affect people more strongly than do positive events (Baumeister, Bratslavsky,

Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001). Therefore, studies of such events should have high relevance in organisational research.

An example of such negative events at work is exposure to workplace bullying, which has been established as a prev-

alent social stressor with severe detrimental outcomes for exposed employees, organisations, and the society at large

(Hauge, Skogstad, & Einarsen, 2010; Hoel & Cooper, 2000; Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012). Victimisation from bullying is

related to a wide range of negative outcomes, including job dissatisfaction (Mathisen, Einarsen, & Mykletun, 2008),

intention to leave (Djurkovic, McCormack, & Casimir, 2004), exhaustion (Laschinger, Wong, & Grau, 2012), subjective

health complaints (Nielsen, Hetland, Matthiesen, & Einarsen, 2012), and exclusion from working life (Glambek, Skogstad,

& Einarsen, 2015). Accordingly, workplace bullying has been classified not only as a significant source of social stress at

work but also as a more crippling and devastating problem for employees than all other work‐related stress put together

(Wilson, 1991). Yet while the prevalence rates and outcomes of workplace bullying are relatively well established across

the globe (Van de Vliert, Einarsen, & Nielsen, 2013), there is a striking lack of systematic studies on how this pertinent

problem may be managed, be it at an individual, an organisational, or a societal level (Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf, & Cooper,

2011). To prevent, handle, and treat cases of workplace bullying in the organisation, we first need a better understand-

ing of organisational antecedents and mechanisms that explain how and when bullying arises, develops, and impacts

those exposed. So far, these mechanisms are not very well understood above the fact that bullying is related to

interpersonal conflict and high levels of demands and role stressors in the work environment (Baillien, Bollen, Euwema,

& De Witte, 2014; Salin & Hoel, 2011; Skogstad, Einarsen, Torsheim, Aasland, & Hetland, 2007). Theoretically, scholars

have proposed that bullying takes place in situations where stress and interpersonal frustration prevail, combined with

the lack of proper management intervention (Hauge, Skogstad, & Einarsen, 2007; Leymann, 1996). Yet few studies have

examined this proposition. Therefore, by employing a true prospective design (e.g., Reknes, Einarsen, Knardahl, & Lau,

2014), the aim of this study was to investigate the degree to which conflict with co‐workers predicts new cases of

workplace bullying 2 years later and whether a passive and avoidant leadership style, namely, a superior's laissez‐faire

leadership style, moderates this relationship. In this, we change the focus from leaders as perpetrators of bullying to

leaders ignoring their subordinates and add to the present sparse empirical knowledge about how the omission of

adequate leadership behaviour may play a vital role in how co‐worker conflicts may develop into workplace bullying.

2 | THE CONCEPT OF WORKPLACE BULLYING

Workplace bullying has been described as a long‐term process whereby someone is systematically and repeatedly sub-

jected to negative acts in the workplace (Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Olweus, 1993). In its most escalated form, work-

place bullying is characterised by three central criteria, the first being that the negative acts are repeated regularly.

Bullying is therefore not about single and isolated episodes or events but about behaviours that are repeatedly and per-

sistently directed towards one or more targets (Olweus, 1993). Furthermore, workplace bullying is characterised by

prolonged exposure and a perceived power imbalance between the bully and the victim (Einarsen et al., 2011; Olweus,

1991). Typically, the victim perceives that he or she has few resources, if any, to defend himself or herself against

repeated negative acts. In line with this, Einarsen et al. (2011) state that “bullying is an escalating process in the course

ofwhich the person confronted endsup in an inferior position andbecomes the target of systematic negative social acts”

(p. 11). Hence, to study this process, time should be included by employing prospective and longitudinal designs, as is the

case for this study. However, this approach has been lacking in the majority of studies on bullying (Salin & Hoel, 2011).

2.1 | The work environment hypothesis

Leymann (1996) stated that frustrating working conditions and poorly managed interpersonal conflicts were the main

antecedents of workplace bullying. This is in line with the work environment hypothesis (Einarsen, Raknes, &
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Matthiesen, 1994; Leymann, 1990, 1996), which claims that bullying is a consequence of problems in the prevailing

psychosocial work environment.

Following the work environment hypothesis, several work stressors related to interpersonal frustrations have

been studied as possible precursors of workplace bullying. Bowling and Beehr's (2006) meta‐analysis showed that

both role conflict and role ambiguity were uniquely related to workplace harassment. Together, they predicted

21% of the variance in workplace harassment. Furthermore, the meta‐analysis indicated that individual differences

among victims (with the exception of negative affect) have little influence on whether employees perceive them-

selves as bullied or not (Bowling & Beehr, 2006). These findings are further supported by Van den Brande, Baillien,

De Witte, Vander Elst, and Godderis' (2016) systematic review, showing role conflict, role ambiguity, role insecurity,

and cognitive demands to be the strongest predictors of being a target of workplace bullying. In a qualitative study

among “key informants” in 19 Belgian organisations, Baillien, Neyens, De Witte, and De Cuyper (2009) identified

three main avenues to workplace bullying. In line with Leymann's original proposition, one of these roads defined bul-

lying as a situation that arises out of an escalated interpersonal conflict. The other two reflected ineffective coping

with frustration, and destructive team and organisational cultures. In summary, the work environment hypothesis

and the presented findings support the notion that a socially stressful work environment, particularly related to inter-

personal stressors, is an important antecedent of workplace bullying.

3 | CO‐WORKER CONFLICT AS AN ANTECEDENT OF WORKPLACE
BULLYING

The most proximal antecedent of workplace bullying may be involvement in a highly escalated interpersonal conflict.

An interpersonal conflict can be defined as “a process that begins when an individual or group perceives differences

and opposition between itself and another individual or group about interests and resources, beliefs, values, or prac-

tices that matter to them” (De Dreu & Gelfand, 2008, p. 6). This overreaching concept is usually separated into two

subcategories, namely, task and relationship conflicts (Jehn, 1995). While task conflict represents disagreements

about specific tasks to be performed (Jehn, 1995), relationship conflict reflects interpersonal differences resulting

in high levels of frustration, tension, and animosity (De Dreu & Van Vianen, 2001).

In their meta‐analysis, Hershcovis et al. (2007) found that interpersonal conflict predicted interpersonal but not

organisational‐directed aggression. Accordingly, in a representative cross‐sectional study looking at a wide range of

work‐related antecedents of bullying, Hauge et al. (2007) showed that involvement in interpersonal conflicts with

colleagues and superiors and the immediate supervisor's leadership style were the strongest predictors of workplace

bullying. Baillien et al.'s (2016) recent cross‐sectional study showed a direct effect of task conflict on being a target of

workplace bullying, as well as a mediating effect of relationship conflict on this relationship. This again is in line with

Leon‐Perez, Medina, Arenas, and Munduate's (2015) cross‐sectional study showing that relationship conflict partially

mediated the direct association between task conflict and workplace bullying. Baillien, Escartín, Gross, and Zapf

(2017) conclude their empirical study by stating that even though interpersonal conflict and workplace bullying are

both conceptually and empirically related, they are still distinct and separate phenomena.

In line with these findings, Leymann (1996) stated that workplace bullying should be viewed as the end state of a

highly escalated and poorly managed interpersonal conflict, describing its development through four stages. The first

stage is triggered by a critical incident, often a work‐related or personal conflict. This stage is usually very short and ends

when the target becomes the victim of bullying and stigmatising in Stage 2 (Leymann, 1990). In Stage 2, the victim will

experience problems defending himself or herself against behaviours such as rumour mongering and ridiculing, withhold-

ing communication, isolation, and/or violence or threats of violence. The third stage involves intervention bymanagement

or human resources, and the conflict officially becomes a “case” for human resource. Leymann argued that management

often adopts the prejudices of the victim's co‐workers, turning the victim into a marked individual, and the victimisation

process also renders the targets unable to sufficiently stand up for themselves in this phase. As a result, managers may
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perceive the victims as difficult, unreasonable, and neurotic persons (Einarsen et al., 1994; Leymann, 1990). The last stage

involves the possible expulsion of the targets, from their position, their job, or working life itself (Leymann, 1990, 1996).

Leymann's stage model aligns with conflict theory stating that bullying results from unresolved social conflicts

that have reached a high level of escalation with an increased imbalance of power (Zapf & Gross, 2001). If a conflict

is not successfully resolved, it will probably lead to negative and aggressive behaviour from one or more parties,

which, in turn, may escalate into a case of workplace bullying (Baillien et al., 2009). In other words, a stressful social

climate may easily escalate into a harsh personified conflict (Van de Vliert, 1984) where the total destruction of the

opponent is seen as the ultimate goal (Glasl, 1994, as cited in Zapf & Gross, 2001). This escalation process creates a

fertile ground for acts of manipulation, retaliation, elimination, and destruction (Van de Vliert, 1984), manifested in

the systematic negative acts typically reported by targets of workplace bullying.

We therefore put forward the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. Co‐worker conflict at T1 predicts new incidents of self‐reported workplace bullying at T2.

4 | THE MODERATING EFFECT OF LAISSEZ‐FAIRE LEADERSHIP

On the basis of a number of real‐life cases, Leymann (1990, 1992, 1996) stated that inadequacies in leadership prac-

tices were another main precursor of workplace bullying. Accordingly, leaders have been identified as the most fre-

quent perpetrator, with some 50% of all cases involving a superior in the role of the alleged bully (Zapf, Escartín,

Einarsen, Hoel, & Varita, 2011). This claim is in line with a representative study from the Norwegian working popu-

lation where 37% reported being bullied by their immediate supervisor, while another 25% reported other leaders as

the perpetrator (Einarsen et al., 2007).

Although leaders are widely documented to be the main perpetrators of bullying, surprisingly few studies have

looked at leadership behaviours and styles as antecedents and/or moderators of workplace bullying arising among

co‐workers (for an exception, seeHoel, Glasø,Hetland, Cooper, &Einarsen, 2010).However, scholars have stressed that

various forms of leader passivity are core components in the bullying process (Leymann, 1990, 1996; Salin, 2003).

Hence, this study will focus on a passive–avoidant type of leadership, namely, laissez‐faire leadership. On the basis of

Avolio and Bass' (2004) operational definition, Skogstad, Hetland, Glasø, and Einarsen (2014b) define laissez‐faire lead-

ership as a nonresponsive and avoidant type of leadership in situations when active leader involvement is needed.

Accordingly, laissez‐faire leaders do not meet the legitimate expectations of the subordinates (Skogstad et al., 2007).

Laissez‐faire leadership may also be conceived as a passive form of aggression (Buss, 1961; Parrott & Giancola, 2007)

and in its extreme as a type of ostracism (Williams, 2007). Furthermore, a wide range of negative consequences have

been associatedwith this kind of leadership among subordinates, including increased role stress, interpersonal conflicts,

emotional exhaustion, reduced job satisfaction, and health problems (Skogstad, Nielsen, & Einarsen, 2017).

Salin (2003, p. 1220) explained how passive leadership contributes to the development of bullying by stating that

The relationship between bullying and weak leadership can be explained in terms of low perceived costs for

the victimizer. Since it can be assumed that weak leaders seldom intervene in bullying situations, weak

leadership further reduces the risk for the perpetrator being caught and condemned.

Thus, it seems that a passive–avoidant leadership style provides a fertile ground for bullying between colleagues

(Einarsen et al., 1994; Hauge et al., 2007; Salin & Hoel, 2011; Skogstad et al., 2007). By turning a blind eye to escalating

conflicts, or by failing to intervene properly, the laissez‐faire leader could easily be interpreted as condoning of the bul-

lying behaviour (Hoel & Salin, 2003). This may lead to escalation in the conflict involvingmore openly aggressive behav-

iour and the perpetrators believing it is unlikely that their behaviour will be punished. This is also in line with Bass

(1990), who stated that the abdication of superiors' responsibilities, as is the case with laissez‐faire leadership, might

result in high levels of conflict between co‐workers. This may in turn increase the risk of conflicts escalating into

new cases of bullying. Hence, there is reason to believe that a passive and avoidant form of leadership will act as a
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moderator and facilitator in co‐worker conflict–bullying relationships. In this, laissez‐faire leadership may not primarily

account for the existence of bullying but it may play an important role in strengthening the negative relationship

between work environment stressors—such as co‐worker conflicts—and subsequent cases of workplace bullying.

To our knowledge, few empirical studies have explored this mechanism empirically. One exception is Hauge et al.

(2007), who in a large representative cross‐sectional study of the Norwegian working population found that the

experience of the immediate superiors' laissez‐faire leadership style was significantly associated with high levels of

conflict among co‐workers. Yet, more importantly, they found that laissez‐faire leadership strengthened the relation-

ship between role conflict and exposure to bullying behaviours.

When bullying is considered to be the end result of escalated interpersonal conflicts (Baillien et al., 2017),

leaders' passivity, including the nonsanction of conflict escalating behaviour, will likely further fuel the escalation pro-

cess (Podsakoff, Todor, & Skov, 1982; Salin, 2003). Hence, within a true prospective design, we hypothesise:

Hypothesis 2. Laissez‐faire leadership at T2 moderates the relationship between co‐worker conflict at T1

and subsequent new cases of self‐reported victims of workplace bullying at T2. Respondents who are

involved in a co‐worker conflict at T1 have a higher probability of becoming a new victim of workplace bul-

lying at T2 if they report high levels of laissez‐faire leadership enacted by their immediate supervisor at T2.

5 | METHOD

5.1 | Participants

This study was conducted using data from a two‐wave longitudinal study of working conditions among employees in

Norway. In 2005, a sample of 4,500 employees drawn from the Norwegian Central Employee Register were asked to

participate in a nationwide study conducted by Statistics Norway (see alsoHauge et al., 2007 ; Skogstad et al., 2007).

The following sampling criteria were used: individuals between 18 and 65 years of age, registered in the Norwegian

Central Employee Register as employed during the last 6 months before the survey, working in an organisation with

at least five employees, and working 15 hr/week or more (on average). Questionnaires were distributed through the

Norwegian Postal Service to the respondents' home address. Altogether, 2,539 questionnaires were returned at T1,

yielding a response rate of 56.4%. With the exception of a somewhat skewed gender distribution (women being

slightly overrepresented), the sample can be considered as representative for the Norwegian working population with

regard to demographic characteristics (Høstmark & Lagerstrøm, 2006). The mean age was 43.8 years (SD = 11.5), with

age ranging from 19 to 66 years. The mean working hours were 37.5 (SD = 10.4).

The second wave of data was collected in 2007, and this time, 1,772 respondents completed the questionnaire, yielding a

response rate of 69.8%. The projectwas approved by the Regional Committee forMedical Research Ethics inWesternNorway.

5.2 | Measures

5.2.1 | Co‐worker conflict

Co‐worker conflict was measured using two items from the Bergen Conflict Inventory (Hauge et al., 2007; Skogstad

et al., 2007). Participants were presented with the following definition of co‐worker conflict:

A situation where a person experiences being hindered or frustrated by another person or group at work.

This situation may reflect task‐oriented disagreements as well as escalated interpersonal antagonisms,

alternatively that a person experiences that someone acts in a manner that spoils his or her job

satisfaction or the job satisfaction of other employees.

The two Bergen Conflict Inventory items were introduced by the following text presented after the definition:

“To what degree are you nowadays in the following situations: 1) a task‐oriented conflict with co‐workers or others
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in your workplace, 2) a person‐oriented conflict with co‐workers or others in your workplace.” The inventory has four

response categories: 1 (to a high degree in conflict), 2 (to some degree in conflict), 3 (to a small degree in conflict), and 4

(not in conflict). The interitem correlation was high (r = .57, p < .001).

5.2.2 | New cases of workplace bullying

Participants were presented with the following definition of workplace bullying:

Bullying (for example harassment, torment, freeze‐out or hurtful teasing) is a problem in some workplaces

and for some employees. To be able to call something bullying, it has to occur repeatedly over a certain

period of time, and the bullied person has difficulty in defending him‐ or herself. It is not bullying when

two persons of approximately equal “strength” are in conflict, or if it is a single situation.

Following the definition, bullying was measured with a single item: “Have you yourself been exposed to workplace

bullying during the past six months?”, employing a 5‐point Likert scale with the following response categories: 1

(no), 2 (once in a while), 3 (now and then), 4 (about weekly), and 5 (several times a week).

In accord with previous studies (Berthelsen, Skogstad, Lau, & Einarsen, 2011; Einarsen & Nielsen, 2015; Glambek

et al., 2015), respondents who chose one of the categories representing exposure to bullying (i.e., 2, 3, 4, or 5) were

defined as self‐labelled victims of workplace bullying. The rest were defined as nonvictims. This single‐item measure

has been employed in a range of studies among employees as well as school children and has both high face and con-

tent validity (Nielsen, Matthiesen, & Einarsen, 2010; Solberg & Olweus, 2003). Furthermore, by using the chosen cut‐

off value, our study includes bullying cases that are in the early stages of escalation. In this, we are able to get a

broader view of the escalation process from conflict to bullying, including the less severe and early on cases.

In employing a true prospective design (e.g., Reknes et al., 2014), we constructed a new variable on the basis of

the dichotomised bullying measure. A measure of new victims of workplace bullying was constructed by removing all

cases of bullied victims at T1. New victims at T2 were given the Value 1, while nonvictims at both T1 and T2 were

given the Value 0. At T2, 71 respondents saw themselves as victims of workplace bullying. Of these, 47 were new

victims, who are those of interest in this study.

5.2.3 | Laissez‐faire leadership

Laissez‐faire leadership was measured using five items taken from the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (Bass &

Avolio, 1990), an example being “My manager is absent when needed.” The scale employed four response categories,

ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (very often/nearly always). The internal consistency of the scale was acceptable (α = .72).

5.3 | Statistical analysis

Data were analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics, version 24.0. A binary logistic regression analysis was employed to

investigate both the direct effect of conflict with co‐workers (Hypothesis 1) and the moderating effect of laissez‐faire

leadership (Hypothesis 2) on new cases of workplace bullying. Dropout analyses for all study variables were con-

ducted using independent sample t tests and chi‐squared tests. The results showed no significant difference between

respondents who dropped out after T1 and respondents who participated at both measurement points.

6 | RESULTS

The scales' means, standard deviations, and correlations are reported in Table 1. Positive correlations were found for

both T1 co‐worker conflict and T2 laissez‐faire leadership with T2 self‐labelled workplace bullying. T1 conflict with

co‐workers and T2 laissez‐faire leadership were also positively correlated.
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A binary logistic regression analysis was performed to investigate whether T1 co‐worker conflict predicted new

cases of self‐labelled victims of workplace bullying at T2 and whether laissez‐faire leadership at T2 moderated this

relationship (see Table 2).

On the basis of Cox and SnellR2 andNagelkerke R2, variables included in Step 1 (T1 co‐worker conflict and T2 laissez‐

faire leadership) predicted between 3.3%and 13.1%of the variance in bullying at T2. The regressionmodel was supported

by a significant chi‐squared test (χ2 = 45.80; df = 2; p < .001) and a nonsignificant Hosmer and Lemeshow test (χ2 = 2.39;

df = 6; p = .88). In summary, the results indicated that the presence of co‐worker conflict increased the likelihood of

becoming a new victim of bullying at a later time point (odds ratio [OR] 1.40, p = .008), thus supporting Hypothesis 1.

We also note that laissez‐faire leadership at T2 was a significant predictor of bullying at T2 (OR = 2.10, p < .001).

When the interaction term was added in Step 2, Cox and Snell R2 and Nagelkerke R2 indicated that the model as

a whole explained between 3.7% and 14.6% of the variance in bullying at T2. The regression model was again sup-

ported by a significant chi‐squared test (χ2 = 5.65; df = 1; p = .017) and a nonsignificant Hosmer and Lemeshow test

(χ2 = 5.18; df = 7; p = .64). In summary, the results show that laissez‐faire leadership moderates the relationship

between co‐worker conflict and the likelihood of becoming a new victim of bullying 2 years later (OR 1.29,

p = .026), thus supporting Hypothesis 2. According to the simple slopes test (Dawson, 2014), the effect of co‐worker

conflict on bullying was significant only for respondents reporting high levels of laissez‐faire behaviours in their

immediate supervisors (B = .312, SE = 0.147, p = .033), not for those reporting low levels of laissez‐faire leadership

(B = −.202, SE = 0.290, p = .487). This interaction effect is illustrated in Figure 1.

7 | DISCUSSION

The main aims of this study were to prospectively investigate whether co‐worker conflict at T1 predicted new cases

of workplace bullying at T2 and whether laissez‐faire leadership at T2 strengthened this relationship. The results sup-

ported both our hypotheses.

The logistic regression analysis showed that being involved in a conflict with co‐workers at T1 increased the risk

of identifying oneself as a new victim of workplace bullying 2 years later. This result supported Hypothesis 1 and add

to the existing literature of scholars who argue and substantiate that workplace bullying may be the end result of an

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations among the study variables (N = 1,371–2,261)

Variables M SD 1 2 3

Co‐worker conflict (T1) 1.32 0.57 —

Laissez‐faire leadership (T2) 0.51 0.49 .22** (72)

New victims (T2) 0.03 0.18 .10** .19** —

**p < .01.

TABLE 2 Logistic regression analysis withT1 co‐worker conflict as a predictor of new cases of self‐labelled victims
of workplace bullying at T2, moderated by laissez‐faire leadership at T2 (N = 1,382)

Variables

Model 1 Model 2

B OR 95% CI B OR 95% CI

Co‐worker conflict (T1) .333 1.395** [1.09, 1.79] .055 1.057 [0.72, 1.56]

Laissez‐faire leadership (T2) .739 2.094*** [1.65, 2.66] .661 1.936*** [1.49, 2.51]

Interaction .257 1.293* [1.03, 1.62]

Note. CI = confidence interval; OR = odds ratio.

***p < .001. **p < .01. *p < .05.

ÅGOTNES ET AL. 561



escalated interpersonal conflict (Baillien et al., 2016; Hauge et al., 2007; Leymann, 1996) and that interpersonal con-

flict probably is one of the main avenues to workplace bullying (Baillien et al., 2009).

Theorists have long argued that bullying signifies an unresolved social conflict that has reached a high escalation

level and an imbalance of power enabling one party to subject the other to repeated and systematic negative acts

(Zapf & Gross, 2001). This process is illustrated in Glasl's (1982) nine‐step model of conflict escalation where long

and intense interpersonal conflicts will lead the parties to ever more destructive and negative acts, which in the latest

stages of escalation may be experienced as bullying. At this last stage of conflict escalation, parties often deny the

opponents' human value, with manipulation, ridicule, aggressive outlets, and social exclusion as typical components

(Van de Vliert, 1984). If one of the parties acquires a disadvantaged position in this struggle, often fuelled by a power

imbalance, he or she may very well see himself or herself as a victim of bullying (Björkqvist, Österman, & Hjelt‐Bäck,

1994). This line of reasoning is supported by a recent study by Baillien et al. (2017), stating that although the con-

cepts of interpersonal conflict and workplace bullying are related, they are both conceptually and empirically differ-

ent. That is, at some point, an interpersonal conflict will develop into something different and more destructive (i.e.,

workplace bullying) if not resolved at an earlier stage. This assumption is further supported by the relatively low prev-

alence of new victims at T2 in this study (N = 47). Thus, it appears that only those co‐worker conflicts that were

allowed to escalate to a higher and more critical level developed into experiences of workplace bullying.

The results also supported Hypothesis 2, namely, that laissez‐faire leadership at T2 moderated the relationship

between co‐worker conflict and new cases of self‐labelled victims of workplace bullying 2 years later. That is, we only

found a significant relationship between co‐worker conflict and bullying for respondents who perceived their imme-

diate supervisor as portraying a laissez‐faire leadership style. To our knowledge, this study is the first one to empir-

ically investigate the moderating role of laissez‐faire leadership on the interpersonal conflict–bullying relationship

employing a prospective research design. This result align with the theoretical notion that when leaders are not

actively handling conflicts between subordinates, this will probably contribute to a working environment that is a fer-

tile ground for workplace bullying (Einarsen et al., 1994; Leymann, 1996). The lack of proper leader interventions in

conflict situations not only preclude the handling of the present conflict but also probably signals to those involved

that this type of behaviour is condoned by management and that conflict‐escalating actions are unlikely to have neg-

ative consequences (Hoel & Salin, 2003). Our result is in line with the study by Einarsen, Skogstad, Rørvik, Lande, and

Nielsen (2018), showing that a perceived strong climate for proper conflict management is related to fewer reports of

workplace bullying. Accordingly, Hoel et al. (2010) argue that the passive–avoidant behaviours associated with a

laissez‐faire leadership style may instigate group conflicts and peer bullying.

Furthermore, the fact that this study showed that laissez‐faire leadership at T2 moderated the relationship

between co‐worker conflict at T1 and new cases of self‐labelled victims of bullying 2 years later suggests that man-

agement interventions are especially important in the later stages of conflict escalation. We may conclude that a

FIGURE 1 Interaction between T1 co‐worker conflict and T2 laissez‐faire leadership, with new cases of self‐
labelled victims of workplace bullying at T2 as outcome
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laissez‐faire leadership style, characterised by a systematic neglect of managerial responsibilities, is associated with

an increased risk that a co‐worker conflict will escalate into workplace bullying.

We also note that there is a significant main effect of laissez‐faire leadership at T1 on the probability of labelling

oneself as a victim of workplace bullying at T2 (OR = 2.10, p < .001), a finding that might have been anticipated

(Skogstad et al., 2007), although not explicitly hypothesised in the present paper. Hence, it seems that a laissez‐faire

leadership style in itself provides a fertile ground for bullying, as argued by Salin and Hoel (2011). The absence and

avoidance of adequate leadership, where leaders avoid making decisions, show little or no concern for their subordi-

nates needs, and abdicate their responsibility in general (Avolio & Bass, 2004), is probably experienced as systematic

neglect and ignorance by subordinates, because the leaders do not fulfil legitimate subordinate expectations regard-

ing leader tasks and responsibilities (Skogstad et al., 2014b). Such leader avoidance and passivity may also be expe-

rienced as leader passive aggression (Buss, 1961; Parrott & Giancola, 2007), which in its extreme may be perceived as

a form of social ostracism (Nielsen, 2013). However, as we cannot exclude that there also may also exist a reverse

relationship where bullying predicts laissez‐faire leadership, future studies should investigate this possibility.

7.1 | Methodological considerations

A considerable strength of this study is the use of a true prospective design where new incidents of bullying at T2 are

predicted by levels of co‐worker conflict at T1. Furthermore, this study is based on a large and nationally represen-

tative sample (Høstmark & Lagerstrøm, 2006), thus reducing the probability that the results are influenced by factors

that may occur in a convenience sample. The response rate was 56.4% for the first wave and 69.8% for the second

wave, which is within the expected to a higher than expected range for organisational studies (Baruch & Holtom,

2008), thus ensuring high relevance of the findings to the Norwegian labour market by strengthening the robustness

and generalisability of the findings.

Some limitations of the study need to be considered. First, our data relied on self‐reports and may therefore be subject

to common method bias. However, the use of a prospective design minimises the effects of same source bias (Podsakoff,

MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). Nevertheless, collecting observations and experiences of leadership behaviour and

bullying exposure from alternative sources may have strengthened the validity of the study. Second, all study variables were

positively skewed. However, logistic regression analysis does not make assumptions about the distribution of the predictor

variables (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). Hence, skewness is not considered a major problem in this study.

Third, because this study only consists of two waves, any change from T1 to T2 is by default linear. Hence, it is

difficult to determine the form of change over time (Rogosa, 1995; Singer & Willett, 2003). There may also be other,

third variables than those controlled for in the study, which may affect the relationship between co‐worker conflict

and self‐labelled bullying, such as constructive leadership styles (e.g., Skogstad et al., 2014a). In light of the concep-

tion of bullying as a gradually escalating process (Einarsen et al., 2011; Zapf & Gross, 2001), a strength of the present

2‐year time lag is that it allows for new cases of bullying to develop. However, future studies should utilise alternative

time intervals, such as 6 months and/or 1 year, in order to explore the escalation process from co‐worker conflict to

severe victimisation in greater detail.

Finally, this study measured workplace bullying with a single self‐labelling item following a definition of bullying.

The use of single‐item measures has by some scholars been discouraged because they are said to suffer from reliability

and validity deficiencies (e.g., Nielsen & Knardahl, 2015). However, studies have also shown that single‐item measures

of job stressors have high content and criterion validity (Gilbert & Kelloway, 2014) and that they are reliable and effec-

tive in predicting various outcomes (Fisher, Matthews, & Gibbons, 2016). In line with this, the present single‐item self‐

labelling measure of workplace bullying has been established as a valid and reliable measure of victimisation from

workplace bullying (Nielsen, Notelaers, & Einarsen, 2011). An important advantage of using a self‐labelling measure,

as compared with a behavioural measure (e.g., the Negative Acts Questionnaire, Einarsen, Hoel, & Notelaers, 2009),

is that the present self‐labelling measure accounts for the respondents' subjective perception of being a victim of

workplace bullying, taking all the presented characteristics of bullying into account (Nielsen & Knardahl, 2015).
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7.2 | Implications for practice

On the basis of the findings of this study, it seems clear that the presence of co‐worker conflicts in the workplace

may provide a fertile ground for bullying to develop, not the least when superiors perform a passive–avoidant

laissez‐faire leadership style. Hence, the prevention and proper management of interpersonal conflicts should be

effective in preventing future cases of bullying. However, it may not be typical that interpersonal conflicts per se trig-

ger workplace bullying (Ayoko, Callan, & Härtel, 2003). As shown by the moderator analysis, the connection between

co‐worker conflict and bullying was only present for those subordinates who reported their immediate supervisor as

enacting a laissez‐faire leadership style. This result is in line with Brodsky (1976) who in his pioneering interview study

of harassed workers argued that bullying would only occur within organisations that allow such behaviour to take

place. Hence, organisations should continuously strive to create and uphold a climate and culture where laissez‐faire

leadership is not tolerated. In order to achieve this, leaders need to be made aware of their vital role as active and

responsive to subordinate needs and especially so when interpersonal conflicts are escalating into destructive interac-

tions. Accordingly, organisations should encourage, or even make it mandatory, that leaders with personnel responsi-

bilities participate in conflict management courses. Organisations should also make it a part of their policies to reward

those leaders successfully handling and solving interpersonal conflicts. Accordingly, in order to reduce and, optimally,

remove workplace bullying, management development programmes in general—which traditionally have emphasised

the development and improvement of constructive forms of leadership, might be better served by also teaching

leaders how to reduce and remove ineffective and even destructive forms, such as laissez‐faire leadership seems to

be in this context. This point of view is in line with the empirically based understanding that destructive events

and behaviours in general do more harm than constructive do good (Baumeister et al., 2001).

8 | CONCLUSION

This study makes important contributions to our understanding of the process of interpersonal conflicts developing into

workplace bullying. While most previous studies examining relationships between leadership and bullying have investi-

gated leaders' actions as a source of workplace bullying, this study investigates the nonactions of leaders, namely,

laissez‐faire leadership, as a facilitator in the development of co‐worker conflict into workplace bullying. First, the study

provides empirical support for the work environment hypothesis, by showing that co‐worker conflict is a significant risk

factor for subsequent exposure to workplace bullying. Second, our study supports the notion that this risk is limited to

those employees who perceive their immediate supervisor as laissez‐faire. Taken together, this study indicates that by

reducing—and optimally removing—this passive–avoidant leadership style, organisations may effectively prevent interper-

sonal conflicts from escalating into workplace bullying and thus reduce the overall prevalence of bullying in working life.
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The moderating effects of leadership practices on the relationship between role stressors 

and exposure to bullying – A longitudinal moderated-mediation design.  

 

Abstract 

Role conflicts and role ambiguity have been identified as important risk factors for workplace 

bullying, particularly in combination with inadequate leadership practices. Even though role 

ambiguity theoretically can be considered as a causal precursor to role conflicts, previous 

research has mainly examined these role stressors as concurrent predictors of workplace 

bullying. The present study provides a more nuanced analysis by investigating role conflicts 

as a mediator in the relationship between role ambiguity and exposure to bullying behaviours. 

Adding to the understanding of the bullying process we also considered the possible 

moderating roles of laissez-faire and transformational leadership in the role stressor–bullying 

relationship. Employing a national probability sample of 1,164 Norwegian workers, with 

three measurements across a 12-month period, the results showed that the relationship 

between employees’ role ambiguity and subsequent exposure to bullying behaviours was 

mediated by employees’ experience of role conflicts. Moreover, laissez-faire leadership 

exacerbated, while transformational leadership buffered, the indirect relationship between role 

ambiguity and exposure to bullying behaviours through role conflicts. In summary, the 

present data show that if the management of organizations neglects its inherent responsibility 

to adequately address employees’ experiences of role ambiguity and role conflict, the risk of 

workplace bullying is likely to increase. 

 

Keywords: role ambiguity, role conflict, transformational leadership, laissez-faire leadership,  

bullying, negative acts. 
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The moderating effects of leadership practices on the relationship between role stressors 

and exposure to bullying – A longitudinal moderated-mediation design.  

 

 Workplace bullying has shown to be a detrimental psychosocial stressor with a wide 

range of negative consequences for those exposed and for the social environment where it 

takes place (Aquino & Thau, 2009; Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018). It is therefore essential to 

identify those factors that provide a fertile ground for bullying to develop in the working 

environment, as well as employing those preventive measures that may stop, or at least halt 

this detrimental situation. Stressful working environments, combined with inadequate 

leadership practices, are assumed to be the most prominent risk factors in this regard (Nielsen 

& Einarsen, 2018; Salin & Hoel, 2020). Specifically, bullying seems to be particularly 

prevalent in workplaces where employees experience organizational constraints and 

contradictory expectations and demands in the form of role ambiguity and role conflicts 

(Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Reknes et al., 2019; Skogstad et al., 2007; Van den Brande et al., 

2016). Although most previous research has investigated role ambiguity and role conflicts as 

concurrent predictors of organizational outcomes (cf. Beehr, 1995), including workplace 

bullying, some theoretical notions and cross-sectional evidence suggest that the effect of role 

ambiguity on workplace bullying is mediated through role conflicts (Hartenian et al., 1994; 

Notelaers et al., 2010). The present prospective study expands this research by testing the 

hypothesis that the experience of role conflicts is a prominent mechanism in explaining the 

relationship between role ambiguity and bullying. Building on the so-called “Work 

environment hypothesis” of workplace bullying (Einarsen et al., 1994; Einarsen et al., 2020; 

Leymann, 1996) – in which the lack of leader involvement in stressful situations is argued to 

fuel and escalate the bullying process – we also address whether laissez-faire leadership and 
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transformational leadership practices moderate the impact of the two role stressors on the risk 

being exposed to bullying behaviours.  

The present study makes three important contributions to research on workplace 

bullying. First, by testing role conflicts as an intervening variable in the relation between role 

ambiguity and bullying behaviours, we examine a mechanism that can explain how role 

stressors relates to workplace bullying. Such a mechanism has not previously been examined 

within a longitudinal research design, as may thus have significant theoretical as well as 

practical implications. By knowing more about the specific processes via which stressors in 

the work environment are transformed into workplace bullying, organizations should be able 

to initiate the appropriate interventions needed to prevent workplace bullying from arising and 

developing. Second, by examining transformational and laissez-faire leaderships as potential 

moderators of the association between role stressors and bullying behaviours we answer the 

call for more research on organizational conditions that may facilitate or prevent the 

development of workplace bullying (Rai & Agarwal, 2018). Finally, the use of prospective 

data from a 3-wave national probability employee sample with 6 months between time-points 

allows us to substantiate a plausible causal direction between the study variables.  

 

Theoretical background 

Bullying in the workplace refers to the systematic and repeated exposure to negative 

behaviours at the workplace by other organisation members, taking place over a prolonged 

time period, in situations or instances in which the target(s) find it difficult to defend 

themselves, potentially leading to severe victimization of the target over time (Einarsen et al., 

2020). In practice, however, bullying occurs on a dimension from occasional exposure to 

severe exposure, typically being a gradually escalating process. We may distinguish between 

‘victimization’ when looking at individuals who have been subjected to frequent and severe 
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long term bullying, and ‘exposure to bullying behaviours’ when including the whole range of 

such negative social experiences – from the occasional negative acts up to, and including, 

being a victim of severe bullying under the more strict formal definition (Nielsen et al., 2011). 

Both work- and person-related factors may trigger workplace bullying (Nielsen & 

Einarsen, 2018). However, a growing body of evidence substantiate that role ambiguity and 

role conflicts are among the main risk factors in this regard (Hauge et al., 2007; Van den 

Brande et al., 2016). Conceptually, role ambiguity denotes a lack of information or a lack of 

clarity in communication regarding what is expected of a given employee in a given position 

in the organization (Kahn et al., 1964; King & King, 1990). In contrast, role conflict refers to 

incompatible expectations and demands associated with a certain role, such that compliance 

with one set of expectations makes compliance with the other sets more difficult (Kahn et al., 

1964; King & King, 1990). While many different forms of role conflicts have been identified, 

most are conceptualized as a sub-category of either inter-role conflicts (incompatible demands 

placed on an individual occupying multiple positions or several roles simultaneously) or intra-

role conflicts (i.e. conflictual expectations associated with a single position or role) (Beehr, 

1995; Kahn et al., 1964), where intra-role conflicts is the primary focus in the present study. 

According to Kahn and colleagues (1964), organizational members need sufficient 

information about what is expected of them to effectively carry out their work. Clearly 

defined roles help leaders to make followers responsible for their own task executions and 

achievements. Unclear descriptions of a given role may, in contrast, lead to experiences of 

stress, with associated negative consequences for both the individual, the work group and the 

organization (Katz & Kahn, 1978). In this there is a risk of contradicting expectations and 

interpersonal tensions and even risk of destructive social processes potentially leading to 

workplace bullying (Baillien & De Witte, 2009b; Hauge et al., 2007; Moreno-Jiménez et al., 

2009). Supporting this view, Bowling and Beehr (2006), in a comprehensive meta-analysis 
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including 90 independent samples, showed role conflicts and role ambiguity to be among the 

strongest predictors of bullying and harassment. Later studies employing prospective designs 

have further supported this notion (Reknes et al., 2014; Reknes et al., 2019).  

Following a social-interactionist perspective (Felson, 1992; Felson & Tedeschi, 1993), 

a stressful work environment is likely to create feelings of stress and frustration among both 

potential perpetrators and targets of workplace bullying. That is, stressors in the workplace 

trigger emotional, cognitive, and behavioural changes in individuals, leading to aggressive 

outlets, breaches of established workplace norms for expected polite social interaction as well 

as less competent work performances (Baillien, De Cuyper, et al., 2011; Reknes et al., 2014). 

This, in turn, can cause others to behave aggressively in such a way that the targeted 

employee reasonably perceives him or herself to be exposed to bullying behaviours (Neuman 

& Baron, 2011). In line with this theoretical notion, role stressors are documented to be 

consistently related to self-reported strain, including anxiety, tension, anger, and depression 

(Jackson & Schuler, 1985; Spector & Goh, 2001; Örtqvist & Wincent, 2006). More 

specifically, role ambiguity has been hypothesized to increase stress because concerns and 

doubts about how to proceed with critical tasks may lead to frustration, resulting in increased 

tension (Schaubroeck et al., 1989). Role conflicts may have similar effects in the form of 

frustration and anxiety, because incompatible expectations from role senders diminish the 

focal person’s self-perception of competence and effectiveness (Schaubroeck et al., 1993), 

and probably reduce one’s experiences of decision latitude and self-control. Accordingly, one 

may both be unsure about how to execute one’s job tasks as well as when to perform them. 

The uncertainty and ambiguity generated by such competing expectations inherent in role 

conflicts are expected not only to lead to work stress but also to interpersonal tensions and 

conflicts (Tidd & Friedman, 2002).  
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On top of this, targets’ reports of role ambiguity and role conflicts may reflect ambient 

work stressors which also afflict potential perpetrator(s). Hence, working in a stressful 

environment may, in general, be associated with tense as well as frustrated employees, who 

engage in more aggressive behaviour towards others, particularly when conflicting 

expectations and demands are present, thus also triggering escalating conflicts which 

ultimately may result in bullying (Balducci et al., 2012; Bowling & Beehr, 2006). 

Theoretically, this line of reasoning corresponds with the revised frustration-aggression 

hypothesis (Berkowitz, 1989; Fox & Spector, 1999), which states that a stressful work 

environment may in the first place generate employees’ negative affect, that in the following 

trigger perpetrators to engage in aggressive behaviours (Hauge et al., 2007). The stressor-

emotion model of counterproductive work behaviour (Spector & Fox, 2005) proposes that 

stressful events will induce negative emotions in some or all affected individuals. Central to 

this model is the individual’s appraisals of his or her abilities to cope with the given 

challenges (see also Lazarus, 1999; Perrewé & Zellars, 1999). Accordingly, a negative 

appraisal triggers a negative emotion (i.e., anger or anxiety) which, in turn, is linked to strain 

responses also including perpetrator negative acts and bullying behaviours. According to the 

stressor-emotion model, role stressors lead to bullying by increasing the overall levels of 

employees’ vulnerability and aggressiveness. Such a mechanism is then thought to underly 

the relationships between role stressors and exposure to workplace bullying. 

Taken together, employees experiencing high levels of role ambiguity and role 

conflicts probably also experience more frequent negative social acts and, ultimately, bullying 

behaviours, as these stressors probably trigger (directly and/or indirectly) perpetrators’ 

aggressive behaviour (Hauge et al., 2009). Accordingly, it may well be that many of factors 

that precipitate perpetrators’ aggressiveness are equal to those frequently reported by bullying 
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victims (Bowling & Beehr, 2006). Based on these theoretical notions and empirical findings, 

we state the following hypotheses:  

Hypothesis 1a: Reported role ambiguity is associated with a subsequent increase in 

reported exposure to bullying behaviours at work.  

Hypothesis 1b: Reported role conflicts are associated with a subsequent increase in 

reported exposure to bullying behaviours at work. 

The relation between role ambiguity and role conflict 

In line with Kahn and colleagues’ (1964) work on role ambiguity and role conflicts – 

stating that “[…] conflict and ambiguity are independent sources of stress; either or both of 

them may be present in any given role” (p. 89) – the majority of research on role stress has to 

date treated role ambiguity and role conflicts as closely related yet separate and parallel 

constructs (Bowling et al., 2017; Fisher & Gitelson, 1983; Jackson & Schuler, 1985; King & 

King, 1990; Tubre & Collins, 2000; Örtqvist & Wincent, 2006). Accordingly, most studies on 

role stressors and workplace bullying have treated these two stressors as concurrent predictors 

of bullying (Bowling & Beehr, 2006). However, their concurrent and temporal 

interrelationships are still of relevance both from a theoretical and an applied perspective. In 

their original descriptions of the two role constructs, Kahn and colleagues (1964) were 

somewhat vague about how they might relate to each other (King & King, 1990). 

Nevertheless, the authors did argue that if a role is ambiguous for the focal person (i.e. the 

receiver of role expectations and demands), it is probably so for many of his/her role senders 

as well (Kahn et al., 1964). Furthermore, if a role is ambiguous, the focal person needs to fill 

it themselves. This may, in turn, be opposed and resisted by others, hence creating a state of 

intra-role conflict in the focal person. Similarly, in situations where role senders are vague or 

inconsistent in their expectations and demands – as captured in the concept of role ambiguity 
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– the focal person may over time be increasingly more likely to receive conflicting pressures 

from colleagues and superiors. This is likely to result in experiences of intra-role conflicts for 

the focal person, which could, in the long run, be met with sanctions of varying intensity and 

legitimacy from frustrated role senders. Such reactions may even take the form of negative 

social acts escalating into bullying behaviours and as such spurring a bullying process. Thus, 

there is reason to believe that a working environment characterized by high levels of role 

ambiguity will create a fertile ground for intra-role conflicts to develop which again may 

increase the risk of exposure to bullying behaviours. 

 Despite this line of reasoning, studies examining causal relationships between role 

ambiguity and role conflicts and their outcomes, are scarce. While various studies show 

relatively moderate correlations between the two (see e.g. Skogstad et al., 2007, documenting 

a correlation of .35  in a representative sample of the Norwegian working population), 

findings from two cross-sectional studies suggest that the effect of role ambiguity on 

workplace bullying is indeed mediated by role conflicts (Hartenian et al., 1994; Notelaers et 

al., 2010). However, to our knowledge, no studies have examined their relationships 

longitudinally. Therefore, there is a strong call for studies investigating how these frequently 

studied role stressors relate to each other as antecedents in the developmental process of 

workplace bullying. In line with the theoretical reasoning found in early role theory, we 

therefore propose that employees’ increase in experienced role ambiguity over time will lead 

to an increase in experienced intra-role conflicts. In support of such a notion most studies on 

role stressors as antecedents of workplace bullying have shown role conflicts to be the 

stronger predictor over role ambiguity (Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Van den Brande et al., 2016), 

which may indicate it to be the most proximal antecedent of the two (Notelaers et al., 2010). 

All taken together, we therefore propose that the relationship between role ambiguity and 

bullying behaviours is mediated by role conflicts. 
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Hypothesis 2: Role conflicts mediate the positive association between role ambiguity 

and subsequent exposure to bullying behaviours. 

Leadership behaviour 

Having proposed how role ambiguity may lead to bullying behaviours through role 

conflicts, we will now turn to leadership practices as a conditional factor that may moderate 

the effect of these role stressors on exposure to bullying. Bullying is unlikely to be explained 

by one factor alone, and is probably a result of an interplay between various factors acting in 

the work arena  (Zapf, 1999). In line with the work environment hypothesis, bullying is 

caused by a combination of deficiencies in work design (also manifested in role stressors) – 

causing stress and frustration among employees – and deficiencies in the leadership practices 

of immediate and more senior managers (see Einarsen et al., 2020), which will allow the 

bullying process to escalate. Accordingly, the combined impact of the two role stressors and 

leadership styles of either a constructive (e.g. transformational leadership) or detrimental form 

(e.g. laissez-faire leadership) is likely to influence employees during their interactions 

(Cooper et al., 2001).  

Leadership characteristics and styles have shown to be linked to a wide variety of 

followers outcomes, both positive and negative (Harms et al., 2017; Kelloway & Barling, 

2010), including the exposure to workplace bullying (Hoel et al., 2010). The full range of 

leadership model (FLR; Bass & Avolio, 1994; Bass & Riggio, 2006), describes leadership 

behaviours and styles from the most passive and ineffective to the most active and effective 

styles of leadership. In line with this we will therefore elaborate on the potential moderating 

effects of laissez-faire and transformational leadership, on the proposed relationships between 

the two role stressors and becoming a target of workplace bullying. These two leadership 

styles represent the extremes of the full range leadership model, where transformational 

leadership is described as the most constructive and effective style of leadership. Laissez-faire 
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leadership, described as the most passive and ineffective (Bass & Avolio, 1994), has even 

been argued and substantiated to be  a destructive form of leadership (Craig & Kaiser, 2013; 

Fosse et al., 2019; Skogstad et al., 2017).  

Based on Bass and Avolio’s (1994) model and operationalisation of laissez-faire 

leadership (see also Bass, 1999; Hinkin & Schriesheim, 2008), Skogstad and colleagues 

(2014) have defined laissez-faire as “a follower-centred form of avoidance based leadership 

by focusing on subordinates’ perceived situational need for leadership” (p. 325). In line with 

this definition, laissez-faire leaders are absent, passive and/or avoidant when followers are in 

need of leader help or assistance (Skogstad et al., 2014). In addition to being perceived as 

non-responsive, laissez-faire leadership behaviour may in such a context be conceived as a 

passive form of aggression (Buss, 1961; Parrott & Giancola, 2007). It may even be perceived 

as a type of social exclusion and ostracism (Fiset & Boies, 2018; Robinson & Schabram, 

2017; Williams, 2007) often seen in cases of workplace bullying (Notelaers et al., 2019). 

Laissez-faire leadership is not restricted to only being ineffective for the organization, but 

may in certain contexts also be experienced as a destructive type of leadership in and of itself, 

be it by subordinates emotional and cognitive experiences or by their consequences (Skogstad 

et al., 2017). 

One explanation for why laissez-faire leadership should influence the magnitude of the 

association between role stressors and workplace bullying is that laissez-faire leadership may 

serve to isolate and exclude individuals, create uncertainty and deny access to social support, 

and thereby exacerbate the negative effects of other workplace stressors (Kelloway et al., 

2005; Robinson et al., 2013). Such passive-avoidant leadership behaviours may increase 

subordinates’ felt tension from existing stressors – causing employees to feel even more 

frustrated, anxious, and angry, because of their superior’s reluctance to provide direction and 

structure, failure to clarify expectations, and unwillingness to help solve problems 
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(Donaldson-Feilder et al., 2013). Furthermore, passive and avoidant leaders do not actively 

manage task and interpersonal processes in such a way as to minimize experienced role 

conflicts among members of their organization or team (Barling & Frone, 2017). In this, they 

neglect the legitimate responsibilities of their leader position and role to adequately address 

and amend stressful and conflicting working conditions, which is particularly troublesome 

when subordinates are in need of help and assistance (Skogstad et al., 2014). Thus, there is 

reason to believe that passive and avoidant laissez-faire leaders will increase the likelihood 

that followers’ experiences of role conflicts go unmanaged, allowing them to escalate over 

time and, ultimately, even develop into workplace bullying. This line of reasoning is in 

accordance with the work environment hypothesis (Einarsen et al., 1994; Leymann, 1996) 

where the lack of leader intervention in cases of unfavourable working conditions is 

hypothesized to create high-risk environments in which bullying may flourish. To our 

knowledge, the moderating effect of laissez-faire on the relationship between role conflicts 

and bullying in the workplace has only been examined in one cross-sectional (Hauge et al., 

2007) and one prospective (Rodriguez-Munoz et al., 2012) study. Both studies showed that at 

the relationship between role conflicts and bullying is stronger for those respondents who 

reported high levels of laissez-faire leadership from their immediate supervisor. Thus, 

bullying seems to be more likely to occur when supervisors avoid or neglect intervening in 

stressful situations (Ågotnes et al., 2018), including working conditions characterized by high 

levels of role stressors.  

Hypothesis 3: The positive indirect effect of reported role ambiguity on subsequent 

exposure to reported bullying behaviours through role conflicts is stronger at high (vs. 

low) levels of reported laissez-faire leadership.  

Contrasting laissez-faire leadership, transformational leadership is considered as, and 

has been shown to be, an effective and particularly beneficial form of leadership (Arnold, 
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2017), even if also criticized and questioned by its measurement (e.g. Van Knippenberg & 

Sitkin, 2013). Theoretically, transformational leaders serve as role models for their 

employees, inspire and motivate their followers to do their best by providing meaningful and 

challenging work tasks, communicate a shared vision and stimulate followers’ innovation and 

creativity. Finally, and perhaps most important and relevant for the present study, 

transformational leaders show consideration for their followers’ individual needs, concerns 

and well-being, through individualized consideration (Bass, 1985, 1990b). In this, 

transformational leadership behaviour includes the enactment of social support, whereby the 

leader provides both emotional (encouragement) and instrumental (advice) support (Kessler et 

al., 2013). In many instances, such supportive leadership makes the difference for employees 

when coping with work stress (Breevaart et al., 2014; Khalid et al., 2012). In strong contrast 

to laissez-faire leaders, transformational leaders pay individual attention to each of their 

followers’ needs and should therefore be able to recognize and help followers who are faced 

with ambiguous or conflicting expectations and demands. Once a given leader is aware of 

such challenging working conditions, he or she is also likely to actively assist a given 

follower in managing the actual demands more effectively, including their experiences of role 

ambiguity and role conflicts (see also Bass & Riggio, 2006). In turn, followers will probably 

experience fewer negative emotions – such as frustration and/or anger – and their associated 

negative behavioural consequences (c.f. the social interactionist theory, Felson, 1992; Felson 

& Tedeschi, 1993), consequently buffering the risk of exposure to bullying in the workplace 

(Astrauskaite et al., 2015). Moreover, by showing effective conflict management skills 

(Baillien, Notelaers, et al., 2011; Zapf & Gross, 2001), and making it clear that negative social 

behaviour is not tolerated in the organization, transformational leaders will probably deter the 

occurrence of follower negative behaviours and, ultimately, workplace bullying to take place 
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(Baillien & De Witte, 2009a), and more so the higher the level of perceived role stress among 

subordinates. Hence, we propose the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 4: The positive indirect effect of reported role ambiguity on subsequent 

reported exposure to bullying behaviours through role conflicts is weaker at high (vs. 

low) levels of reported transformational leadership.  

 

Method 

Design and procedure 

The sample was based on data from a three-wave representative survey of the 

Norwegian working force, with a six-month time lag between measurement points. A random 

sample of 5000 employees was drawn from The Norwegian Central Employee Register by 

Statistics Norway, which is the official register of all Norwegian employees as reported by 

employers. Sampling criteria were adults between 18 and 60 years of age employed in a 

Norwegian enterprise of more than 5 employees. The first wave of data (T1) was collected 

during the spring of 2015. Questionnaires were distributed through the Norwegian Postal 

Service. Altogether 1,608 questionnaires were satisfactory completed and included in this 

study, yielding a response rate of 32 percent. The mean age was 45.17 (SD = 10.02) years 

with a range from 21 to 61. The sample consisted of slightly more women (52%) than men 

(48%). Altogether 36% had a leadership position with personnel responsibilities, indicating an 

overrepresentation of leaders and managers in the sample.  

The second wave of data (T2) was collected six months later following the same 

procedure as the first wave. There were no changes to the survey questionnaire. Only 

respondents who responded to the T1 survey were invited to participate at T2. Altogether 

1,149 respondents participated in this follow-up survey (71.4 %). The third wave of data (T3) 

was collected one year after T1 and six months after T2, following the same procedure as the 
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previous assessments. All respondents who participated at T1 were invited to participate at 

T3, even if they had not participated at T2. Altogether 1,164 respondents participated in the 

third follow-up survey (72.4%).  

The survey was approved by the Regional Committee for Medical Research Ethics for 

Eastern Norway. Responses were treated anonymously, and informed consent was given by 

the respondents.  

 Instruments. Exposure to bullying behaviours in the workplace was measured using 

the Norwegian version of the Short-Negative Acts Questionnaire (S-NAQ; Notelaers et al., 

2019). Response categories ranged from 1-5 (never, now and then, monthly, weekly and 

daily). Example items are “Being ignored or excluded”, “Repeated reminders of your errors or 

mistakes,” and “Someone withholding information which affects your performance.” The 

internal consistency of the scale was good (T1= .86, T3 = 87).   

 Scales from the General Nordic Questionnaire for Psychological and Social Factors at 

Work (QPSNordic) (Dallner et al., 2000; Wännström et al., 2009) were used to measure role 

ambiguity (3 items,  = .80) and role conflicts (3 items, T1 = .63,  = .57). Although the 

internal consistency for the role conflict scale was lower than the recommended value ( 

>.70), we regarded it as acceptable in the present study given that the scale only consisted of 

three items that showed moderate inter-correlations (.31, .31 and .34, respectively). The items 

measuring role ambiguity are “Have clear, planned goals and objectives been defined for 

you?”, “Do you know what your responsibilities are?” and “Do you know exactly what is 

expected of you at work?” The items measuring role conflicts in the form of intra-role 

conflicts are “Do you have to do things that you feel should be done differently?”, “Are you 

given assignments without adequate resources to complete them” and “Do you receive 

incompatible requests from two or more people?” Respondents provided their responses on a 

four-point Likert scale ranging from 1-4 (never, sometimes, often, and always). I line with 
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Rizzo et al. (1970) operationalisation of role ambiguity, the items were phrased to reflect role 

clarity and reversed to represent role ambiguity in the present study.  

Transformational leadership was measured using the Global Transformational 

Leadership Scale (GTL; Carless et al., 2000). This seven item short scale assesses 

transformational leadership as a unified construct, and is designed to represent a global 

measure of perceived transformational leadership as portrayed by ones immediate 

leader/manager (Carless et al., 2000). The items capture seven leadership behaviours: (i) 

Communicates a clear and positive vision, (ii) develops staff, (iii) supports staff, (iv) 

empowers staff, (v) is innovative, (vi) leads by example, and (vii) is charismatic. Response 

alternatives ranged from 1-5 (never, rarely, once in a while, quite often and very often or 

always). The GTL has good convergent validity with established lengthier scales such as the 

Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) and the Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI) 

(Carless et al., 2000). The internal consistency of the scale was very good ( = .89).   

Laissez-faire leadership was measured using four items from the Multifactor 

Leadership Questionnaire (Bass, 1990a; Bass & Avolio, 1990). In line with measurements of 

alternative forms of destructive leadership, such as abusive supervision (Tepper, 2000), the 

wording of each item was adjusted so as to emphasize the one-to-one relationship between the 

leader and the respondent (see e.g. Nielsen et al., 2019). Accordingly, the wording of the 

items are as follows: “My immediate supervisor…”…avoids involving him/herself in tasks 

that are important for me and my work”, “…is absent when I need him/her”, “…avoids 

making decisions that are important for me and my work”, “…delays responding to questions 

that I need urgent answers to”. Response alternatives ranged from 1-5 (never, rarely, once in 

a while, quite often and very often or always). The internal consistency of the scale was good 

( = 83).   
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Data analysis 

We conducted a correlation analysis SPSS (version 25) to test the proposed direct 

effects between role ambiguity and role conflict, respectively, and subsequent exposure to 

bullying behaviours (hypothesis 1a and 1b). In order to test the proposed mediation effect of 

role conflicts in hypothesis 2, we estimated a simple mediation model (model 4), using the 

SPSS PROCESS macro version 3.4 provided by Hayes (2013). This macro facilitates 

estimation of the indirect effect (ab) with a bootstrap approach to obtain confidence intervals 

(CIs). The application of bootstrapped CIs is preferred over the Sobel tests because the 

bootstrapping approach does not make any assumptions regarding the sampling distributions 

of the indirect effects, and also reduces the likelihood of Type 1 errors (MacKinnon et al., 

2004; Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Bootstrapping was set to 5,000 subsamples. 

Subsequently, we predicted that laissez-faire and transformational leadership, 

respectively, would moderate the indirect path between role ambiguity and bullying, through 

role conflict. However, even if our theoretical line of reasoning regards leadership as a 

moderator between role stressors and bullying, we started by carrying out an explorative 

analysis (model 45), in which the two leadership styles were included as potential moderators 

on both the path between role ambiguity (T1) and role conflicts (T2), and on the path between 

role conflicts (T2) and bullying behaviours (T3). Subsequently, the result from this first 

analysis was used to further inform our analysis strategy. These moderated-mediation models 

were tested using the above-mentioned SPSS macro. This SPSS macro facilitates the 

implementation of the recommended bootstrapping methods and permits the probing of the 

significance of conditional indirect effects at different values of the moderator variable.  

Results 

The scales’ means, standard deviations and correlations are reported in Table 1.  

----------------------------------------- Insert Table 1 about here ---------------------------------------- 
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Positive correlations were found for role ambiguityT1 with role conflictsT1 & T2, laissez-

faire leadershipT2 and exposure to bullying behavioursT3. Role conflicts T1 & T2 correlated 

positively with laissez-faire leadershipT2 and exposure to bullying behavioursT3. These results 

are in support of hypothesis 1a and 1b. Laissez-faire leadershipT2 and exposure to bullying 

behaviours T3 were also positively correlated, as expected. Finally, negative correlations were 

found for transformational leadershipT2 with all other study variables.  

 In order to analyse the mediating effect of role conflicts in the relationship between 

role ambiguity and exposure to bullying behaviours, we applied the PROCESS macro by 

Hayes (2013).  

----------------------------------------- Insert Table 2 about here ---------------------------------------- 

The mediation analysis (PROCESS model 4) revealed significant direct associations 

between role ambiguityT1 and role conflictsT2 (b = 061, SE = .022, p < .01), as well as 

between role conflictsT2 and exposure to bullying behavioursT3 (b = .119, SE = .021, p < .001) 

(see Table 2). The direct effect of role ambiguityT1 on exposure to bullying behavioursT3 was 

not significant (b = -.003, SE = .004, n.s.), indicating full mediation. This was further 

supported by a significant indirect effect of role ambiguityT1 on exposure to bullying 

behavioursT3, through role conflictsT2 (b = .007, SE = .003, 95% CI [.002, .014]), supporting 

hypothesis 2. In our analyses, we controlled for the stability of role conflictsT1, which 

significantly predicted subsequent role conflicts six months later (b = .46, SE = .03, p < .001). 

We also controlled for the stability of exposure to bullying behavioursT1, which significantly 

predicted both subsequent role conflictsT2 (b = .16, SE = .04, p < 01), and exposure to bullying 

behavioursT3 (b = .52, SE = 03, p < .001). The explained variance of the total effects model 

was 40 %. We also tested for the possibility that role ambiguityT2 could be the mediating 

mechanism between role conflictsT1 and bullying behavioursT3, however we did not find 
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support for this model1. This further supports our theoretical assumption that the level of 

experienced role conflicts is in fact the mediating mechanism at play.   

In order to test the moderating effects of laissez-faire and transformational leadership 

as proposed in hypothesis 3 and 4, we conducted several moderated mediation analyses using 

PROCESS for SPSS (Hayes, 2013). First, we conducted an analysis that included both 

laissez-faire leadershipT1 & T2 and transformational leadershipT1 & T2 as concurrent moderators 

in the same moderated mediation model. As our hypotheses did not specify on which path 

leadership is expected to act as a moderator, we first conducted an analysis where the two 

leadership styles were included as moderators both in the path between role ambiguity and 

role conflicts (path a), and the path between role conflicts and exposure to bullying 

behaviours (path b) (see PROCESS model 45). The result of this analysis revealed interaction 

effects of both leadership styles, but only on the path between role conflicts and exposure to 

bullying behaviours. We therefore decided to only report the most parsimonious analysis, 

where laissez-faire and transformational leadership, respectively, are only included as 

moderators in path b1i (PROCESS model 14, see tables 3 and 4), in line with the suggestions 

of Cohen and colleagues (2003).  

Table 3 shows the conditional indirect effect (through role conflict) between role 

ambiguity and exposure to bullying behaviours (S-NAQ) at different levels of laissez-faire 

leadership. 

----------------------------------------- Insert Table 3 about here ---------------------------------------- 

First, the analysis revealed significant direct associations between role ambiguityT1 

and role conflictsT2 (b = .05, SE = .02, p < .05), as well as between role conflictsT2 and 

exposure to bullying behavioursT3 (b = .09, SE = .02, p < .001) (see Table 2). The direct effect 

 
1 These results can be provided upon request to the corresponding author.     
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of role ambiguityT1 on exposure to bullying behavioursT3 was not significant (b = -.007, SE = 

.01, n.s.), indicating full mediation. This provides additional support for hypothesis 2. 

Furthermore, the effect of role conflictsT2 on exposure to bullying behavioursT3 was stronger 

at high compared to low levels of laissez-faire leadershipT2 (b = 08, SE = 02, p < .001). This 

interaction is illustrated in Figure 1, showing the effect at different levels of laissez-faire 

leadershipT2 (+/- 1 SD).  

Additionally, the results showed a significant index of moderated mediation (b = .004, 

SE = .003, 95% CI [.0002, .0101]), indicating that the indirect effect of role ambiguityT1 on 

exposure to bullying behavioursT3, through role conflictsT2, is contingent on the level of 

laissez-faire leadershipT2. These results support hypothesis 3. Controlling for the stability of 

experienced role conflicts T1 and exposure to bullying behavioursT1 (see Table 3), the full 

model explained 43.9 % of the variance in exposure to bullying behavioursT3. The interaction 

term alone explained 1.2 %. This interaction is illustrated in Figure 1, showing the effect at 

different levels of laissez-faire leadership (+/- 1 SD). 

----------------------------------------- Insert Figure 1 about here --------------------------------------- 

In line with hypothesis 3, Figure 1 indicates a positive relationship between role 

conflictsT2 and exposure to bullying behaviours T3 for employees reporting high levels of 

laissez-faire leadershipT2 from their immediate supervisor. For employees reporting low levels 

of laissez-faire leadershipT2, the figure indicates no increase in exposure to bullying 

behavioursT3 at higher levels of role conflictsT2. This is also supported by simple slope tests, 

where the positive slope for high levels of laissez-faire leadership was significant (Slope = 

0.151, t = 5.816, p < .001.), whereas the slope for low levels of laissez-faire leadership was 

not (Slope = 0.023, t = 0.850, n.s.). 

----------------------------------------- Insert Table 4 about here ---------------------------------------- 
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Table 4 shows the conditional indirect effect (through role conflictsT2) of role 

ambiguityT1 on exposure to bullying behavioursT3 at different levels of transformational 

leadershipT2.  The association between role conflictsT2 and exposure to bullying behavioursT3 

was weaker at high (vs. low) levels of transformational leadershipT2 (b = -.09, SE = .02, p < 

.001). This interaction is illustrated in Figure 2, showing the effect at different levels of 

transformational leadershipT2 (+/- 1 SD). Additionally, the results showed a significant index 

of moderated mediation (b = -.005, SE = .003, 95% CI [-.01, -.001]), indicating that the 

indirect effect of role ambiguity on exposure to bullying behaviours, through role conflicts, is 

contingent on the level of transformational leadership, supporting hypothesis 4. Again, we 

controlled for the stability of role conflictsT1, which significantly predicted subsequent role 

conflicts six months later (b = .46, SE = .03, p < .001). Controlling for the stability of 

experienced role conflicts T1 and exposure to bullying behavioursT1 (see Table 4), the full 

model explained 44.7 % of the variance in exposure to bullying behavioursT3. The interaction 

term alone explained 1.4 %, and is illustrated in Figure 2, showing the effect at different 

levels of transformational leadership (+/- 1 SD). 

----------------------------------------- Insert Figure 2 about here --------------------------------------- 

Figure 2 indicates no increase in exposure to bullying behavioursT3 at higher levels of 

role conflictsT2 for employees who report high levels of transformational leadershipT2 from 

their immediate supervisor. For employees reporting low levels of transformational 

leadershipT2, however, there is a positive relationship between role conflictsT2 and exposure to 

bullying behavioursT3. This is in line with hypothesis 4, where we proposed that 

transformational leadership would function as a buffer against the negative effect of 

employees’ role conflicts on their exposure to bullying behaviours. This is further supported 

by simple slope tests, where the positive slope for low levels of transformational leadership 
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was significant (Slope = 0.175, t = 6.603, p < .001.), whereas the slope for high levels of 

transformational leadership was not (Slope = 0.014, t = 0.489, n.s.). 

Discussion 

Earlier studies have consistently shown positive associations between role ambiguity 

and role conflicts, respectively, and exposure to workplace bullying (see Van den Brande et 

al., 2016, for an overview). The present study extends this previous knowledge, by 

demonstrating a mediating effect of role conflicts in the relationship between role ambiguity 

and subsequent exposure to bullying behaviours. Moreover, our data showed that laissez-faire 

leadership exacerbated while transformational leadership attenuated the indirect relationship 

between role ambiguity and subsequent exposure to bullying behaviours through role 

conflicts.  

Hence, in support of hypothesis 1, role ambiguity and role conflicts were positively 

associated with subsequent increased exposure to acts of workplace bullying (see Tables 1 & 

3). These findings are in line with the theoretical underpinnings of the social interactionist 

theory (Felson, 1992; Felson & Tedeschi, 1993), where stressors in the work environment is 

thought to trigger emotional and behavioural changes in employees, leading him or her to 

violate norm-based expected work behaviours, indirectly unleashing workplace aggression 

from others. Alternatively, in line with the work environment hypothesis and the revised 

frustration-aggression hypothesis (Berkowitz, 1989; Fox & Spector, 1999), the results may 

also be explained by the notion that role stressors acts as ambient stressors, which may more 

directly trigger aggressive behaviour on the part of potential perpetrator (Balducci et al., 2012; 

Bowling & Beehr, 2006). This assumption is also in line with the stressor-emotion model of 

counterproductive work behaviour (Spector & Fox, 2005), where the presence of stressors in 

the work environment is theorized to induce negative emotions in some individuals, including 
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potential perpetrators. It is these negative emotions that, in turn, lead perpetrators to engage in 

aggressive behaviour towards other employees.  

Supporting hypothesis 2, and in line with early role theory (Kahn et al., 1964), our 

findings indicated that the prospective relationship between role ambiguity and exposure to 

bullying a year later was mediated by employees’ perceptions of role conflicts (see Tables 2, 

4 & 5). Employees who do not have a clear picture of what is expected of them are likely to 

experience increased levels of role conflicts – that is increasingly more conflicting 

expectancies from different role-senders – probably because they have not received the 

necessary information and resources to be able to adjust to the requirements of other roles 

(Kahn et al., 1964). In line with the social interactionist theory (Felson & Tedeschi, 1993; 

Tedeschi & Felson, 1994), this increase in role conflicts, should, in turn lead to increased 

levels of frustration and negative affect in the individual which may act to trigger the bullying 

process, as well as trigger tension and conflict with and among others in the working 

environment. To the best of the authors’ knowledge, this is the first study to empirically 

demonstrate the mediating mechanism of role conflicts in the role ambiguity–negative acts 

relationship by employing longitudinal data. Hence, employees’ experienced ambiguity 

constitutes a risk factor for bullying through creating fertile soil for intra-person role conflicts 

to develop. 

  In support of hypothesis 3, laissez-faire leadership exacerbated the indirect 

relationship between role ambiguity and exposure to bullying through role conflicts (see 

Table 4). This finding – along with studies showing the exacerbating effect of laissez-faire 

leadership on the negative effect of other stressors on bullying (Ågotnes et al., 2018) – 

support the notion that the combined effect of  workplace stressors may in fact create an 

elevated risk of bullying over and above their additive effects (Cooper et al., 2001). This adds 

further support to the work environment hypothesis (Einarsen et al., 1994; Einarsen et al., 
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2020; Leymann, 1996) by showing that the combination of poorly organized work conditions 

(role stressors) and inadequate leadership seems to create a fertile ground for the development 

of bullying at work. Specifically, the lack of active and constructive interventions on the part 

of a superior in conflicting and demanding working situations where subordinates are in need 

of leader support and intervention, are likely to increase subordinates’ feelings of frustration 

and stress. This allows interpersonal tensions and conflicts to escalate, leaving the focal 

employee, or employees, at an increased risk of exposure to bullying (c.f. the social-

interactionist theory).  

Likewise, hypothesis 4 was supported, as transformational leadership buffered the 

indirect relationship between role ambiguity and exposure to bullying behaviours one year 

later, through role conflicts six months later (see Table 5). That is, employees who reported 

higher levels of superiors’ transformational leadership did not report this increased exposure 

to bullying behaviours even when the level of role conflicts was high. The individual 

consideration and supportive behaviour enacted by transformational leaders may constitute a 

decisive mechanism in the role stressors–bullying behaviour relationship. Superiors who are 

attentive to their followers facing ambiguous and/or conflicting expectations and demands, 

and who actively support and assist their followers in coping with these demands, seem to be 

effective in averting subordinate negative social interactions from occurring and developing 

into escalated conflicts and bullying. Similarly, transformational leaders who show effective 

management skills (Baillien, Notelaers, et al., 2011; Zapf & Gross, 2001) and makes it clear 

that negative social behaviour is not tolerated in the organization (Baillien & De Witte, 2010), 

seem to be effective in preventing instances of negative social acts from developing in the 

workplace as a consequence of experienced role conflicts.  

However, an important question not answered by this study is whether this finding 

only applies to transformational leadership, or if it is also present for other forms of 
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constructive leadership practices, such as transactional forms of leadership. Likewise, in 

addition to testing the detrimental effects of passive-avoidant forms, such as laissez-faire 

leadership, active-confrontive forms, such as abusive supervision, should be tested. Future 

studies should therefore explore the potential moderating effects of alternative constructive 

and well as destructive forms of leadership in the role stressor–bullying behaviour 

relationship. 

Methodological strengths and limitations  

The current study has several strengths, as especially indicated by its three-wave 

prospective design. Studies utilizing three or more waves of data are rare (Ployhart & 

Vandenberg, 2010), and there has long been a call for research employing longitudinal data 

when studying the antecedents and mechanisms in relation workplace bullying (Nielsen & 

Einarsen, 2018) as well as to detrimental and destructive forms of leadership in general 

(Martinko et al., 2013; Tepper et al., 2017). In this regard, the present study represents a 

unique contribution to the field. By employing prospective data from a national probability 

employee sample with three measurement points over a total of 12 months, we were able to 

test the proposed mediation effect of role conflicts in the role ambiguity–bullying relationship 

with a proper longitudinal design – controlling for the T1 values of the dependent and 

mediating variables as well as testing for any reversed relationships between role conflicts and 

role ambiguity. Furthermore, all study variables were measured using psychometrically sound 

instruments. To fit the individual level hypothesis, the indicator of laissez-faire leadership was 

revised to emphasize a one-to-one relationship between the leader and the subordinate, rather 

than being a global measure of laissez-faire leadership behaviours across subordinates and 

situations (see Nielsen et al., 2019).  

However, some limitations are also worth considering. First, the response rate at time-

point 1 was only 32 %. This is lower than the average rate earlier documented for survey 
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studies (Baruch & Holtom, 2008), and could limit the external validity of the findings. It 

should, however, be noted that there is a declining trend in response rate in survey research, 

and our response rate is in line with other survey studies from the last few years (Stedman et 

al., 2019). Second, the problem of common method variance (CMV) due to self-reports 

always exist in such survey data (Podsakoff et al., 2003; Spector et al., 2017). However, the 

risk of common method variance is probably reduced by the use of a longitudinal research 

design with multiple measurement points (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Finally, the use of the 

PROCESS macro in SPSS to analyse our data, rather than estimating a structural equation 

model with latent variables, could be considered a limitation. There are limitations associated 

with standard regression analyses using PROCESS, including the fact that we do not have the 

opportunity to control for potential measurement error in our data. However, simulation 

studies indicates that latent variable interactions cannot be reliably estimated with skewed 

data using latent moderated structural equations (LMS) methods (Cham et al., 2012; 

Maslowsky et al., 2015). Thus, given that all our study data are highly skewed and that the 

utility of the LMS procedure as a result is limited, we have deemed PROCESS as an 

appropriate method of analysis in the present study.  

Implications for theory and practice 

  By examining role conflicts as a mediator in the role ambiguity–workplace bullying 

behaviour relationship employing longitudinal data, our findings contribute important and 

nuanced knowledge regarding the inter-relationship between role ambiguity and role conflicts, 

at least with regards to workplace bullying, which so far has been lacking in the field. 

Furthermore, the fact that our analyses failed to support a reverse causal relationship, i.e., that 

role ambiguity did not function as a mediator in the relationship between role conflicts and 

workplace bullying, strengthens our hypothesis that the presence of role conflicts in the work 

environment is a crucial and proximal risk factor for workplace bullying to occur and develop.   
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From a practical standpoint, the implementation of measures reducing role stressors, 

starting with experienced role ambiguity, is likely a decisive measure to prevent negative acts 

and bullying from developing. Yet, as some presence of role ambiguity and conflicts in 

organizations is probably inevitable, the organizational goal should probably not be to 

eliminate role ambiguity and role conflicts completely, but rather to keep the levels of these 

stressors at a tolerable level (Kahn et al., 1964). In line with this, we have to keep in mind that 

role expectations have a very bright side in the form of role privileges and gratification (see 

e.g. Sieber, 1974). Important interventions as regards the dark sides of role expectations 

includes the implementation of work designs that ensures clarity about work roles and 

responsibilities, research-based strategies for the selection and development of considerate 

and responsive leaders, a culture that rewards considerate and helpful behaviours, and the 

development of a strong climate for conflict management (Zahlquist et al., 2019). If these 

interventions are successful, organizations will probably reduce the risk of negative social 

interactions as well as preventing workplace bullying from arising and developing.  

Furthermore – as the present study underscores – escalating negative acts and bullying 

will only occur within organizations that condone and/or accept such behaviours to take place 

(Brodsky, 1976). More specifically, our findings show that it is only under high levels of 

laissez-faire leadership – as well as under low levels of transformational leadership – that role 

stressors pose a risk of for workplace bullying to develop. Therefore, it is critical to improve 

the competencies and sharpen the focus of supervisors, so that they are better equipped and 

tuned in to intervene and manage the stressful situations facing their subordinates. Therefore, 

organizations must intervene, not only in the organization of work-tasks and the clarification 

of roles, but also inform and train leaders about the type of leadership behaviours that are 

expected, and to reward those behaviours accordingly. In this regard, leadership development 

programs should include the development of competencies in identifying and dealing with 
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role ambiguities and role conflicts and early signs of conflict escalation and bullying (Salin, 

2006). This approach may be an even more effective intervention than merely focusing on 

reducing role stressors in general. A noteworthy issue and finding in this respect is that 

transformational and laissez-faire leadership may work in tandem, which indicate that one 

should not only train leaders to be more transformational but also focus of the reducing their 

laissez-faire leadership behaviours, that is leaders’ disregard, inattention, and avoidance in 

concrete situations where subordinates are in need of leadership (Skogstad et al., 2014).  

Conclusion 

The present study extends previous research on role stressors and workplace bullying 

by showing how role conflicts mediates the positive relationship between role ambiguity and 

subsequent exposure to bullying behaviours. In this, we add knowledge both to role theory in 

general, and more specifically to the processes and conditions via which workplace stressors 

are transformed into workplace bullying. Our study also shows that this mediation is 

moderated by two distinct leadership practices, namely laissez-faire and transformational 

leadership. As such, managers leadership styles will eventually determine whether ambiguous 

and conflicting working conditions gives rise to a working environment in which negative 

social interactions such as bullying acts are prevalent. Earlier data show that if the 

management avoids or neglects its inherent responsibility to adequately address stressful work 

conditions, as is the case with laissez-faire leadership, this may constitute a particularly high-

risk situation in terms of the development of bullying at work (Leymann, 1996; Zapf & 

Einarsen, 2003). Our results support these findings, but also show a buffering effect of 

transformational leadership on the relationship between role conflicts and exposure to 

bullying behaviours. Therefore, one may argue that it is important not only to reduce the 

occurrence of laissez-faire leadership behaviour in order to prevent employees from being 
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exposed to bullying behaviours, but that the presence of transformational leadership 

behaviours also is important in this regard as a preventive measure.  
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Table 2. Analyses for the conditional indirect effect (through role conflicts) between role 

ambiguity and exposure to bullying behaviours (S-NAQ) (PROCESS model 4). 

Regression analyses 

for 

     T2 Role conflicts               T3 S-NAQ 

     B    SE       B   SE 

Constant .7472 .1624   .2458 .0431 

aS-NAQT1
 .1560** .0406   .5192*** .0262 

Role conflictsT1 .4643*** .0285   .0398 .0208 

Role ambiguityT1
 .0607** .0223  -.0033 .0144 

Role conflictsT2
     .1197*** .0213 

R2 .3128    .4190  

      Effect           SE        t-test       p value 

Direct effect of role ambiguityT1
 on S-NAQT3 

Role ambiguityT1 -.0033 .0044  -.2267 .8207 

 Effect  BootSE  BootLLCI BootULCI 

Indirect effect of role ambiguityT1 on S-NAQT3  

Role conflictsT2 .0073 .0032  .0017 .0143 

Note. aS-NAQ = Short-Negative Acts Questionnaire.   

***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05 
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Table 3. Analyses for the conditional indirect effect (through role conflicts) and direct effect 

between role ambiguity and exposure to bullying behaviours (S-NAQ) at different levels of 

laissez-faire leadership (PROCESS model 14). 

Regression analyses for  T2 Role conflicts  T3 S-NAQ 

 B SE  B SE 

Constant      -1.1597 .0637  .5124 .0487 
aS-NAQT1

       .1636*** .0410        .4938*** .0269 

Role conflictsT1       .4563*** .0291   .0338 .0209 

Role ambiguityT1
   .0522* .0228  -.0070 .0145 

Role conflictsT2
           .0870*** .0221 

bLFLT2         .0325** .0116 
bLFLT2 * Role conflictsT2          .0829*** .0194 

  R2 .3030   .4388  

ΔR2 for the interaction    .0117  

Laissez-faire leadership Direct effect SE  t-test p value 

Conditional direct effects at laissez-faire leadership low vs. moderate vs. high 

Low (- 1 SD) .0232 .0273  0.8502 .3955 

Moderate (Mean) .0870 .0221  3.9425 .0001 

High (+ 1 SD) .1508 .0259  5.8160 .0000 
bLFL Indirect effect Boot SE  Boot LLCI Boot ULCI 

Conditional indirect effects at laissez-faire leadership low vs. moderate vs. high 

Low (- 1 SD) .0012 .0015    -.0012 .0047 

Moderate (Mean) .0045 .0025     .0003 .0099 

High (+ 1 SD) .0079 .0042     .0006 .0171 

 Index Boot SE  Boot LLCI Boot ULCI 

Index of moderated mediation 

Role conflicts .0043 .0026  .0002 .0101 

Note. aS-NAQ = Short-Negative Acts Questionnaire, bLFL = Laissez-faire leadership  

***p < .001, **p < .01. 
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Table 4. Analyses for the conditional indirect effect (through role conflicts) and direct effect 

between role ambiguity and exposure to bullying behaviours (S-NAQ) at different levels of 

transformational leadership (PROCESS model 14). 

Regression analyses for T2 Role conflicts  T3 S-NAQ 

 B SE  B SE 

Constant      -1.1699 .0636   .5337 .0488 
aS-NAQT1

 .1591*** .0410         .4940*** .0266 

Role conflictsT1 .4604*** .0289  .0276 .0209 

Role ambiguityT1
       .0556* .0227  -.0114 .0145 

Role conflictsT2
            .0944*** .0216 

bTLT2
           -.0425*** .0097 

bTLT2 * Role conflictsT2           -.0913*** .0196 

  R2 .3085***         .4471***  

ΔR2 for the interaction          .0137***  

Transformational leadership Direct effect SE  t-test p value 

Conditional direct effects at transformational leadership low vs. moderate vs. high 

Low (- 1 SD) .1747 .0265  6.6028 .0000 

Moderate (Mean) .0944 .0216  4.3728 .0000 

High (+ 1 SD) .0141 .0288  0.4891 .6249 

Transformational leadership Indirect effect Boot SE  Boot LLCI Boot ULCI 

Conditional indirect effects at transformational leadership low vs. moderate vs. high 

Low (- 1 SD) .0097 .0048   .0017 .0202 

Moderate (Mean) .0052 .0026   .0009 .0110 

High (+ 1 SD) .0008 .0017  -.0024 .0047 

 Index Boot SE  Boot LLCI Boot ULCI 

Index of moderated mediation 

Role conflicts -.0051 .0028  -.0115 -.0007 

Note. aS-NAQ = Short-Negative Acts Questionnaire, bTL = Transformational leadership  

***p < .001. 
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Figure 1. The relationship between role conflicts (T2) and exposure to bullying behaviours 

(T3), moderated by laissez-faire leadership (T2). 

 

 

Figure 2. The relationship between role conflicts (T2) and exposure to bullying behaviours 

(T3), moderated by transformational leadership (T2). 
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a b s t r a c t

The present study integrates the work environment hypothesis and the effort-reward imbalance model
to argue that work-related antecedents of workplace bullying are moderated by the day-to-day lead-
ership practices of one’s immediate leader. Specifically, we propose that individuals’ daily experiences of
work pressure are positively related to their daily experiences of bullying-related negative acts. More-
over, we claim that this relationship is weaker on days when those individuals report high (vs. low) levels
of transformational leadership behaviour, and stronger on days when they report high (vs. low) levels of
laissez-faire leadership behaviour. To test these three hypotheses, we asked 61 naval cadets on a tall ship
sailing from Northern Europe to North America to fill out a diary questionnaire for 36 days yielding 1509
observations. The results of multilevel analyses supported our hypothesis of a positive relationship of
cadets’ daily reports of work pressure with their daily reports of bullying-related negative acts. In
addition, laissez-faire leadership behaviour (but not transformational leadership behaviour) moderated
the work pressureebullying-related negative acts relationship. Our findings support the assumption that
laissez-faire leadership is an important component in the development of conflict escalation and
workplace bullying, while transformational leadership is not. We discuss theoretical as well as practical
implications of these findings.
© 2020 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

1. Introduction

Work pressure is an increasing problem in European working
life, with subsequent negative impact on individual health and
psychological well-being (Eurofound, 2017; Niedhammer,
Chastang, Sultan-Taieb, Vermeylen, & Parent-Thirion, 2013).
Leaders and managers, on the other hand, constitute an essential
resource in any organization with a responsibility to ensure the
health and well-being of followers, particularly at times of high
work pressure. Such duty of care to cater for and guard follower
health and well-being is even legally founded in most western
countries (Ironside & Seifert, 2003; The Norwegian Labour

Inspection Authority, 2017), and of special importance in high
pressure work situations.

Moreover, a stressful working environment may not only be a
problem in its own right but may lead to secondary problems such
as increased social tension in the work group. In this regard,
scholars have argued that workplace bullying and harassment
particularly thrive in demanding workplaces, where employees
experience organizational constraints and contradictory expecta-
tions and demands (Hauge, Skogstad, & Einarsen, 2007; Van den
Brande, Baillien, De Witte, Vander Elst, & Godderis, 2016). Such
triggering factors of bullying have been extensively documented in
studies employing a range of research designs, and with both tar-
gets, perpetrators, and bystanders as informants (Hauge, Skogstad,
& Einarsen, 2009, 2007; Vartia, 1996), and with both individual and
group level analyses (Hauge, Skogstad, & Einarsen, 2011; Skogstad,
Torsheim, Einarsen, & Hauge, 2011). Yet, we lack knowledge of the
processes and conditions via which workplace stressors are
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transformed into workplace bullying (Nielsen& Einarsen, 2018; Rai
& Agarwal, 2018), and especially so when focusing on day-to-day
interactions in the workplace.

Managers and supervisors may both prevent, stop, permit, or
engage in the mistreatment of their followers (Woodrow & Guest,
2017), depending on which behaviours they display or hold back
(Harms, Cred�e, Tynan, Leon, & Jeung, 2017; Skogstad, Einarsen,
Torsheim, Aasland, & Hetland, 2007). This implies that leaders
may shape the development of workplace bullying in different
ways. Yet, most studies on leadership and workplace bullying have
investigated leadership as a direct antecedent of workplace
bullying (Hoel, Glasø, Hetland, Cooper, & Einarsen, 2010; Stouten
et al., 2010). Studies have shown that transformational leadership
behaviours have positive main effects on follower well-being
(Arnold, 2017), and is related to less workplace bullying among
followers (Tsuno & Kawakami, 2015). Conversely, laissez-faire
leadership, characterized by the omission of constructive leader
behaviour when expected and needed (Skogstad, Hetland, Glasø, &
Einarsen, 2014), has been related to a variety of negative outcomes,
such as reduced job satisfaction, burnout, and health problems (see
Skogstad, Nielsen, & Einarsen, 2017, for a review). Furthermore,
laissez-faire leadership predicts complaints of exposure to work-
place bullying (Skogstad et al., 2007; Tsuno& Kawakami, 2015). Yet,
the acts and attitudes of managers may also affect other risk factors
of bullying and hence moderate other antecedentebullying re-
lationships (Ågotnes, Einarsen, Hetland, & Skogstad, 2018), as
proposed in the work environment hypothesis (Leymann, 1996).

In general, we find a striking lack of studies investigating
moderators of the workplace bullying process (Rai & Agarwal,
2018; Woodrow & Guest, 2017). This is especially worrisome in
relation to leadership, because leader behaviours and non-
behaviours are paramount for most aspects of followers’ effec-
tiveness and health (Montano, Reeske, Franke, & Hüffmeier, 2017).
Following the principle of employers’ duty of care, one may argue
that attentive and supportive managers and supervisors are
particularly needed in demanding situations which may escalate
into social tension and even workplace bullying. Therefore, there is
a strong call for studies investigating how leaders’ actions and non-
actions may buffer or facilitate, respectively, the well documented
relationship between job stressors and reports of exposure to
bullying.

As most studies in the field have been cross-sectional surveys,
with but a few longitudinal or group-level studies, previous
research has failed to capture within-person and day-to-day fluc-
tuations in how workers experience their work situation (i.e. work
pressure) and the behaviour of others in the work environment (i.e.
leadership and exposure to bullying-related negative acts). As
workplace bullying is the sum of day-to-day negative social in-
teractions, it is highly likely that exposure to such bullying behav-
iours in fact takes place on days and in situations when you are
experiencing stress and frustration. If so, such findings may have
important theoretical as well as applied implications. Thus, there is
a strong call for research that captures these daily fluctuations.
Accordingly, the present study makes three important contribu-
tions to the literature on workplace bullying and leadership prac-
tices. First, the study examines the association between work
pressure as a quantitative job demand and perceptions of bullying-
related negative acts close to when they actually happen, allowing
us to capture the effects of episodic situational influences on per-
ceptions of bullying in the workplace (Ilies, Aw, & Pluut, 2015).
Second, we contribute to a nuanced analysis and understanding of
the role of leaders in the management of such high-pressure work
situations. Specifically, we examine two distinct leadership prac-
tices (i.e. transformational and laissez-faire leadership), and how
these practices may influence the potential risk of increased work

pressure in relation to experiences of workplace bullying as
perceived by targets on a day-to-day basis. Leadership is often
portrayed as an overarching construct that applies broadly over
time. Yet, leadership is certainly also about day-to-day interactions
with employees (Johnson, Venus, Lanaj, Mao, & Chang, 2012),
which again may have important implications both for these day-
to-day events and even for long-term outcomes. Finally, we
examine the abovementioned relationships in a unique context,
where a sample of naval cadets underwent leadership training
during a tall ship voyage across the Atlantic from Northern Europe
to North America, and where the acting leader changed more or
less daily. In this setting, our study makes an important practical
contribution by showing when and how leaders should (or should
not) act when leading small teams in situations with elevated work
pressure and accordingly an elevated risk of uncivil social behav-
iour, at least as perceived by those targeted.

1.1. Theoretical background

Workplace bullying may be defined as “an escalating process in
the course of which the person confronted ends up in an inferior
position and becomes the target of systematic negative social acts”
(Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf, & Cooper, 2020, p. 26). A core element in this
definition is the exposure to ‘systematic negative social acts’, which
includes both verbal and physical, as well as direct and indirect acts
e experienced as negative and unwanted by those targeted. From
this, we may view bullying both as (1) an end state, (2) an ongoing
process, and (3) as a situation that plays out through perceptions of
specific negative acts happening on a daily or weekly basis.
Focusing on the latter aspect of bullying, the present study in-
vestigates exposure to such bullying-related negative acts as they
are reported, on a day-to-day basis. In this regard, the measure-
ment used in the present study does neither take into consideration
the prolonged nature of the exposure, nor the imbalance of power
across days. Hence, the present study measures perceived daily
exposure to some typical bullying-related negative acts, which may
also appear in cases of highly escalated interpersonal conflict, or in
cases of mere workplace incivility (Cortina, Magley, Williams, &
Langhout, 2001; Notelaers, Van der Heijden, Guenter, Nielsen, &
Einarsen, 2018).

The work environment hypothesis (Leymann,1996) states that a
work environment characterized by high levels of job demands
creates a fertile ground for social tension which then may escalate
into workplace bullying, especially if not properly managed e

typically when laissez-faire leadership prevails. However, where
the work environment hypothesis is specific when discussing this
lack of leadership, the theory is not quite as specific in describing
said stressful working conditions. In this, the effort-reward imbal-
ance (ERI) model (Siegrist, 1996) may be valuable in our further
understanding of why high levels of daily work pressure may lead
to reports of increased daily exposure to bullying-related negative
acts. As work pressure may be understood as a type of quantitative
job demand that has reached a level above what is considered
normal or acceptable in a certain situation or for a given employee
(Van Veldhoven, 2014), it may demand additional effort among
those exposed, taxing their energetic resources.

Central in the effort-reward imbalance model (Siegrist, 1996) is
the notion of reciprocity between efforts spent and rewards
received in return. While effort represents the demands and obli-
gations the employee face, rewards are conceptualized as the
money, esteem, and career opportunities the employee expects in
return (Siegrist, 1996). Experiencing a lack of reciprocity in terms of
high ‘costs’ (i.e. effort) and low ‘gains’ (i.e. reward) is theorized to
elicit negative emotions in exposed individuals (Siegrist et al.,
2004). Work-related stress may therefore be conceptualized as a
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mismatch between efforts expended (i.e. work pressure) and re-
wards received at work (Siegrist, 1996; Siegrist et al., 2004). More
specifically, when people are confronted with high-pressure situ-
ations, their efforts will need to increase. However, this increase in
effort is contingent on receiving an equivalent increase in rewards
or resources. In the absence of such resources, feelings of stress and
frustration will arise, and the individual employee will be more
vulnerable to conflict episodes and bullying-related negative acts
(Zapf, Knorz, & Kulla, 1996). Such individual perceptions may even
reflect a general increase in work pressure among more or less all
colleagues, creating an elevated level of frustration in the work
group, which may also affect potential perpetrators.

With regard to our study, we propose that these theoretical
notions may even explain events that happen on a daily basis. That
is, on days where employees experience an increase in work
pressure, be it as a reflection of the existing social context or a
specific individual experience that day, they may also experience
not having the necessary time or resources to complete assign-
ments in time or at the expected quality, leaving them more sus-
ceptible to stress. On days with enhanced work pressure, there will
also be restricted time to manage arising conflicts in the work
group (Zapf et al., 1996), increasing the likelihood that unsolved
conflicts escalate, resulting in an increase in the level of aggression
between leaders and followers as well as between peers. Conse-
quently, employees might make more mistakes, be more sensitive
to criticism, and be involved in more work conflicts, making them
easy targets of negative acts on that particular day.

In line with this theoretical notion, studies show that work
situations characterized by job stressors such as time pressure and
high workload are related to subsequent escalated interpersonal
conflicts as well as to instances of workplace bullying (Baillien, De
Cuyper, & De Witte, 2011; Baillien, Rodriguez-Mu~noz, De Witte,
Notelaers, & Moreno-Jimenez, 2011). A meta-analysis by Bowling
and Beehr (2006), employing the wider concept of workplace
harassment, identified increased role conflict, role ambiguity, role
overload, and work constraints as the mainwork-related predictors
of reported exposure to harassment. Consistent with these findings,
Van den Brande and colleagues (2016) documented that employees
who report higher cognitive demands and time pressure are more
frequently exposed to workplace bullying. Tuckey, Dollard,
Hosking, and Winefield (2009) found support for their hypothesis
that, on average, employees reporting higher levels perceived job
demands, also reported more bullying, as compared to employees
who reported lower levels of job demands. Additionally, Notelaers,
De Witte, and Einarsen (2009) showed that workload was posi-
tively related to exposure toworkplace bullying. This is again in line
with Baillien, De Cuyper and colleagues’ (2011) longitudinal study
showing that Time 1 workload was positively related to Time 2
likelihood of being a target of workplace bullying.

Although these studies have employed a between-person
design we argue that through measuring these daily fluctuations
we may come closer to discovering when and how the patterns of
longer-term between-person differences in exposure to workplace
bullying arise and develop. Following this, the present diary study
examines day-to-day fluctuations in experienced work pressure as
a predictor of their day-to-day experiences of bullying-related
negative acts.

Hypothesis 1. Daily work pressure is positively related to daily
exposure to bullying-related negative acts.

1.2. The potential role of leadership

How leaders act in high-pressure situations may be a decisive
factor in determining whether bullying-related negative acts are

enacted and perceived. In this, we will look at leadership practices,
not as a style of behaviour enacted consistently over time, but
rather by specific behaviours played out in specific situations in
relation to specific follower and their given day-to-day experiences.
Theoretically, and in line with the effort-reward imbalance model,
we view transformational leadership behaviours as a resource and
rewards for employees. With regards to the ERI model (Siegrist,
1996), esteem rewards may be particularly relevant for under-
standing under which leadership conditions high levels of daily
work pressure may lead to experiences of increased daily exposure
to bullying-related negative acts. Conceptualizing esteem rewards
as experiencing being accepted by supervisors or colleagues, as
well as receiving help in difficult situations by supervisors or col-
leagues (Siegrist, 1996), it is conceivable that transformational, and
also laissez-faire leadership, may be indications of receiving (or not
receiving, in the case of laissez-faire) appropriate esteem rewards
in connection with increased effort (i.e. work pressure). The nega-
tive role of laissez-faire leadership in this regard is, however, even
more underscored in the work environment hypothesis, where the
lack of leader intervention in cases of unfavourable working con-
ditions is hypothesized to be a particular risk situation for conflict
escalation and bullying (Leymann, 1996).

1.2.1. The buffering effect of daily transformational leadership
behaviour

Transformational leadership, one of the most widely studied
forms of leadership (Anderson & Sun, 2017), is associated with a
wide range of positive outcomes, and, hence, may be a particularly
strong esteem factor. Transformational leadership is characterized
by four sub-dimensions, namely idealized influence, inspirational
motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consider-
ation (Bass, 1985). Leaders who act as a coach and a mentor, paying
special attention to employees’ needs for achievement, and provide
social support, may be of a particular importance in day-to-day
situations where followers face high work pressure. Additionally,
by getting followers to look at problems from different angles,
transformational leaders may foster active learning and problem
solving, thus buffering the imbalance created by increased effort.
Furthermore, transformational leaders serve as role models for
their followers, and emphasize the importance of having a collec-
tive sense of mission. By reassuring followers that obstacles will be
overcome, in a collective effort, increased work pressure may not
feel as insurmountable. Finally, transformational leaders behave in
ways that motivate and inspire those around them by providing
meaning and challenge to their followers’work. Taken together, we
argue that such transformational leadership behaviour should act
to counterbalance the potential imbalance created by increased
work pressure.

Studies have indeed shown that transformational leadership
may alleviate the undesirable influence of job demands, such as
work overload, emotional job demands, and physical job demands
on burnout (Bakker, Demerouti, & Euwema, 2005). Such a buffer
effect of leaders’ appreciation and support should provide the
employees with the necessary tools to cope with demanding
stressors at work, even as they happen, that is on a day-to-day basis
(Breevaart, Bakker, Hetland, et al., 2014; Breevaart & Bakker, 2018).
Additionally, V€a€an€anen and colleagues (2003) argue and show that
leaders’ appreciation and support facilitate performance, and
therefore also may reduce interpersonal conflicts in demanding
situations, hence contributing to fewer instances of negative social
interactions between colleagues. To our knowledge, only one study
has so far examined when such supportive and considerate lead-
ership practices may influence the stressorebullying relationship.
In this multi-level study, Tuckey, Li, and Chen (2017) found that
transformational leadership reduced the negative impact of
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leaders’ task demands on followers’ reports of bullying from
members of the workgroup.

The above-cited studies have mainly examined the more static
between-person effects of transformational leadership on long-
term workload. Yet, in the present study we focus on day-to-day
dynamics, looking at how a leader may, or may not, influence fol-
lowers’ perception in the “heat of the moment”. Accordingly, we
expect leaders who get followers to look at problems from various
angles, and who help followers to develop their strengths when
under pressure, to have a buffering effect on the proposed rela-
tionship between daily work pressure and exposure to bullying-
related negative acts. In line with the ERI-model, when followers
are faced with increased work pressures, this type of leader esteem
reward should decrease the risk of follower reports of exposure to
bullying-related negative acts that day, as the followers are not
experiencing the frustration associated with an effort-reward
imbalance.

Hypothesis 2. Daily transformational leadership behaviour
moderates the positive relationship between daily work pressure
and daily exposure to bullying-related negative acts (buffering ef-
fect). This relationship is hypothesized to be weaker on those days
when individuals report high (vs. low) levels of transformational
leadership behaviours.

1.2.2. The exacerbating effect of daily laissez-faire leadership
behaviour

Laissez-faire leadership has been described as a “follower-cen-
tred form of avoidance-based leadership by focusing on sub-
ordinates’ need for leadership, and leader non-response to such
needs” (Skogstad et al., 2014, p. 325). As such, laissez-faire leaders
may not only fail to create the needed balance when efforts are
high, they may even exacerbate the imbalance. In high pressure
situations, social support is a valuable resource in that it is func-
tional in achieving work goals, and alleviating the impact of work
overload on strain and ill health (Bakker et al., 2005). Laissez-faire
leaders, on the other hand, are by definition absent, passive, or
avoidant in situations where followers are in need of leadership
(Skogstad et al., 2014). Leader absence, passiveness or avoidance
implies the violation of followers’ legitimate expectations, and as
such, may have detrimental outcomes for followers (Skogstad et al.,
2017). Furthermore, these leaders may be seen to make an active
choice to not provide their followers with the help they require in
difficult situations, which is an important component of the esteem
rewards conceptualized in the effort-reward imbalance model
(Siegrist, 1996). There may, of course, be a range of reasons and
leader intents behind such laissez-faire leadership behaviours,
including situations where the focal leader may perceive that fol-
lowers are capable of handling demanding or unsurmountable
situations themselves. In any case, from the viewpoint of the sub-
ordinate, laissez-faire leadership can be regarded as leader avoi-
dant behaviour where a negligent leader is withholding esteem
rewards. This imbalance between follower increased effort on that
particular day, and low esteem reward received for that effort by
the leader, may leave followers with feelings of frustration and
stress, whatever the reason the leader may have for this behaviour.
Thus, followers might be more vulnerable to experience negative
social interactions, interpersonal conflict episodes, and even acts of
workplace bullying on high-pressure days, if their leader is not
providing the necessary support and feedback on that particular
day.

Even more, the work environment hypothesis proposes a lack of
conflict management and constructive intervention as the main
reason that the stress and frustration created by bad working
conditions may escalate into bullying (Leymann, 1996). Thus,

leaders who, for whatever reason, are absent or neglect their re-
sponsibility to adequately address stressful work conditions may
inadvertently create a particularly high-risk situation in terms of
the development of bullying at work. Furthermore, the high job
demands reported by targets may even be indicative of the pres-
ence of ambient stressors that are also perceived by potential
perpetrators (Balducci, Cecchin, & Fraccaroli, 2012). Thus, on days
when targets experience increased levels of stressors, perpetrators
may be experiencing many of the same stressors, causing them to
act aggressively towards co-workers (Chen & Spector, 1992; Fox,
Spector, & Miles, 2001). If this type of behaviour is not sanctioned
by the focal leader, it may send a signal to the perpetrators that
such behaviours are acceptable in the organization (Nielsen, 2013;
Skogstad et al., 2007), providing a fertile ground for negative acts
and bullying to flourish among co-workers. Hence, there are ample
theoretical reasons to expect that follower experiences of laissez-
faire leadership may exacerbate the negative effects of other
workplace stressors.

Several studies have in fact shown that laissez-faire leadership is
associated with reports of workplace bullying, particularly in
combinationwith given job stressors (Hauge et al., 2007; Hoel et al.,
2010; Skogstad et al., 2007). In a longitudinal study, with a
moderated-mediation design, Glambek, Skogstad, and Einarsen
(2018) found that laissez-faire leadership negatively moderated
the relationship between workplace bullying and job insecurity,
through the continued exposure to negative acts. Likewise, Ågotnes
and colleagues (2018) showed in a prospective study that laissez-
faire leadership strengthened the relationship between interper-
sonal conflicts with colleagues and the probability of becoming a
victim of workplace bullying two years later. Based on empirical
findings and theoretical notions from the effort-reward imbalance
model and the work environment hypothesis, we propose that on
days the cadets experience that their immediate supervisor avoids
making decisions or delays responding to urgent questions in sit-
uations with high work pressure, those cadets will report higher
exposure to bullying-related negative acts than on days they do not
report laissez-faire behaviour from their immediate supervisor.

Hypothesis 3. Daily laissez-faire leadership behaviour moderates
the positive relationship between daily work pressure and daily
exposure to bullying-related negative acts (exacerbating effect).
This relationship is hypothesized to be stronger on those dayswhen
the individuals report high (vs. low) levels of laissez-faire leader-
ship behaviour.

Fig. 1 summarizes the proposed relationships and hypotheses to
be investigated in the present study.

2. Method

2.1. Sample and procedure

Data collection was undertaken in 2011, amongst Norwegian
naval cadets (N ¼ 61) from a Military University College crossing
the Atlantic Ocean in a tall ship as part of their education and
training. This represents a unique opportunity to examine the study
variables in a complex, shifting yet continuous work environment.
In this context, the cadets are socially isolated from the outside
world for an extended period, with limited opportunity for outside
communications. Furthermore, they are operating in a low tech-
nology environment, meaning that many operations that are
automated on a modern ship, has to be done manually by the crew,
for example in terms of sail-manoeuvres or anchoring procedures.
Consequently, working aboard this tall ship is physically chal-
lenging, there is a high degree of interdependence in the comple-
tion of work tasks, and any errors may result in a number of high-
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risk situations. Furthermore, the cadets continuously interact with
each other and have few opportunities to retreat. They live in close
quarters and sleep in hammocks side by side. The weather condi-
tions of such a voyage are highly unpredictable, and sometimes
very challenging, as the voyage was undertaken during storm-
season. The tall ship had to be operated 24/7, with teams of ca-
dets working in shifts of 4 h on and 8 h off. In addition to their shift-
work, these cadets were also studying for an academic degree,
meaning that they spent most of their time off shift preparing for
exams.

During their voyage, the cadets completed a daily survey
measuring variations in work pressure, leadership behaviour and
exposure to bullying-related negative acts e among other variables
e for 36 consecutive days. In the instructions, the cadets were
asked to complete the daily questionnaire at 5 p.m. each day. The
cadets were part of one of eight teams, where members took turns
in the role of team leader. Cadets were therefore asked to rate the
leadership behaviour of their acting immediate superior that day.
Prior to the voyage, we presented the cadets with an informed
consent form, which they all chose to sign.

The sample consisted of 49 male participants (80.3%) and 7 fe-
male participants (11.5%). Five participants did not report their
gender (8.2%). The mean age of the participants was 23.9 years
(SD ¼ 3.21). Of the 61 cadets that participated in the study, 56
completed a general questionnaire prior to the voyage, yielding a
response rate of 91.8% at the person-level. On the daily question-
naire, we obtained 1509 of the possible 2196 possible observations,
yielding a response rate of 68.7% at the day-level. Since this
response rate is exceptionally high, we checked whether the re-
sponses were invalid (e.g., abnormal distributions, same answers
throughout the diary, etc.). We found no indications for invalidity.
The participants were informed that the data would be used for
personal feedback sessions during the return voyage, which could
have contributed to the high response rate.

2.2. Measures

All study variables were measured using quantitative daily di-
aries, with adapted versions of existing scales. The time frame of
the scales and the number of questions were adapted so the
questions could be answered on a daily basis (cf. Ohly, Sonnentag,
Niessen, & Zapf, 2010). Moreover, the questionnaires were
reduced in length when possible, as we asked the cadets to fill out
the diary on 36 days of their journey.

Day-level work pressure was measured using four items from
the subscale “Pace and amount of work” from the questionnaire on
the experience and assessment of work (VBBA; Van Veldhoven &
Meijman, 1994). The items were: “Today, to what extent did you”
“… have to work very fast” “… have too much work to do” “… have
to work very hard in order to complete something” and “… work
under time pressure”. The scale consists of five response categories
ranging from (1) not at all to (5) to a great extent. Reliability of the
daily measures was calculated using the approach described by

Geldhof, Preacher, and Zyphur (2014), by estimating omega (u) at
the within-person level and between-person level using a two-
level CFA. Work pressure had high reliability both at the within-
person level (u ¼ 0.88) and at the between-person level (u ¼ 0.97).

Day-level exposure to bullying-related negative acts was
measured using an adapted four-item version of the Negative Acts
Questionnaire (NAQ-R; Einarsen, Hoel, & Notelaers, 2009; S-NAQ;
Notelaers, Van der Heijden, Hoel, & Einarsen, 2019) intended for
daily diary studies (see Hoprekstad et al., 2019 for a detailed ac-
count of the adaption process). The time-frame reference provided
to the respondents was changed from the original “the last six
months” to “during today’s shift”. The items were: “repeated re-
minders of your errors or mistakes”, “being ignored or excluded”
“practical jokes carried out by people you don’t get along with” and
“being shouted at or being the target of spontaneous anger”. The
scale consisted of four response categories, ranging from (1) not at
all to (4) several times. We created an index of day-level exposure
to bullying-related negative acts by calculating the mean of the
corresponding exposure on that particular day, where higher scores
refer to higher levels of exposure to bullying-related negative acts.
We did not expect that such a scale would have a high internal
consistency as the scale may be looked upon as a formative mea-
sure in this study (see e.g. Diamantopoulos & Siguaw, 2006;
Hoprekstad et al., 2019). However, for the sake of transparency, we
report the reliability estimates for daily exposure to bullying-
related negative acts. In the present sample, we found an accept-
able reliability at both the within-person level (u¼ 0.68) and at the
between-person level (u ¼ 0.69). Additionally, and following the
recommendation of Ohly and colleauges (2010), we compared this
shortened scale to the longer versions, using data from a repre-
sentative sample of Norwegian employees. The scaled used in the
present study correlated highly with the longer versions (NAQ-R:
r¼ 0.851, p < .01; S-NAQ: r¼ 0.909, p < .01), suggesting that the use
of these four items to measure exposure to bullying-related nega-
tive acts at work is valid.

Day-level transformational leadership behaviour was measured
using five items adapted from the Multifactor Leadership Ques-
tionnaire (MLQ X5; Avolio & Bass, 2004), representing each of the
four sub-categories of transformational leadership. This shortened
day-level version of the scale has been published in a study by
Breevaart, Bakker, and Demerouti (2014). The items were: “During
the last 24 h, my closest supervisor”: “… got others to look at
problems from many different angles” (Intellectual Stimulation),
“… helped others to develop their strengths” (Individualized
Consideration), “… emphasized the importance of having a col-
lective sense of mission” (Idealized Influence), and, finally, “…

talked enthusiastically about what needs to be accomplished” and
“… expressed confidence that goals will be achieved" (Inspirational
Motivation). Participants could respond to the items using five
response categories, ranging from (1) totally disagree to (5) totally
agree. An overall index of transformational leadership was
computed so that higher scores refer to higher levels of trans-
formational leadership. Daily transformational leadership had

Fig. 1. Summarizes the proposed relationships and hypotheses to be investigated in the present study.
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acceptable reliability at the within-person level (u ¼ .76) and high
reliability at the between-person level (u ¼ 0.90).

Day-level laissez-faire leadership behaviour was measured us-
ing three items, adapted to reflect a daily level of measurement,
from the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ X5; Avolio &
Bass, 2004). The items were: “During the last 24 h, my closest su-
pervisor”: “… was absent when needed”, “… avoided making de-
cisions” and “… delayed responding to urgent questions”. The scale
consisted of five response categories, ranging from (1) totally
disagree to (5) totally agree. An overall index of laissez-faire lead-
ership was computed so that higher scores refer to higher levels of
laissez-faire leadership. Daily laissez-faire leadership had accept-
able reliability at the within-person level (u ¼ .77) and high reli-
ability at the between-person level (u ¼ 0.98).

2.3. Strategy of analysis

In order to capture the multilevel structure of the data, in which
daily observations (level 1) were nestedwithin individuals (level 2),
multilevel analyses were carried out using MLwiN 3.01 (Charlton,
Rasbash, Browne, Healy, & Cameron, 2017). We estimated multi-
level correlations and reliability using Mplus 7.4 (Muth�en &
Muth�en, 1998-2012). In order to facilitate meaningful interpreta-
tion of parameter estimates, all day-level predictors were centred
at each person’s mean. Simple slope tests for hierarchical linear
models were used to examine whether the slopes in the interaction
were significantly different from zero (Preacher, Curran, & Bauer,
2006).

3. Results

3.1. Descriptive statistics

Means, standard deviations, as well as day- and person-level
correlations for all study variables are presented in Table 1.

3.2. Multilevel analyses

Prior to testing the predicted models, we tested an unpredicted
model (null model) in order to confirm that there is sufficient day-
level variance in the current dependent variable. As shown in
Table 2, the initial unpredicted model revealed significant variation
in exposure to bullying-related negative acts at both the day-level
(82.6%) and person-level (17.4%), allowing us to continue with the
predicted models. Furthermore, the between-person variance was
24.8% for work pressure, 20.5% for transformational leadership, and
35.0% for laissez-faire leadership, leaving between 65.0% and 79.5%
of the variance to be explained at the within-person level.

Hypothesis 1 stated that daily work pressure would be posi-
tively related to daily exposure to bullying-related negative acts.
Themain effects model revealed a significant positivemain effect of
daily levels of work pressure on daily levels of exposure to bullying-
related negative acts (B¼ 0.026, p < .001), supporting Hypothesis 1.

Even though the effect was relatively small, on days the cadets were
exposed to higher work pressure, for example when they needed to
deal with stormy weather in addition to their assigned work tasks,
they were more likely to be exposed to bullying-related negative
acts. In addition, we found a significant main effect of daily laissez-
faire leadership behaviour (B ¼ 0.016, p < .05), although not spe-
cifically hypothesized. That is, on days the cadets reported high
levels of laissez-faire leadership behaviour by their immediate su-
pervisor, they also reported increased levels of exposure to
bullying-related negative acts.

Hypothesis 2 and 3 stated that day-level leadership would
moderate the expected relationship between daily levels of work
pressure and daily levels of bullying-related negative acts. Specif-
ically, in Hypothesis 2 transformational leadership behaviour was
thought to buffer this relationship, while in Hypothesis 3, laissez-
faire leadership behaviour was thought to exacerbate this rela-
tionship. Contrary to our predictions, the interaction model did not
show support for an interaction between daily work pressure and
daily transformational leadership on daily exposure to bullying-
related negative acts (B ¼ 0.009, n. s.). Accordingly, Hypothesis 2
was not supported. There was, however, a significant interaction
effect of daily work pressure and daily laissez-faire leadership
behaviour on cadets’ daily levels of exposure to bullying-related
negative acts in the interaction model (B ¼ 0.040, p < .001), sup-
porting Hypothesis 3. Specifically, the relationship between work
pressure and exposure to bullying-related negative acts was
stronger on days the cadets reported higher levels of laissez-faire
leadership behaviour. This interaction is illustrated in Fig. 2,
showing the effect at different levels of daily laissez-faire leader-
ship (±1 SD).

In line with Hypothesis 3, Fig. 1 indicates a positive relationship
between dailywork pressure and daily exposure to bullying-related
negative acts on days the cadets report higher levels of laissez-faire
leadership behaviour. On days cadets report low levels of laissez-
faire leadership, the figure indicates no increase in exposure to
bullying-related negative acts at higher levels of work pressure.
This is also supported by simple slope tests, where the positive
slope for high levels of laissez-faire leadership was significant
(Slope¼ 0.053, z¼ 7.743, p < .001), whereas the slope for low levels
of laissez-faire leadership was not (Slope ¼ �0.001, z ¼ 0.131, n. s.).

4. Discussion

The present study makes three important contributions to the
literature on workplace bullying and negative social interactions at
work. First, applying a daily diary design, we demonstrate a short-
term effect of daily work pressure on daily exposure to bullying-
related negative acts at work, supporting the theoretical un-
derpinnings of the work environment hypothesis and the effort-
reward imbalance model for each single bullying-related episode.
Furthermore, the fact that this relationship is present at the daily
level adds to the literature on both stressors and bullying, in that it
shows just how quickly stressors in the workplace can trigger

Table 1
Means, standard deviations, and day and person level correlations for all study variables (N ¼ 1517 observations, N ¼ 61 respondents).

Variables x SD ICCa 1. 2. 3. 4.

1. Work pressure 2.242 .784 .248 e .021 .008 .002
2. Transformational leadership 3.486 .572 .205 .061*** e -.031* .005*

3. Laissez-faire leadership 2.013 .673 .350 -.002 -.063*** e .000
4. Bullying-related negative acts 1.055 .149 .174 .012*** .002 .004* e

Note: a
ICC¼ Person-level intraclass correlation. Correlations below the diagonal are correlations on the within (day) level and correlations above the diagonal are correlations on the
between (person) level. *** p < .001, *p < .05.
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negative social interactions and thereby potentially trigger, facili-
tate or further escalate a bullying process. Second, we show how
leadership may and may not be important for such perceived social
interactions on days with high work pressure. In this, we found that
daily transformational leadership did not act as a buffer while daily
laissez-faire leadership acted as a facilitator in the expected rela-
tionship between daily work pressure and daily reports of exposure
to bullying-related negative acts. Finally, by contrasting these two
leadership behaviours in a unique setting, focusing on day-to-day
fluctuations and events, we substantiate that laissez-faire leader-
ship behaviours have unfavourable effects in high-pressure situa-
tions, and that these effects are immediate. Accordingly, laissez-
faire leadership does not only have a long-term effect on bullying
as shown in previous studies.

In support of Hypothesis 1, our results showed a significant
positive relationship between daily work pressure and daily
exposure to bullying-related negative acts. This result is in linewith
the work environment hypothesis, in that negative acts and
bullying seems to be a consequence of prevailing problems in the
work environment (Leymann, 1996), including work pressure.
Furthermore, as argued in the effort-reward imbalance model
(Siegrist, 1996), this process may be explained by an experienced
imbalance between the increase in effort (i.e. work pressure) and
available resources, resulting in rather immediate feelings of stress
and frustration, and alterations in behaviours and perceptions.
According to the ERI-model, these negative emotions leave the
employees more vulnerable to conflict episodes and therefore to
exposure to bullying-related negative acts. From an empirical point

of view, our result is also in line with previous studies in the field
applying other research designs (see Baillien, De Cuyper, & De
Witte, 2011; Notelaers et al., 2009). Furthermore, although the
present study investigated exposure to bullying-related negative
acts as discrete events on a day-to-day basis, rather than cases of
full-blownworkplace bullying, our results show the same trends as
previous studies that have investigated work environment pre-
dictors of workplace bullying over longer periods of time (see
Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Van den Brande et al., 2016).

Hypothesis 2, stating that daily transformational leadership
behaviour would buffer the relationship between work pressure
and exposure to bullying-related negative acts, was not supported.
Applying the effort-reward imbalance model, we hypothesized that
transformational leadership would provide the cadets with the
appropriate esteem reward in situations where they need to in-
crease their effort (i.e. work pressure). We argued that on days
where both work pressure (effort) and transformational leadership
behaviour (esteem reward) were high, cadets would not be expe-
riencing an imbalance between effort made and rewards received,
and thus would not face the negative strain associated with such an
imbalance (hence making them report less bullying-related nega-
tive acts). However, as transformational leadership is a multi-
faceted construct, there may also be other mechanisms in play,
which could potentially affect the relationship in the opposite di-
rection. For example, transformational leadership in a situation
with high work pressuremight also represent a potential mismatch
between the leader’s focus and the situation. Transformational
leaders set challenging expectations and motivate followers to go

Table 2
Multilevel estimates for the prediction of daily exposure to bullying-related negative acts (NAQ).

Null model Main model Interaction model

B SE B SE B SE

Intercept 1.060a .009 1.060a .009 1.059a .009
Work pressure .026a .005 .026a .005
Transformational leadership .007 .007 .007 .007
Laissez-faire leadership .016c .007 .016b .007
Work pressure � transformational leadership .009 .010
Work pressure � laissez-faire leadership .040a .009
Variance level 1 (day-level) .019 (82.6%) .001 .018 .001 .018 .001
Variance level 2 (person-level) .004 (17.4%) .001 .004 .001 .004 .001
�2 log likelihood �1623.52 �1622.82 �1640.71

Note.N ¼ 1493 observations; N ¼ 56 respondents.
a p < .001.
b p < .01.
c p < .05.

Fig. 2. The relationship between daily work pressure and daily exposure to bullying-related negative acts, moderated by daily laissez-faire leadership behaviour.
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even further and aim higher (Bass, 1990). In highly stressful work
situations, such encouragement may exacerbate already existing
work pressure, resulting in even more perceived work stress.
Hence, these leadership behaviours may counteract any buffering
effect of the supportive aspects of transformational leadership.
Therefore, the behaviour of leaders must be both matched and
unified in relation to a givenwork situation, in order to be effective
in preventing negative acts and bullying (Tuckey et al., 2017).
Nevertheless, the results in the present study show that the daily
transformational behaviour of the leader does not act as a buffer in
the daily work pressure-negative acts relationship.

Hypothesis 3, proposing that daily laissez-faire leadership
would moderate the relationship between daily work pressure and
daily exposure to bullying-related negative acts, was supported.
More specifically, the relationship between work pressure and
exposure to bullying-related negative acts was stronger on those
days when the cadets reported higher levels of laissez-faire
behaviour from their immediate superior. However, the same
relationship was not present on days with low levels of reported
laissez-faire leadership behaviour. Thus, exposure to bullying-
related negative acts seems to be particularly prevalent on days
and in situations where the leader is inactive and/or avoids inter-
vening in and managing situations perceived as stressful by a given
employee. Such lack of constructive intervention in unfavourable
working situations is likely to sustain, and even increase the feel-
ings of stress and frustration in exposed followers, leaving them at
an increased risk of exposure to bullying-related negative acts. This
adds support to the work environment hypothesis (Leymann, 1996)
by showing that it is the combination of stressful working condi-
tions and inadequate leadership when there is a follower need for
leadership, in particular, that creates a fertile ground for bullying at
work. Furthermore, perpetrators may view the non-response from
the leader as a signal that their behaviour is acceptable by not being
sanctioned (Nielsen, 2013; Skogstad et al., 2007), hence allowing
for these negative acts to continue and even develop further. In
addition, and in line with the theoretical assumptions in the ERI-
model, it seems that by ignoring the strain of their followers’
high effort in stressful situations, and not providing them with the
necessary esteem rewards for these efforts, laissez-faire leaders
leave these followers more vulnerable to exposure to bullying-
related negative acts, possibly also lowering their threshold of
reporting such experiences.

In addition to the hypothesized relationships, our analysis
revealed that on days the cadets reported high levels of laissez-faire
leadership behaviour by their immediate superior, they also re-
ported increased levels of exposure to bullying-related negative
acts, irrespective of other stressors (see Table 2). Although this main
effect is quite small, it seems to suggest that laissez-faire leadership
is an important and detrimental workplace stressor in its own right
(Skogstad et al., 2017). This may be explained by the fact that
laissez-faire leaders by definition are not present when needed
(Skogstad et al., 2014), and thus turn a blind eye and do not inter-
vene when other team members are being exposed to bullying-
related behaviours. In extreme situations, the lack of support
from the leader could make team members feel socially excluded
and ostracized which again could lead to reports of bullying (Hoel
et al., 2010; Skogstad et al., 2007).

4.1. Methodological considerations

A notable strength of the present study is the use of a daily diary
design, which allows us to study the impact of daily fluctuations of
work pressure and leadership behaviours on daily exposure to
bullying-related negative acts. Furthermore, this method provided
a unique opportunity to study these relationships within a natural

work context as they play out on a day-to-day basis (Ohly et al.,
2010). The context was a highly controlled one, but at the same
time dynamic, as the cadets continuously switched positions and
learned new skills.Weather and climatic conditions also vary across
the journey, providing variations in the contextual demands.
Finally, the daily diary design reduces the risk of retrospective bias
(Reis & Gable, 2000), which can be a threat to the validity of more
general surveys.

However, although the present study has clear strengths due to
its research design, it is not without limitations, some specific as
well as some general ones. A general limitation is the problem of
common method variance due to self-reports (Podsakoff,
MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003; Spector, Rosen, Richardson,
Williams, & Johnson, 2017). However, common method variance
is considered as less of a problem in interaction regression models
(Siemsen, Roth, & Oliveira, 2010), as interaction effects are deflated
(rather than inflated) by CMV, making them more difficult to
detect. Therefore, we do not consider this a major concern in the
present study when looking at how leadership may buffer or
strengthen the relationship between work pressure and exposure
to bullying-related negative acts.

The use of a highly selected sample of naval cadets on a tall ship
journey e with a predominance of fit and highly selected young
men e may raise questions of the generalizability of our findings.
Regarding the work pressureebullying relationship, these re-
spondents should be highly trained to tackle work pressure, to
restrain from behaving destructively, and to be resistant when it
comes to negative social behaviours by others. However, we do
have strong theoretical and empirical reasoning for the proposed
relationships between our study variables, and these are not
context-specific and should not be restricted to such a population.
Hence, there is reason to believe that our results also hold true and
may even be stronger in other work contexts.

Furthermore, our result of the relationship between work
pressure and negative acts remain correlational in nature and do
therefore strictly speaking not allow for causal conclusions about
within-person effects across days (Taris & Kompier, 2014). How-
ever, as we theorized in our hypotheses that the effects would occur
within the same day, we did not presume to say anything about the
causality of the relationships (see e.g. Breevaart, Bakker, &
Demerouti, 2014). Nevertheless, future research should employ
alternative research designs in order to clarify directions of cau-
sality, both within- and between persons.

Finally, one may also see the low prevalence of the bullying-
related negative acts as a limitation of the study. In the present
study, the mean score of daily bullying-related negative acts was
only 1.06, indicating that negative acts are very rare in this sample.
Note, however, that we examined bullying related negative acts on
a day-to-day basis, rather than an accumulated score of the expo-
sure during a longer period, e.g. the previous six months. Moreover,
it is important to take into consideration that the naval cadets
represent a selective group that undergo leadership training in a
highly structured environment, where most forms of bullying be-
haviours will be open to both bystanders and supervisors, which in
itself may act to prevent such bullying incidents. Furthermore, the
findings are mainly as predicted, yet indicating that it is laissez-
faire rather than transformational leadership that does the trick.

4.2. Theoretical and practical implications

The present study adds to the long line of research supporting
the theoretical notion that workplace bullying and harassment
seem to particularly flourish in environments in which unfav-
ourable working conditions and inadequate leadership are preva-
lent (see e.g. Van den Brande et al., 2016, for an overview).
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Furthermore, by showing that laissez-faire leadership behaviour
facilitates the cadets’ exposure to bullying-related negative acts on
days with high work pressure, our findings extend the results of
previous studies substantiating that the experience of a laissez-
faire leadership style will allow interpersonal tensions to escalate
into bullying behaviours, which then may continue and escalate
further over time (Glambek et al., 2018; Ågotnes et al., 2018). In this,
our study also adds to the scarce knowledge of the conditions in
which workplace stressors are transformed into perceptions of
workplace bullying (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018; Rai & Agarwal,
2018).

Furthermore, our study also contributes to the stressor and
bullying literature by showing just how quickly stressors in the
workplace may trigger negative social interactions and thereby
potentially facilitate the start of a bullying process. Therefore, an
important theoretical contribution made by the present study is
that this effect is not necessarily down to a long-term exposure to
stressors. The process may evidently happen quite quickly and may
even happen as results of daily fluctuations. Hence, these mecha-
nisms may therefore be even more potent than previously thought.

Our results also have several practical implications. First, the
design of the present study, examining short-term (day-level) ef-
fects of work pressure on exposure to bullying-related negative
acts, may be of practical significance to organizations in general. As
we know from previous research, workplace bullying may be the
outcome of a gradually escalating process based on increasingly
frequent exposure to the negative acts examined in the present
study (Einarsen et al., 2020). The results from the present study add
to our understanding of this escalating process, by showing that
stressors in thework environmentmay lead to immediate exposure
to such negative behaviours (i.e. within the same day). Therefore, it
is important for managers to be aware of these risk factors in order
to intervene early in a conflict-escalating process that otherwise
might end in bullying. For example, followers working under the
conditions of a laissez-faire leader in a stressful work environment
may result in highly escalated, full-blown cases of workplace
bullying (Ågotnes et al., 2018). Furthermore, our results suggest
that such early interventions should not only include conflict
management in specific episodes, but also preventative steps to
reduce the overall levels of all employees’ (including leaders’) work
pressure, which may be a root cause of bullying-related negative
acts (Baillien, De Cuyper, & De Witte, 2011). In this, organizations
may be able to prevent these day-to-day episodic negative behav-
iours from developing further and possibly resulting in full-blown
cases of workplace bullying.

Our findings also indicate some important implications for the
way organizations regard leadership and management develop-
ment. Traditionally, the focus of most leadership and managerial
training programs has been the acquisition of individual knowl-
edge, skills, and abilities (i.e. competencies), in an effort to bring
about effective leadership (Day & Dragoni, 2015). However, what
seems lacking in such leadership development programs is creating
awareness of e as well as developing strategies for reducing e the
occurrence of passive-avoidant destructive leadership behaviours,
such as laissez-faire leadership (Einarsen, Aasland, & Skogstad,
2018). This point seems particularly striking considering the re-
sults of the present study, where we found that laissez-faire lead-
ership behaviour facilitated the development of workplace
bullying, whereas transformational leadership behaviour did not
have an equivalent buffering effect.

Another important organizational factor that so far has been
neglected in the discussion of leadership and management devel-
opment is the concept of climate for conflict management (CCM).
The concept entails the perception of employees that their orga-
nization generally manages interpersonal conflicts well and fairly,

and that benefits and burdens within the organization are fairly
distributed (Rivlin, 2001). Zahlquist, Hetland, Skogstad, Bakker, and
Einarsen (2019) argue and substantiate that a strong CCMmay play
an important role in preventing sour psychosocial work environ-
ments, characterized by high levels of frustration, from developing
into persistent bullying situations. Consequently, taking steps to
improve the overall conflict management climate and the percep-
tion of fairness in the organization may be a highly effective way of
preventing bullying in the workplace.

5. Conclusion

This daily diary study revealed that on days with high levels of
work pressure and high levels of laissez-faire leadership behaviour,
cadets reported increased exposure to bullying-related negative
acts, a finding in line with the work environment hypothesis.
Furthermore, our results showed that laissez-faire leadership
exacerbated the relationship between work pressure and exposure
to bullying-related negative acts on a day-to-day basis, whereas
transformational leadership did not help to weaken the same
relationship. Thus, bullying episodes seems to be particularly
prevalent on days and in situations where the leader avoids inter-
vening in and helping their followers in the management of
stressful situations in the workplace. This is in line with the theo-
retical notions presented in the work environment hypothesis and
the effort-reward imbalance model. Furthermore, the non-
significant interaction of transformational leadership behaviour
indicates that steps to promote constructive forms of leadership
would probably not be very effective in preventing workplace
bullying on a day-to-day basis. Instead, organizations should
emphasize the prevention of work pressures in general, and even
more so implement necessary measures to minimize the preva-
lence of passive-avoidant forms of leadership in critical situations
where the followers are in need of leader support, such as conflict
escalations.
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