Antecedents and developmental
pathways to workplace bullying

The role of individual, situational and contextual factors

Lena Zahlquist

Thesis for the degree of Philosophiae Doctor (PhD)
University of Bergen, Norway
2024

UNIVERSITY OF BERGEN




Antecedents and developmental
pathways to workplace bullying

The role of individual, situational and contextual factors

Lena Zahlquist

Thesis for the degree of Philosophiae Doctor (PhD)
at the University of Bergen

Date of defense: 08.03.2024



© Copyright Lena Zahlquist

The material in this publication is covered by the provisions of the Copyright Act.

Year: 2024

Title: Antecedents and developmental pathways to workplace bullying

Name: Lena Zahlquist

Print: Skipnes Kommunikasjon / University of Bergen



Scientific Environment

The present PhD-project has been carried out at the Department of Psychosocial
Science, Faculty of Psychology, University of Bergen, where the author as well as the
supervisors are members of the Bergen Bullying Research Group (BBRG), also known
as FALK (Forskningsgruppe for Arbeidsmiljo, Ledelse og Konflikt). The present thesis
has been a part of the overarching research project “Workplace bullying: From
mechanisms and moderators to problem treatment”, headed by Professor Stale
Valvatne Einarsen and founded by the Research Council of Norway (NFR) and the
University of Bergen, under grant number 250127. The doctoral education was carried
out at the Graduate School of Human Interaction and Growth (GHIG) throughout the
PhD period.

The thesis has been conducted under supervision from Associate Professor Jorn

Hetland, and co-supervised by Professor Stale Valvatne Einarsen.

The thesis relies on data from three larger data collections. In Paper 1 we employed
data collected in a Norwegian marine transport company. This data collection was
conducted by the FALK research group, and with Professor Stile Valvatne Einarsen
and Professor Emeritus Anders Skogstad as the main contributors. In Paper 2 we
utilised data collected at a European University. This data collection was conducted by
a statistical consulting agency, with Professor Guy Notelaers as the main contributor.
In Paper 3 we employed data from the Bergen Sail Ship Study, which is a collaborative
project between the Norwegian Royal Naval Academy, the University of Bergen and
Erasmus University Rotterdam. Professor Olav Kjellevold Olsen, Associate Professor
Roar Espevik, Associate Professor Jorn Hetland and Professor Arnold B. Bakker are
the main contributors behind the study. Thanks to everyone who have contributed to

these data collections.



Acknowledgements

I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude to all those who have supported me
throughout this challenging, yet rewarding, journey towards obtaining my PhD degree.
This accomplishment is the result of collective efforts, and I acknowledge the role each

of you have played in shaping my academic and personal growth.

First and foremost, I am deeply thankful to my main supervisor, Jern Hetland. Thank
you for the opportunity, and for all support, commitment and supervision. All thru this
process you have always been present and available. In addition to your expertise,
dedication and optimistic spirit, you have a calmness that I have truly cherished when
things have felt a bit overwhelming at times. I have felt safe when you have guided me
through the methodological challenges and the process of writing scientific research

articles.

To my co-supervisor Stiale Valvatne Einarsen, thank you for including me in the
Toppforsk project and for being the steady leader of our research group throughout
these years. Your engagement and immense knowledge of the topic of this thesis has
been truly inspirational. I have learned a lot from working with you. Also, I would like
to thank you for your invaluable feedback on my work and great support, as well as

always showing interest in my personal well-being.

I am truly lucky to have had such great supervisors, whom both have invested so much
time throughout these years in my attempts to understand the phenomenon of

workplace bullying and to master the craft of academic writing.

To all the co-authors on the papers in this thesis — Anders Skogstad, Arnold B. Bakker,
Guy Notelaers, Michael Rosander, Qystein Levik Hoprekstad, Olav Kjellevold Olsen
and Roar Espevik — thank you for generously sharing your data, and for your valuable

input during the writing and revision process.

Thank you to all my wonderful colleagues at FALK — you have provided an inclusive,
inspiring, academic, social and supportive environment to be a part of. Sincere thanks

for all support, feedback, input, critique and discussions, and, for the many great social



events during the last four years. I have learned a great deal from you, and you have all
contributed to making my time as a PhD-candidate both instructive and enjoyable. A
special thanks to Kari Einarsen for including me in her exciting intervention study, that

despite limitations due to covid-19, was a great practical learning experience.

I would also like to give a special thanks to my “roomies”, friends, and colleagues —
@ystein, Kari and Sarah. I am truly grateful to have shared an office with you, and in
that, also shared all the ups and downs throughout this journey. You have all been
helpful, sharing your knowledge and time — a good workgroup climate characterized
by unsharp elbows and a genuine wish for others to be successful. It would definitely

not have been the same without you.

I extend my appreciation to my colleagues at the Department of Psychosocial Science.
Your camaraderie, discussions, and shared experiences have created a stimulating
academic environment. [ would also like to thank you for all the social events we have
joined together, for the Wednesday quiz, ten o’clock coffee, and badminton matches,
which have made this journey fun and filled with laughter. This has truly been a great
example of a good work environment, a place where I have enjoyed going to work
every day. A special thanks to Helga-Marie, Anlaug, and May-Britt for all your

administrative support and for always being so kind and helpful.

A huge thank you also to my current employer, Bl Norwegian Business School, for
generously granting me the time needed to complete my PhD work. I am looking

forward to solely focusing on my new job, for which I am truly grateful.

I would also like to express my sincere gratitude to the participating organizations and
all the employees, who have invested their time in completing the comprehensive
questionnaires that formed the basis of the current studies. Without their valuable

contribution, this journey would not have been possible.

Finally, I would like to thank my family and friends, for your encouragement, love and
support. Especially, I would like to thank my parents, Rita and Helge, for always

supporting my choices. To my wonderful brothers, Ruben and Lasse, for being the best



brothers I could ever wish for — always so funny and loving. To my dearest friends,
whom all know who they are, you mean the world to me. My dear Ketil, thank you for
being my best friend, loving me unconditionally, encouraging me and comforting me.
And at last, during these years as a PhD candidate, I have become what I have always

wanted to be, a Mum. Herman, I love you with all my heart!

Bergen, September 2023



Abstract

The overall aim of this thesis is to fill some of the gaps in the existing literature
regarding why workplace bullying occurs. Workplace bullying refers to repeated,
unwelcome, and harmful behaviours directed toward an individual in a workplace
setting. These behaviours can take various forms and may be perpetrated by colleagues,
supervisors, or even subordinates. Workplace bullying is often described 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 et al.,
2020, p. 26). Since workplace bullying is understood as an escalating process,
understanding its antecedents and developmental pathways is key to also better our
understanding of how it can be prevented. Although there has been an increasing
amount of research investigating antecedents of workplace bullying during the last
couple of decades, there is still a lack of more complex studies investigating how
potential risk factors from different organizational levels interact in causing a risk for
being exposed to bullying at work. This thesis comprises three empirical studies that
all examine the role some situational-, contextual-, and individual factors play in the

workplace bullying process, applying group-level and within-person research designs.

Paper 1 reports on data from a cross-sectional convenience sample of Norwegian
employees working in a marine transport company. The data had a hierarchical
structure where respondents were nested within teams, enabling us to apply multilevel
analysis. The aim of Paper 1 was to investigate whether team-level perceptions of
conflict management climate moderate the relationships between three well-
established work-related situational risk factors (role conflict, workload, cognitive
demands) and perceived exposure to bullying behaviours in the workplace,
respectively. The findings showed role conflict and cognitive demands, but not
workload, to be substantial predictors of exposure to bullying behaviours at the
individual-level. Further, the findings showed that team-level conflict management
climate moderated the relationship between role conflict and exposure to bullying, as
well as the relationship between cognitive demands and exposure to bullying. More

specifically, the positive relationships between the two predictors and exposure to



bullying behaviours were stronger for employees working in teams with a weak, versus
a strong, conflict management climate. The findings of Paper 1 contribute to the
bullying research field by showing that conflict management climate may buffer the
impact of stressors on bullying, most likely by preventing interpersonal frustration

from escalating into bullying situations.

Paper 2 reports on data from a cross-sectional convenience sample of employees at a
European university. The data had a multilevel structure where respondents were
nested within departments, enabling us to apply group-level and multilevel analysis.
The aim of Paper 2 was to investigate whether department-level perceptions of hostile
work climate moderate the relationship between two work-related situational risk
factors (role conflict and workload) and exposure to bullying behaviours in the
workplace, respectively. The findings showed positive relationships between the
presence of role conflict and workload and exposure to bullying behaviours at the
individual-level. Further, the findings showed a strengthening effect of department-
level hostile work climate on the relationship between role conflict and exposure to
bullying behaviours at the individual-level. More specifically, the positive relationship
between role conflict and exposure to bullying behaviours was stronger among
employees working in departments characterized by a pronounced hostile work
climate. In contrast to our predictions, a positive relationship existed between workload
and exposure to bullying behaviours, yet only among individuals in departments with
low hostile work climate. The findings of Paper 2 contribute to the bullying research
field by showing that hostile work climate may strengthen the impact of stressors on
bullying behaviours, most likely by posing as an additional distal stressor, which may

fuel a bullying process and weaken the social resources available to targets-to-be.

Paper 3 reports on data from a quantitative diary study. The aim of the study was to
investigate the possible moderating role of trait anger and trait anxiety in the link
between daily interpersonal conflicts and daily exposure to bullying behaviours in the
initial phase of a potential escalation. The sample consisted of naval cadets from the
Royal Norwegian Naval Academy, who participated in a sea voyage on board a tall

ship sailing from Northern Europe to North America. The cadets responded to a general



questionnaire prior to the voyage, as well as a daily questionnaire over a period of 30
days. The hierarchical structure of the data enables us to nest the daily measurements
within persons, applying multilevel analysis investigating both day-level and person-
level predictors. The findings showed that daily interpersonal conflicts predicted next-
day interpersonal conflicts and same-day exposure to bullying behaviours. Further, the
findings showed that trait anger, but not trait anxiety moderated the relationship
between daily interpersonal conflicts in the prediction of next-day interpersonal
conflicts as well as same-day exposure to bullying behaviours. The findings of Paper 3
implies that interpersonal conflicts persist and have an immediate effect on exposure
to bullying behaviours, and that this is particularly the case for individuals high, versus

low, on trait anger.

In conclusion, the findings of this thesis contribute to shed light on several aspects of
the initial phases of the complex bullying process and how it is affected by various risk
factors at different levels. Interpersonal conflict, role conflict, workload, and cognitive
demands are all situational factors experienced at the individual level found to be
decisive factors in predicting reports of exposure to workplace bullying. At the same
time, the present findings show how both contextual factors and individual factors can
influence the role that these situational risk factors potentially play in relation to
bullying. The findings from Paper 1 and 2 highlight the importance of contextual
factors at the group-level as moderators in the antecedent—bullying relationship, as the
organizational climate is found to play a critical role in both accelerating and
preventing workplace bullying, at least in relation to some antecedents. The findings
from Paper 3 bring about new insight regarding the short-time dynamic in the
relationship between interpersonal conflicts and exposure to bullying behaviours, as it
is found to exist already within the same day. Further, the findings from Paper 3 also
show how individual factors may intervene in the antecedent—bullying relationship, as
employee trait-characteristics are found to influence the relationship between
interpersonal conflicts and exposure to bullying, here on a daily level. Future research
aimed at explaining why workplace bullying occurs is also likely to benefit from
implementing multilevel approaches and to simultaneously investigate situational-,

contextual-, and individual factors. Obtaining a better understanding of the risk factors,
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possible protective factors and how these different factors may interact with each other
in predicting exposure to workplace bullying, have important implications both for

theoretical and applied reasons.



11

List of Publications

Paper 1
Zahlquist, L., Hetland, J., Skogstad, A., Bakker, A. B., & Einarsen, S. V. (2019). Job

demands as risk factors of exposure to bullying at work: The moderating role
of team-level conflict management climate. Frontiers in Psychology, 10, 2017.

https://doi.org/fc8r

Paper 11

Zahlquist, L., Hetland, J., Notelaers, G., Rosander, M., Einarsen, S. V. (2023). When
the going gets tough and the environment is rough: The role of departmental
level hostile work climate in the relationship between job stressors and

workplace bullying. International Journal of Environmental Research and

Public Health, 20(5), 4464. https://doi.org/jzfd

Paper 111

Zahlquist, L., Hetland, J., Einarsen, S. V., Bakker, A. B., Hoprekstad, @. L., Espevik,
R., Olsen, O. K. (2022). Daily interpersonal conflicts and daily exposure to
bullying behaviors at work: The moderating roles of trait anger and trait
anxiety.  Applied  Psychology: An  International — Review, 1-22.
https://doi.org/jhj3

The published papers are licenced under Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International

Licence: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0).



12

Contents
SCIENTIFIC ENVIRONIMENT ....cucoiitiiincsiscuenessestus st sessssssssas s ssssss st stsess st sessss sss sasses sessns sessesess sssstssessessus st sesssssessns sesssnens 3
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTRS .....couininniriinsnssssssssesiasssssessssssssasssssessssasssssesssss sssssssssassssssesass ssssenass sosens .4
Y 2 112 Y o 7
LIST OF PUBLICATIONS 11
CONTENTS w.ceiininictsissesssscssssesess st sestas st sesess sessas et ses s st sts a0s ss8 sbs et sabsbs 00 s08E4S 8 S48 428 S8 S00 i S04 8 abe e sbR SRS et seneRS st sbibes 12
1. INTRODUCGTION ...cciiiiiintiiniesaninsisiassesssesssssssssssesss sesssssssssssas sesssssssssssns sssassssssssssssssssssnssss sssssssns 14
1.1 THE CONCEPT OF WORKPLACE BULLYING ...cuctiitiiesiieiteie sttt sttt st et s s e ebe e e ses e et neneee 18
1.1.1 Historical DACKGIrOUNG .....c.cvieietieieiesee sttt ettt es e s e s st ettt st s enns e een 18
11,2 DEFINITION cetieiee ettt et et s s e et st st st s b bt s 19
1.1.3 Prevanience and CONSEUENCES ........c.eueeueeeueurreeinsiresesiseseasesssssessesesssssssesssasesessnssenssssssssens 22
1.2 ANTECEDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTAL PATHWAYS TO WORKPLACE BULLYING ....c.covvmerieireiereniines 24
1.2.1 The role of SItUAtioNal FACTOrS .....c.c.euivirceiirre sttt s e 26
1.2.2 The role of coNteXtUI FACLOTS .....c.veueieeeieiie et s es e e 31
1.2.3 The role of iNdiVIdUal faCLOrS .....ceieeiurire vttt st et s 35
1.3 AIMS AND HYPOTHESES OF THE THESIS ....cuvuitirinieeirteeciie et eeresseasse et seesss s e enssasses e sessenensenns 37
2. IMETHODS ...ouirinincesise s s sesessssests s s sasassssssas s sessas sessessss ssssassas ssssnsasssssass sessnsses 41
2.1 PROCEDURES AND SAIMPLES .....oiiiiteiutimiirie et sereesens e setsesstsens e s e ses s essess s st st enseesesssensensssene 41

2.2 MEASURES

2.2, 1 PrEAICLOLS w.uvevitiee ettt st ettt et et et st s e st et s st et s b et i b e st sen e enm s enne s 42

2.2.2 IMIOTEIALOIS w.oeviveitieeseeiae st ettt ettt ettt eb s s st s et b et s he et ea s b ses e ses e sttt e b nea sen 44

2.2.3 Outcome

2.2.4 CONTIOI VANIADIES ..ottt s ettt e s s s s e st be st 47



2.3 STATISTICAL ANALYSIS ..ottt st st st s et s s s b b s bbb e b en e 47
2.3 1 PAPET | ettt et e e e e st et e e e r et e n e enes 48
2.3, 2 PAPEE I ettt ettt e e st e s e et ee et se e en e ehe s ene e 48
2.3 3 PAPEE I ettt e e e et e e e s e e e b bt s e ne s nen e 49

2.4 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

BLRESULTS .ottt sttt s s s ses s sa st sassss s ses s sesass sassss sus sesass sesass sessss sas senens sesass sesass ses snsess sesasssenssssesssnsassssansene 51

BULPAPER | ettt s s s s bR R bR s bbb s a s s 51

3.2 PAPERII

BLBPAPER I oottt sttt ettt e e et s et e s e b e b e b et £t ea s b ehenea b et b neas 53

A, DISCUSSION .....cooiiiiniintineinsinssssassssssssassssssssassnssssses sassessas sesses sassessas sesssssesssssss sesssssssssssssssssssssssessssssssesssss sesessassassassass 54
4.1 DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS ...cutiteueitnietit ettt et seies et et s es e st st ee et s s s eae s s s s sesaessneene sesbenaneesas 54

4.1.1 The relationship between work-related situational factors and bullying .........c.cccccceeeee. 54

4.1.2 The moderating role of workgroup climate in the stressor—bullying relationship .......... 56

4.1.3 The relationship between interpersonal conflicts and bullying..........cccccececvereeiicirnene... 58

4.1.4 The moderating role of individual factors in the interpersonal conflicts—bullying

FEIATIONSINID oottt et et e st s es e et bbb b et et eb et e eb e 59

4.2 THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS ....ootiiiti ettt st st st s s s s st st snasaan 61

4.3 METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS, STRENGHTS AND IMPLICATIONS

4.3.1 Sample and eneralizability .........ccoeeviiieneiiieniiie sttt et et 64

4.3.2 Study design and INSEIUMENTS .......oceieuire ettt st ses e st et ee st ses e 66

4.4 PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS ..ottt sttt et et sttt es s bt ettt et ebeeateaeabe st saesaeebennas 68

5. CONCLUSION ....uuiiiiiiirireniesnsisesisssssssssssssessssessssssssasesessnsssssssssssssassss sasssssss sosens 71

REFERENCES et s sa e sae e aeR e SR see seReseR see R eR Rt eReste sen eRaenene 72




14

1. INTRODUCTION

Exposure to workplace bulling and harassment has been documented to be a severe
psychosocial stressor in contemporary workplaces, potentially having detrimental
negative consequences for the health and well-being of the targeted employees
(Boudrias et al., 2021; Mikkelsen et al., 2020; Nielsen et al., 2014; Verkuil et al., 2015),
as well as for bystanders and for the organization where it occurs (Hoel et al., 2020;
Holm et al., 2023; Nielsen et al., 2021). Workplace bullying has been described as an
escalating process consisting of repeated and systematic exposure to negative social
behaviours while at work, a treatment that over time makes it ever more difficult for
the target to defend oneself in the actual situations (Einarsen et al., 2020). Despite
extensive knowledge about the negative consequences of exposure to workplace
bullying, less is known about the possible developmental pathways and antecedents of
becoming a target of workplace bullying (Baillien et al., 2009; Nielsen & Einarsen,
2018; Rai & Agarwal, 2018). In order to prevent workplace bullying and its damaging
consequences, there is a need to understand both risk factors and protective factors, and
the mechanisms involved in the bullying process. Although workplace bullying is
claimed to be the result of a complex process, found to be influenced by a range of
person-related, work-related and contextual factors (Samnani & Singh, 2012), few
studies have yet investigated this complexity (Rai & Agarwal, 2018), at least this was

the case at the onset of this project.

To date, the work environment hypothesis (Einarsen et al., 1994; Einarsen et al., 2020;
Leymann, 1996) has been the prevailing overarching theoretical framework for
studying antecedents of bullying, with a parallel stream of research looking at
personality and other individual characteristics of those involved (see Zapf & Einarsen,
2020). The work environment hypothesis claims that a poorly organized work
environment in the department/work-unit may lead to bullying by creating stress,
frustration and conflicts among employees, often in combination with the lack of
adequate management (Tuckey et al., 2022; Agotnes et al., 2018) and in the presence
of a prevailing destructive organizational climate within the working group. In support

of this proposition, several situational factors, like role conflict, excessive workloads
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and high cognitive demands are consistently documented as predictors of self-reported
exposure to workplace bullying (Baillien & De Witte, 2009; Bowling & Beehr, 2006;
Einarsen et al., 1994; Notelaers et al., 2013). Although the link between such situational
factors has been firmly substantiated (Janssens et al., 2016; Notelaers et al., 2013; Salin
& Hoel, 2020), knowledge regarding whether specific contextual factors or individual
factors may contribute to strengthen or buffer these relationships, has been less
investigated. Such studies of the moderators in bullying—stressor relationships have
been strongly called for in the literature (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018; Rai & Agarwal,
2018; Samnani & Singh, 2016). When examining the antecedents of workplace
bullying empirically, previous research has mainly focused on situational factors
experienced directly by individuals, such as to what extent employees experience role
conflict or a high workload, and whether these are directly related to experiencing
exposure to bullying behaviours. However, a central assumption in the present thesis
is that risk factors may exist on different levels of the organization and that these may
interact to reinforce the individuals’ risk of exposure to bullying, hence taking a target

perspective in this respect.

At the onset of this project, such interactional effects of potential risk factors were
relatively poorly understood (Samnani & Singh, 2016). Hence, scholars in the field
requested that situational factors, contextual factors and individual factors should be
investigated in combination, revealing both potential additive and interactional effects
(Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018). Approaching workplace bullying in this manner, by
investigating different sets of variables from different levels may help to get a better
understanding of the workplace bullying process and help identify the key moderating
conditions across multiple levels (Leon-Perez et al., 2021; Rai & Agarwal, 2018;

Samnani & Singh, 2016).

In aiming to bring about more systematic knowledge as to why bullying occurs in
workplaces, focusing on those targeted, the three studies constituting the present thesis
are explicitly aimed at investigating the interaction of risk factors and mechanisms in

predicting exposure to bullying, including individual-level risk factors and group- and
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departmental factors as moderators. More specifically, under which conditions, when
and for whom will the presence of risk factors be related to exposure to bullying
behaviours. In the present thesis, the interaction of several previously known situational
risk factors and two main mechanisms, are investigated. The first mechanism is a
contextual factor, as we test whether the perceived organizational climate on a group-
level, by comparing different work-units, moderate the relationship between well
documented situational antecedents and stressors on the one hand and exposure to
workplace bullying on the other. Different organizational climate constructs are
investigated in this respect since an organizational climate may both serve as an
organizational resource and as a distal stressor and additional demand. Here we look at
the role of a hostile work climate in the department, where interpersonal conflicts and
aggression prevails, as a potential additional stressor, and a conflict management
climate as a potential resource and protective factor. These are among the first studies
to empirically test the potential role that department/work-unit-level organizational
climates can play in accelerating or preventing workplace bullying when employees
are exposed to individual-level stressors in the psychosocial work environment.
Organizational climate, e.g., psychosocial safety climate, has been related to the
occurrence of workplace bullying in some studies, as well as acting as a moderator in
bullying—outcome relationships (Dollard et al., 2017; Escartin et al., 2021; Plimmer et
al., 2022). An important contribution of the present studies is to study both the possible
buffering and accelerating effect of the work-related situational factors and exposure
to bullying relationships when taking into account the immediate department/work-unit

climate.

The second moderating mechanism investigated in the present thesis is an individual
individual-level factor, as we examine whether two personality traits, trait anger and
trait anxiety respectively, may affect the relationship between being involved in
interpersonal conflicts and exposure to bullying behaviours. Whereas the personality
of targets of workplace bullying has mainly been studied in order to explain why
bullying may occur (Coyne et al., 2000; Glasg et al., 2007; Reknes et al., 2021), few

studies have examined the potential moderating role of personality in the development
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and escalating process of workplace bullying (Rai & Agarwal, 2018). An additional
contribution is that we here study these relationships on a daily basis, employing a diary

study and a within-person design.

Finally, all three studies constituting the present thesis employ multilevel research
designs, both when individuals are nested within departments/work-units and when we
address timepoints within persons. Nesting individuals within departments/work-units
provide us with important information about constructive and destructive differences
across departments and work-units that can affect the relationship between known risk
factors and exposure to bullying, while person-centred studies may provide us with
information concerning the daily dynamics of the studied relationships. The wide use
of static cross-sectional designs, not considering the dynamic nature of studied
constructs and their interrelationships, has been noted as a general limitation within the
research on workplace bullying (Cole et al., 2016). Taken together, I believe that
knowledge capturing this complexity in the development, continuity and context of the
workplace bullying process is important to further our understanding of how to detect,

prevent, and manage escalating workplace bullying at an early stage.
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1.1 The Concept of Workplace Bullying

1.1.1 Historical background

As a research field, workplace bullying is still a relatively young field, with the first
empirical publications in the late 1980s (Matthiesen et al., 1989). These first
publications have their origin in Scandinavia and were in part influenced by the
pioneering work of Peter-Paul Heinemann (1972) and Dan Olweus (1978) on bullying
among schoolchildren, employing the Scandinavian term mobbing . While Heinemann
was most interested in the situation and context where bullying occurred, Olweus focus
was primarily on the role of those involved. Hence, the term bullying originates from
research on school bullying and was used for the first time to describe bullying among
adults in the workplace in the book Mobbing: Psychological Violence at Workplaces
by the Swedish-German psychologist Heinz Leymann (1986). Leymann proposed that
bullying, or mobbing as he named it, had little to do with the characteristics of those
involved and highlighted organizational factors and the psychosocial work
environment as important contributors to the bullying process. Inspired by Leymann’s
work and a lot of public interest and debate, several major research projects were
initiated in Norway, Sweden, and Finland in the onset of the 1990s and were led by
researchers such as Svein M. Kile, Maarit Vartia and Stéle V. Einarsen (see Einarsen
et al., 2020). Still, the first publication that describes the phenomenon of workplace
bullying had already been published much earlier by the American psychiatrist Carroll
M. Brodsky (1976) in his book entitled The Harassed Worker. Although Brodsky never
used the term bullying in this book, but rather harassment, what he describes fits well
with how workplace bullying is characterized. Over many years Brodsky did a
thorough job in his work with more than thousand patients who claimed to be socially
“injured” at work and who experienced serious mental and psychosomatic health
problems as a result. This formed the basis for his book where he describes the patterns
he saw among his patients, the process of this harassment, how it was manifested in the
work situation and how it affected the worker, colleagues, family, and the society

around them.
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The pioneering work of Olweus, Leymann, and Brodsky has made important
contributions in terms of how the bullying phenomenon is understood and treated in
more recent research. From the late 1990s until today there has been a steady increase
in publications and the interest in workplace bullying has spread all over the world
(Einarsen et al., 2020). While the main emphasis of the early bullying research naturally
was aimed at understanding bullying as a phenomenon, as well as documenting its
prevalence and consequences, the focus has later gradually shifted towards antecedents
and mechanisms in the bullying process (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018; Rai & Agarwal,

2018).

1.1.2 Definition

A well-established definition of workplace bullying is the one presented by Einarsen

et al. (2020, p. 26), building on the work of Olweus and Leymann:

“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 escalated 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.”

Hence, workplace bullying is about exposure to negative unwanted and illegitimate
behaviour at work, mainly from co-workers and superiors. According to this definition
the concept of workplace bullying is however characterized by three central criteria
(Einarsen et al., 2020), the first of which are that the said negative acts are repeated
regularly. Bullying is therefore not about single and isolated episodes or events, but
behaviours that are repeatedly and persistently directed towards one or more targets
from other organizational members. The second criterion is the prolonged nature of
this exposure to negative acts and other unwanted social experiences. In line with this,

Leymann (1996) suggested that in order to be considered as a victim of workplace
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bullying, one should 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.
The last central characteristic of workplace bullying is an imbalance of power between
the parties (Einarsen et al., 1994; Leymann, 1996), where the victim perceives that he
or she has few resources, to defend against the negative acts. Hence, it is not considered
as bullying, but rather a conflict, if the parties are of equal strength (Olweus, 1993).
Yet, the presented definition focuses mainly on long term and severe victimization

from systematic and frequent negative acts.

The negative social acts, in the present thesis referred to as exposure to bullying
behaviours, can either be work-related, such as withholding of information that affect
the target’s work performance, having key areas of responsibility removed or replaced
with more trivial or unpleasant tasks, or they can be person-related, such as gossip and
rumours about you being spread or being the target of spontaneous anger (Notelaers &
Einarsen, 2013). Bullying also tend to include acts of social exclusion and non-

inclusion, as well as more physical acts of intimidation (Einarsen et al., 2009).

Workplace bullying is further described theoretically to be a process that gradually
escalates (see Einarsen et al., 2020), as it has shown to manifest itself in low as well as
high intensities (Conway et al., 2018; Notelaers & Einarsen, 2013). This implies that
one may study bullying as an end state of severe long-term exposure, where exposure
to bullying is seen as an either-or situation. However, we may also see exposure to
bullying as a gradually escalating process on a continuum, from the systematic, yet
occasional exposure, to intense, frequent and long-term exposure and victimization.
Lastly, we may also study specific events and situations that can be studied individually

and as they happen (e.g., on a daily basis).

The research on workplace bullying has traditionally, and especially in the European
tradition, focused on the target, who may be exposed to such acts from a range of
sources and perpetrators, and where the total exposure and the total burden put on the
target is at the hearth of the experience. In the present thesis we therefor follow the

European tradition and investigate the targets exposure to bullying behaviours, where
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we investigate exposure to workplace bullying as occurring on a dimension from
occasional to severe levels of exposure (Einarsen et al., 2020). In addition, we
investigate exposure to bullying behaviours as they play out on a day-to-day basis (see
also Agotnes et al., 2021). This is not to say that research on individual perpetrators

and bullies are not important but falls outside of the scope of the present research.

Assessment

Today, after more than 30 years of research on workplace bullying, the field, at least
in the Western world, has come a long way in terms of having a well-established
definition of the concept, a clear idea of what kind of behaviours and experiences that
are involved, as well as having validated measurements of these behaviours and
experiences. In general, workplace bullying research has been dominated by the use of
quantitative methods and especially so self-report surveys (Neall & Tuckey, 2014).
Today the two most common measurement strategies to assess exposure to workplace
bullying are the self-labelling method and the behavioural experience method (Nielsen
et al., 2020). When applying the self-labelling method, the respondents are asked a
single question which is to indicate whether they consider themselves as targets of
workplace bullying or not, within a specific time period. In some studies, a definition
of workplace bullying is presented alongside with this question (e.g., Einarsen &
Skogstad, 1996; O’Moore et al., 2003), while in other studies, the question is not asked
including a preceding definition (e.g., Lewis, 1999; Rayner, 1997).

When applying the behavioural experience method, the respondents are asked whether
and how often they have been exposed to different negative social acts typical of
workplace bullying scenarios, often by presenting a list of bullying behaviours and

refereeing to a given timespan, often six or 12 months.

Several different scales have been developed to measure exposure to bullying
behaviours, such as the Generalized Workplace Harassment Questionnaire (GWHQ;
Rospenda & Richman, 2004) and the Leymann Inventory of Psychological Terror
(LIPT; Leymann, 1990). However, the inventory that is most frequently used, both in

the Norwegian context and internationally (Nielsen et al., 2020), is the Negative Act
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Questionnaire-Revised (NAQ-R; Einarsen et al., 2009) and its shorter version the S-
NAQ (Notelaers, Van der Heijden, Hoel, et al., 2018). The NAQ-R describes different
types of behaviours, being both personal and work-related, as well as intimidating, that
can be perceived as bullying if they occur at regular intervals and with a certain
frequency. In this questionnaire the word bullying is never mentioned, which may
make this a more objective and behaviour focused measurement of exposure to

bullying than are the self-labelling method.

In the three studies constituting the present thesis we apply the behavioural experience
method and scales based on the NAQ-R. This was deemed most appropriate
considering the aim of the present thesis which is to obtain a better understanding of
the risk factors associated with exposure to bullying. In doing this we investigate the
whole range of experienced exposure to bullying, from the initial phase of the bullying
process with low intensity of unwanted negative acts up to full-blown cases of bullying
where the bullying behaviours consolidate and become a stable situation. Hence, we

conceptualized this whole range as exposure to bullying behaviours.

1.1.3 Prevalence and consequences

On a global level it is estimated that approximately 15% of the workforce are exposed
to some level of workplace bullying at any given time (Nielsen et al., 2010). Still, there
is great variation in the reported prevalence rates when comparing different parts of the
world and the measurement methods applied. For instance, it is found that studies
applying the behavioural experience method report an average rate of 14.8% bullying,
while studies using the self-labelling method with a definition in average report a rate
of 11.3% bullying (Nielsen et al., 2010). Further, when comparing different parts of
the world, Scandinavian countries seem to have considerably lower bullying rates
compared to other European countries and the US (Le6n-Pérez et al., 2021; Nielsen et
al., 2010; Van de Vliert et al., 2013; Zapf et al., 2020). Lastly, prevalence rates are also
found to be related to demographical factors such as gender and occupation. More
specifically, studies have shown that gender-balance at the workplace may be a
potential protective factor for bullying (e.g., Eriksen & Einarsen, 2004; Nielsen &
Einarsen, 2018; Rosander et al., 2022; Salin, 2003a) and that high prevalence of
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bullying has for instance been associated with organizations with many employees and
unskilled workers in some countries (e.g., Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Ortega et al.,
2009). Regardless of the variety in prevalence, bullying at work is still perceived as a
severe workplace stressor, being related to a range of negative outcomes (Boudrias et

al., 2021; Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012).

Over the last decades, workplace bullying research has thoroughly documented its
detrimental consequences for those exposed, for bystanders and even for organizations
and societies at large (Hoel et al., 2020; Mikkelsen et al., 2020; Nielsen et al., 2021).
Being a target of workplace bullying is found to be associated with a range of both
mental and physical health problems (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012). Although workplace
bullying is found to be most strongly associated with psychological health outcomes,
such as post-traumatic stress symptoms, depression, anxiety (Nielsen & FEinarsen,
2012), it is also found to have a negative impact on physical health, such as headache
(Tynes et al., 2013), chronic neck pain (Kairié et al., 2012) and fibromyalgia (Kivimaki
et al., 2004). In addition, targets of bullying are found to have more negative job
attitudes, as well as increased intentions to leave their employment (Rodriguez-Mufioz
et al., 2009; Aarestad et al., 2020). Further, a recent longitudinal study among Swedish
workers, found that employees who observe colleges being bullying, without being
exposed themselves and without intervening, also report increased mental health
problems (Nielsen et al., 2021). Subsequently, due to these effects on health and job
attitudes, which may result in reduced productivity, higher sick leave and turnover,
expenses in relation to legal processes and mental health treatment for victims (Hoel et
al., 2020; Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012), organizations and societies will ultimately suffer
financial loss. Hence, although the prevalence of bullying is relatively low, at least in
Scandinavia, the consequences can be vast, which is why a better understanding of
potential risk factors and protective factors related to the onset of workplace bullying

is so important.
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1.2 Antecedents and Developmental Pathways to
Workplace Bullying

Research on antecedents of workplace bullying has for many years been divided
between studies either merely focusing on situational and contextual factors (e.g.,
Einarsen et al., 1994; Merildinen & Koiv, 2018; Skogstad et al., 2011) or individual
factors (e.g., Coyne et al., 2000; Nielsen & Knardahl, 2015). The prevailing theory for
studying antecedents of bullying has been the work environment hypothesis (Einarsen
et al.,, 1994; Leymann, 1996), claiming that negative and poorly organized work
environments may lead to bullying of exposed individuals, by creating stress and
conflicts among employees, especially so when combined with the lack of active
leadership intervention and/or in situations of a hostile work climate. In support of this
proposition, the work environment factors that most consistently have been found in
relation to employees reporting exposure to bullying are high levels of role stressors
(e.g., Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Van den Brande et al., 2016), heavy workloads (e.g.,
Agervold, 2009; Salin, 2003b), high cognitive demands (e.g., Notelaers et al., 2010;
Van den Brande et al., 2016), a poor social climate (e.g., Einarsen et al., 1994; Vartia,
1996) and poor management styles (e.g., Hauge et al., 2011; Tuckey et al., 2022;
Agotnes et al., 2018). The work environment hypothesis is also a central theoretical
framework in the present thesis, as most of the studied antecedents are situational work-

related factors and contextual factors in the form of social climates.

On the other hand, a parallel explanation and stream of research, known as the
individual characteristics hypothesis (Aquino & Thau, 2009; Zapf & Einarsen, 2020),
claims that individual characteristics, such as personality, increase the risk of being
bullied or acting out perpetrator behaviour. Although individual factors alone, are
found not to be as strong risk factors as work environment factors (Nielsen & Einarsen,
2018), recent studies indicate that there are vulnerability factors that may, in
combination with unfavourable working conditions, make some employees more
vulnerable for exposure to bullying (e.g., Reknes et al., 2019; Van den Brande et al.,

2020).



25

In line with this, it is currently more common to perceive the development of bullying
as a complex and dynamic process, influenced by a range of different situational-,
contextual- and individual factors (Samnani & Singh, 2016). Yet, there is still a scarcity
of empirical studies taking such an interactionist approach and, not the least, theories
and frameworks that integrate different perspectives when explaining the occurrence
of workplace bullying. Based on the aim to integrate these different lines of research
in explaining how antecedents may develop into workplace bullying, Baillien et al.
(2009) conducted a comprehensive study where 87 real-life bullying cases were
analysed, resulting in an empirical model called the three-way model (see Figure 1).
The three-way model suggests that workplace bullying seems to results out of three
tracks or pathways within a global model (Baillien et al., 2009). In track one, workplace
bullying is a result of frustrations or strains, in track two it is a result of interpersonal
conflict and in track three it is a consequence of aspects within the team or organization,
such as the social climate in the department. In addition, work-related antecedents,
team- and individual characteristics may influence these pathways either by causing
frustration or conflict, directly encourage bullying or affecting the targets coping
possibilities. However, as the three-way model is based on qualitative case studies,
Baillien et al. (2009) encourage components of the different tracks, and factors that
may influence the different tracks, to be empirically tested with quantitative research

designs as well.

For the present thesis, the three-way model serves as an overarching theoretical
framework, that complements and extends the work environment hypothesis, as it
incorporates situational-, contextual- and individual factors in explaining the
developmental pathways to workplace bullying. Subsequently, all three studies
constituting the present thesis, can be placed within the three-way model, as they all
investigate different parts of the proposed model. Overall, this is a complex model, and
in the present thesis we chose to examine the first two pathways starting either with
frustrations or strains, or interpersonal conflict. In addition, we tested whether factors
either related to the team/work-unit or to the individual would affect these pathways.

In the following, the three categories of antecedents and potential mechanisms
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investigated in the present thesis will be clarified, as well as their role and how they are

studied in the three papers.

Figure 1

The three-way model of workplace bullying.
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1.2.1 The role of situational factors

Situational factors are factors at the individual-level that employees experience during
their workday and that may vary for instance from day to day, such as interpersonal
conflicts. It may also be work-related factors such as role conflict, workload, and
cognitive demands that makes it burden gradually over time. The work-related risk
factors are described by the work environment hypothesis (Einarsen et al., 1994;

Leymann, 1996) and thought to cause frustration and strain in both targets and
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perpetrators alike, further causing interpersonal conflicts, and potentially escalating
into acts and perceptions of workplace bullying. These work-related situational risk
factors are further associated with the first bullying pathway in the three way model,
as these factors may be the origin of the frustration or strain (Baillien et al., 2009), but
may also be underlying factors causing interpersonal conflicts in the second pathway
to bullying. Interpersonal conflict is also incorporated in the work environment
hypothesis since the link between work-related factors and bullying is assumed to go
thru escalating conflicts. According to the three-way model, interpersonal conflict is
considered both to be related to frustration and strain, but is also in itself the starting

point of the second pathway to bullying (see Figure 1) (Baillien et al., 2009).

Role conflict

Role requirements are requirements and expectations that for instance supervisors,
colleges and subordinates, and even customers and clients, have towards us. When
these expectations are either unclear, ambiguous, conflicting, or overwhelming we may
feel unable to meet these requirements and expectations, and role stress occurs. Role
stressors include mainly role ambiguity, role conflict, and role overload. Out of these,
role conflict is generally the one with the strongest relationship with exposure to
bullying (Balducci et al., 2012). Additionally, when comparing role conflict with other
work-related situational factors, it is again found to be among the strongest predictors
of bullying (Baillien & De Witte, 2009; Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Einarsen et al., 1994).
Role conflict can be defined as the simultaneous existence of two or more sets of
expectations toward the same person, such that compliance with one makes compliance
with the other difficult (Beehr et al., 1995; Kahn et al., 1964). Experiencing high
degrees of conflicting expectations and demands from leaders or colleges is found to
be associated with stress and frustration, as it may hinder efficient goal attainment at
work (Kahn & Byosiere, 1992). Having several and incompatible roles may also create
frustration in relation to others in the working environment, which can cause
interpersonal conflicts to arise and escalate. This further aligns with the work
environment hypothesis (Einarsen et al., 1994; Leymann, 1996), claiming that the

association between role conflict and workplace bullying is due to the creation of strain
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and frustration in the working group or at least the target-to-be, which may then
escalate into harsh conflicts and potentially bullying. According to the three-way model
of workplace bullying, role conflict may be an underlying factor that can contribute to
the onset of both track one, frustration and strain, and track two, instigating

interpersonal conflict, which again may escalate into bullying episodes.

There may be several explanations for the association between role conflict and
bullying, either that role conflicts serve as an ambient stressor that both targets and
potential offenders perceive, or that the perceived stress cause behavioural changes in
the target, that further elicit reactions from other employees against the target (Einarsen
et al., 1994; Elias, 1986; Samnani & Singh, 2016). Building on the conservation of
resources theory (Hobfoll, 1988, 1989), employees who already experience high levels
of role conflict may have less resources to cope when exposed to negative behaviours,
hence making them more vulnerable. As both job demands and exposure to bullying
behaviours are stressors that involve resource loss, this may initiate a reinforcing cycle

of further resource loss (Hobfoll, 2002).

Workload

In addition to role conflict, experiencing high workload is found to be another
important precursor of exposure to bullying (e.g., Baillien & De Witte, 2009; Hauge et
al., 2007; Agotnes et al., 2021). The term workload can be described as the amount and
speed of work to be performed, which is whether you need to work fast or extra hard
to get your tasks done (Van Veldhoven & Meijman, 1994). In line with the three-way
model and the work environment hypothesis, experiencing high workload over time,
and especially without sufficient resources, may result in strain and conflict escalation,
potentially resulting in real or perceived bullying (Baillien & De Witte, 2009; Hauge
et al., 2007). As with the role conflict-bullying relationship, the relationship between
workload and exposure to bullying has been explained in similar ways, for instance
that workload either serves as an ambient stressor, effecting both targets and bullies, or
that employees who experience high workload become stressed and act in ways that
irritate colleagues and superiors, which further trigger or fuel a bullying process

(Einarsen et al., 1994; Elias, 1986; Samnani & Singh, 2016). It has also been argued
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that being exposed to high workload over time can be a risk factor for conflict
escalation, since those involved have sparse time and limited resources for conflict
resolution (Knorz & Zapf, 1996). This further aligns well with the underpinnings of the
conservation of resources theory, that those being exposed to high levels of job
demands will be more vulnerable and less able to defend when exposed to bullying
behaviours (Hobfoll, 1988, 1989; Rousseau et al., 2014), which again may lead to a

more negative perception of one’s social working environment.

Cognitive demands

While workload is a quantitative job demand, experiencing high levels of qualitative
job demands, in the present thesis termed cognitive demands, may also serve as a
situational risk-factor for bullying exposure. Cognitive demands can be described as
the need to concentrate one’s attention on several things at the same time, persistently
be concentrated and careful in one’s work, or having many things to remember while
conducting the work (Van Veldhoven & Meijman, 1994). Although cognitive demands
have received far less research attention, it may be as stressful as time constraints and
influences how one behaves and interacts with colleges (Notelaers et al., 2010). What
distinguishes cognitive demands from workload is perhaps first and foremost that
cognitive demands are not as visible as having high workloads, and because of that,
others may neither see nor understand your reactions. Accordingly, Hoel et al. (2002)
argue that cognitive demands are positively related to workplace bullying and argue
that stressed out employees may voice their concern about the high cognitive demands,
which may result in negative reactions and in some cases in conflict escalation, finally
even resulting in acts of bullying (Baillien et al., 2009). Additionally, as with role
conflict and workload, the association between cognitive demands and exposure to
bullying behaviours may also be a consequence of cognitive demands serving as an
ambient stressor, affecting both targets and bullies, or that those involved will have
sparse time and limited resources for conflict resolution and management (Knorz &
Zapf, 1996). Again, this aligns well with the underpinnings of the conservation of

resources theory, that those being exposed to high levels of job demands will be more
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vulnerable and less able to defend when exposed to bullying behaviours (Hobfoll,

1988, 1989; Rousseau et al., 2014).

Interpersonal conflict

Conflict and disagreement are a natural part of working life and can even be a source
of development and learning if they are task-related (De Dreu, 1997; De Dreu &
Gelfand, 2008). However, when conflicts escalate and become interpersonal, they can
be harmful. According to the three-way model of workplace bullying (Baillien et al.,
2009) and the work environment hypothesis (Leymann, 1996), interpersonal conflict is
a central situational antecedent of workplace bullying (Einarsen et al., 1994; Zapf &
Gross, 2001). An interpersonal conflict can be defined as “a negative interpersonal
encounter characterized by a contentious exchange, hostility or aggression” (Ilies et al.,
2011, p. 46). The relationship between conflict and bullying is theorized to be a process
where the conflict gradually escalates into bullying over time, if not managed properly
(Einarsen, 1999; Zapf & Gross, 2001). However, even though interpersonal conflict
and workplace bullying are strongly interrelated, recent studies have demonstrated that
they are conceptually and empirically different phenomenon (Baillien et al., 2017,

Notelaers, Van der Heijden, Guenter, et al., 2018).

Although interpersonal conflicts are found to be one of the strongest risk factors for
exposure to workplace bullying (e.g., Baillien et al., 2016; Leon-Perez et al., 2015;
Agotnes et al., 2018), most of these studies have applied either cross-sectional or
longitudinal designs over a longer period of time, which means that little is still known
about how this escalation occurs and especially the short-time dynamics in this
relationship (Cole et al., 2016). Since the aim of the present thesis is to better our
understanding of antecedents and risk factors related to the onset of workplace
bullying, we chose to investigate the initial phase of the interpersonal conflict-bullying
pathway. Subsequently, according to the three-way model, interpersonal conflict is the
only episodic factor at work that may alone lead to workplace bullying. As both
interpersonal conflicts and workplace bullying are constructs with a dynamic nature,
the relationship between these variables may differ not only at a person-level, but also

on the day-level (Kozlowski & Klein, 2000). Conflicts are events that can occur quickly
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and be fleeting, but at the same time have the potential to escalate and even turn into
or elicit acts of bullying while also making those involved vulnerable and anxious as
the outcomes of conflicts are generally difficult to predict (see also Van de Vliert,
1998). Hence, to investigate the short-term dynamics and whether these relationships
even play out on a day-to-day basis can provide not only a better theoretical
understanding of the bullying process, but also valuable knowledge in a bullying

prevention perspective.

1.2.2 The role of contextual factors

Contextual factors are factors which reflect a particular context, such as characteristics
unique to a particular organization or workgroup. This can for instance be the culture
or the climate in the organization or workgroup. Already in the very first publication
that addressed bullying and harassment in working life, the psychiatrist Brodsky
(1976), claimed that for harassment to occur there needs to be a culture or climate that
permits or rewards it. Subsequently, a poor social climate was found to be one of the
strongest risk factors for bullying in one of the first studies that tested the work
environment hypothesis (Einarsen et al., 1994). The work environment hypothesis has
also proposed the social climate in the work group as an important risk factor, in itself

or in combination with the above stressors.

The concepts of organizational culture and climate are to some extent overlapping
perspectives for understanding the experiences people have at work (Denison, 1996).
However, the culture is considered to be closer related to the organizational level and
the perceptions of top management, while the climate is associated with the
team/department/work-unit-level and is considered to be more tangible and closer
related to the actual behaviours carried out by the organizational members (Schneider
et al., 2013). More precisely, the organizational climate can be defined as the shared
perceptions of and the meaning attached to the policies, practices, and procedures
employees experience and the behaviours they observe getting rewarded, supported
and expected (Schneider et al., 2013; Schneider & Reichers, 1983). One may also see
climate as the perceptions of the prevailing attitudes, emotions and social relations

characterizing a given work group or department (Ekvall, 1996). Additionally, it is
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more common to study specific types of climate, meaning that the given climate
concept has a focus, something we think off, act and react to, such as safety climate,
climate for creativity etc. (Schneider, 2000). Lastly, although the concept of
organizational climate is described as employees shared perception of a particular
aspect of the work setting (Schneider, 1975; Schneider & Reichers, 1983), most studies
on climate are still conducted on the individual-level, leaving the potential role of
organizational climate in strengthening workplace bullying underdeveloped in current

research and theory (Hutchinson et al., 2010; Neall & Tuckey, 2014).

Hence, with the aim of being consistent with the theoretical foundation of the climate
concept, the two climate constructs studied in the present thesis (i.e., conflict
management climate and hostile work climate) are investigated at the group-level by
applying a multilevel design, in the present thesis. According to the three-way model
(Baillien et al., 2009), the climate in the team or department may either directly lead to
workplace bullying (track three) or it can serve as a moderator in the other pathways to
bullying (track one and two) (see Figure 1). In the present thesis we test whether the
two climate concepts, conflict management climate and hostile work climate, interact
with situational factors in predicting exposure to bullying behaviours, yet also in this
implicitly looking at any direct link between such climates and individual-level reports

of exposure to workplace bullying.

Conflict management climate

A conflict management climate can be described as the employees’ assessments of the
organization’s conflict management procedures and practices, and of how fair and
predictable the interactions between leaders and followers in this regard are perceived
to be (Einarsen et al., 2018; Rivlin, 2001). Hence, if the conflict management climate
is considered to be strong, it indicates that the workers experience that interpersonal
conflicts in their organization is generally managed in a fair and good manner (Rivlin,
2001). In the context of workplace bullying, such a climate may serve as an important
organizational resource, as it may prevent interpersonal frustrations, irritations and
confrontations, potentially arising from stressful working conditions or mere

interpersonal issues, to escalate into bullying scenarios (Einarsen et al., 2018). In
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addition to the general request for research on moderators in the antecedents—bullying
relationship (Rai & Agarwal, 2018), there has especially been a call for studies on
possible protective factors, that is, factors that may influence the occurrence and the
impact of other work-related risk factors (Rai & Agarwal, 2018). Consequently, during
the last years there has been an increased interest for the concept of conflict
management climate and related climate constructs, such as psychosocial safety

climate (Dollard et al., 2017) in this regard.

Although a strong conflict management climate is found to be related to less self-
reported exposure to bullying behaviours (Einarsen et al., 2018), it had, at the onset of
present project, yet to be tested as a buffer in the relationship between situational
factors and exposure to workplace bullying. According to the job demands-resources
theory (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007), all jobs have specific demands and resources, that
in sum contribute to stress or motivation (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). Experiencing
high levels of job demands, such as role conflict, workload or cognitive demands, may
over time lead to strain (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007), which further may cause
interpersonal frustration and potentially bullying behaviours. However, if sufficient
contextual or individual resources are present, the job demands-resources theory claims
that these will buffer the potential negative effects of high job demands (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2007). According to the conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1988,
1989), some factors can act as resource passageways that enable or restrict employees’
ability to access, accumulate, or protect valuable resources, influencing the effect of
both resources and demands on workplace stress (Hobfoll, 2011; Rousseau et al.,
2014). In line with this, a strong conflict management climate may serve as a resource
passageway which buffer job demands at the individual-level, as it presumably leads
to an increased sense of control and available social resources, probably in combination
with effective management interventions (Einarsen et al., 2018; Hobfoll, 2011).
Although job resources are often considered to be of a physical, psychological or social
nature, organizational climate is proposed as a particularly strong resource in regard to
interpersonal and social relations (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Hence, in the present

thesis we investigate whether a strong team-level conflict management climate buffer
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the impact of the above mentioned situational work-related risk factors on exposure to

bullying behaviours.

Hostile work climate

Instead of serving as a resource, like a strong conflict management climate, the
workgroup climate can also become an additional burden or stressor (Mawritz et al.,
2014), as proposed by the work environment hypothesis. A hostile work climate can
be described as a climate where the interaction between colleagues is permeated by
escalated interpersonal conflicts and aggression. Employees who work in the same
department may then watch and learn patterns of interpersonal misbehaviour from each
other (Robinson & O'Leary-Kelly, 1998). This can then become a breeding ground for
destructive behaviour, and especially so when employees already are exposed to a high

level of other stressors (Mawritz et al., 2014).

Theoretically this can be explained by the social information processing theory
(Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978), claiming that people will seek information from the social
context surrounding them when they make choices and carry out various actions.
Hence, how employees experience the working group’s norms, practices and
procedures regarding social interaction can have a significant impact on how they react
to stress, as this may function as a frame of reference for acceptable behaviour in
stressful situations (Robinson & O'Leary-Kelly, 1998). Destructive employee
behaviour can thus be more likely to occur if such behaviour is "common practice" in
the work environment (Robinson & O'Leary-Kelly, 1998) and especially so under
strain from other stressors, such as role conflicts or high workload. In addition, working
in a department permeated with conflicts and aggression, employees are likely to
receive less social support, which is needed and may serve as a resource when exposed
to stress, thereby potentially strengthening the antecedents—bullying relationship.
Following the conservation of resource theory (Hobfoll, 1988, 1989), this would imply
that there may be a multiplying effect of situational and contextual demands (Loh et
al., 2018; Vranjes, Notelaers, et al., 2022). More specifically, a hostile climate may act
as a resource passageway as it may detract, undermine, obstruct, or impoverish peoples

or groups resource reservoirs (Hobfoll, 2011; Loh et al., 2018), which further will
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increase their stress levels, decrease their resources and hence increase their
vulnerability. Therefore, in line with the conservation of resources theory, the work
environment hypothesis (Einarsen et al., 1994; Leymann, 1996) and the three-way
model (Baillien et al., 2009), the present thesis investigate whether department-level
hostile work climate strengthen the relationship between situational work-related risk

factors and exposure to bullying behaviours.

1.2.3 The role of individual factors

Individual factors are factors related to individuals’ characteristics, such as personality
dispositions. Although the individual factors of both targets and bullies are likely to be
relevant as antecedents of bullying (e.g., Fernandez-del-Rio et al., 2021), the focus in
the present thesis is on the role of targets personality when exposed to bullying. As
bullying often occurs in situations with multiple perpetrators and it is the total burden
on the target which makes the predicament, target factors are of great relevance. While
the idea that there exists a so-called “victim personality”, explaining why some become
targets of bullying, has not gained much support in previous research (Glasg et al.,
2007; Glasg et al., 2009; Reknes et al., 2019), recent studies do indicate that some
personality dispositions seem to act as vulnerability factors when already exposed to
other stressors (Reknes et al., 2019). Along similar lines of reasoning, the three-way
model of workplace bullying (Baillien et al., 2009), suggests that personality
dispositions can influence how interpersonal conflicts are managed and by that play a
role in the model’s second pathway, where bullying is the result of escalating
interpersonal conflict (see Figure 1). Such an approach must however not be turned
into a victim-blaming perspective, as the main antecedents are still the situational
factors and of course the behaviours of the perpetrators (see also Cortina, 2017 for a

more thorough discussion).

Today the most prominent model of personality is the five factor model (McCrae &
Costa, 1987), which describes five broad bandwidth personality traits describing an
individual's tendency to think, feel, and act in consistent and certain ways over
situations (McCrae & John, 1992); extraversion, conscientiousness, agreeableness,

neuroticism, and openness to experience. A meta-analysis by Nielsen et al. (2017)
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regarding the relationship between workplace bullying and these five dimensions found
neuroticism to be the strongest correlate of exposure to workplace bullying.
Neuroticism refers to adjustment versus emotional instability and provides an
indication of whether an individual tends to be relaxed and stable, or anxious and easily
upset (Pervin, 1993). While individuals with high scores on neuroticism are more likely
to experience emotional reactions such as anger, anxiety, jealousy, guilt, and
depression, individuals at the opposite end of this dimension are more emotionally
stable and less reactive to challenging situations. Neuroticism is further divided into
six underlying narrow bandwidth facets, where recent studies indicate that especially
the sub-facets trait anger and trait anxiety seem to be important in the development of
workplace bullying (e.g., Reknes et al., 2021). Additionally, several scholars argue that
these two traits should be studied separately and not collapsed into a broader
neuroticism trait, as these sub-concepts may act differently in relation to the bullying
process (e.g., Kant et al., 2013; Reknes et al., 2021). Hence, in the present thesis we
investigate whether having a high score on either trait anger or trait anxiety strengthens
the relationship between interpersonal conflicts and exposure to bullying behaviours

on a daily level in the initial phase of a potential conflict escalation or de-escalation.

Trait anger and trait anxiety

According to the three-way model, the way people react in conflict situations may
influence further escalation or de-escalation (Baillien et al., 2009; Zapf & Einarsen,
2020), which implies that conflicts quickly can change expression and intensity (Van
de Vliert, 1984). This means that interpersonal conflicts can be regarded as dynamic
processes where perceptions, immediate reactions, and behaviours of one or more
parties influence each other (Van de Vliert, 1984). Further, the trait activation theory
(Tett & Burnett, 2003; Tett & Guterman, 2000), proposes that personality traits are
latent potentials to behave (think, feel) in certain ways, but that they require trait-
relevant situations to be expressed. As trait anger and trait anxiety are considered to be
affective traits (Costa & McCrae, 1980), we believe they are likely to be triggered in a
conflict situation. While studies have found that individuals with a low score on

neuroticism are less likely to appraise stressful situations as threats (Gallagher, 1990),
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individuals with a high score on neuroticism are more sensitive in relation to others’
emotions and emotional displays (Doherty, 1997), which may increase the likelihood
that they will respond inappropriately in difficult social situations, such as interpersonal
conflicts. Hence, according to trait activation theory (Tett & Burnett, 2003), trait
anxiety will only appear in situations that the employee finds threatening (Judge &
Zapata, 2015; Kenrick & Funder, 1988; Tett & Guterman, 2000). Being involved in
interpersonal conflicts may from an evolutionary perspective raise a fear of being
socially excluded as well as created uncertainty in those involved of what happens next
and what the outcome may be. This again may evoke feelings of uneasiness and
anxiousness, which may be particularly triggered in employees with a high score on
trait anxiety. In parallel, employees with a high score on trait anger should be
particularly activated when perceiving to be unfairly and disrespectfully treated, which
may make them react with spontaneous escalating conflict behaviour (Van de Vliert,
1984). Additionally, such conflict behaviour may irritate the other part and thereby
potentially trigger aggressive and angry responses in return. Although individual
dispositions for several decades have been theorized to influence conflict behaviour
(Van de Vliert, 1984), only a few studies have so far examined personality traits as
moderators in the antecedents—bullying relationship (Rai & Agarwal, 2018) and, to the
best of our knowledge, no study has investigated this in the interpersonal conflict—
bullying relationship. Hence, based on the three-way model (Baillien et al., 2009) and
the trait activation theory (Tett & Burnett, 2003; Tett & Guterman, 2000), the present
thesis investigates the potential moderating roles of target trait anger and target trait
anxiety, in the day-to-day relationship between interpersonal conflicts and reported

exposure of bullying behaviours.

1.3 Aims and Hypotheses of the Thesis
Aim 1

The first aim of the thesis is to investigate whether the three work-related situational

factors; role conflict, workload, and cognitive demands, are related to perceived
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exposure to bullying behaviours (Paper 1 and Paper 2). To address this aim, three

hypotheses are tested:

Hypothesis 1. There is a positive relationship between role conflict and exposure

to bullying behaviours at work (Paper 1 and Paper 2).

Hypothesis 2. There is a positive relationship between workload and exposure

to bullying behaviours at work (Paper 1 and Paper 2).

Hypothesis 3. There is a positive relationship between cognitive demands and

exposure to bullying behaviours at work (Paper 1).

Aim 2

The second aim of the thesis is to investigate whether the expected positive
relationships between the three work-related situational factors (i.e., role conflict,
workload, and cognitive demands) and exposure to bullying are negatively moderated
by team-level conflict management climate and positively moderated by department-
level hostile work climate (Paper 1 and Paper 2). To address this aim, the following

hypotheses are tested:

Hypothesis 4. The positive relationship between role conflict and bullying
behaviours is moderated by conflict management climate. Specifically, the
relationship between role conflict and exposure to bullying behaviours is

weaker in teams with a strong (vs. weak) conflict management climate (Paper

1)

Hypothesis 5. The positive relationship between workload and bullying
behaviours is moderated by conflict management climate. Specifically, the
relationship between workload and exposure to bullying behaviours is weaker

in teams with a strong (vs. weak) conflict management climate (Paper 1).

Hypothesis 6. The positive relationship between cognitive demands and bullying

behaviours is moderated by conflict management climate. Specifically, the
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relationship between cognitive demands and exposure to bullying behaviours is

weaker in team with a strong (vs. weak) conflict management climate (Paper 1).

Hypothesis 7. The positive relationship between role conflict and bullying
behaviours is moderated by hostile work climate. Specifically, the relationship
between role conflict and exposure to bullying behaviours is stronger among
employees working in departments characterized by a pronounced hostile work

climate (Paper 2).

Hypothesis 8. The positive relationship between workload and bullying
behaviours is moderated by hostile work climate. Specifically, the relationship
between workload and exposure to bullying behaviours is stronger among
employees working in departments characterized by a pronounced hostile work

climate (Paper 2).

Aim 3
The third aim of the thesis is to investigate the day-to-day within-person relationship

between involvement in interpersonal conflict and exposure to bullying behaviours

(Paper 3). To address this aim, the following hypothesis is tested:

Hypothesis 9. Daily involvement in interpersonal conflicts is positively related
to daily exposure to bullying behaviours, after controlling for reported exposure

to bullying behaviours the previous day (Paper 3).

Aim 4
The fourth aim of the thesis is to investigate if these day-to-day within-person
relationships between interpersonal conflict and exposure to bullying behaviours is

moderated by the individual factors; trait anger and trait anxiety (Paper 3). To address

this aim, two hypotheses are tested:

Hypothesis 10. The positive relationship between daily interpersonal conflicts
and daily exposure to bullying behaviours is stronger for respondents high (vs.

low) on trait anger (Paper 3).
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Hypothesis 11. The positive relationship between daily interpersonal conflicts
and daily exposure to bullying behaviours is stronger for respondents high (vs.

low) on trait anxiety (Paper 3).
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2. METHODS

2.1 Procedures and Samples

The aim of Paper 1, “Job demands as risk factors of exposure to bullying at work: The
moderating role of team-level conflict management climate”, was to investigate three
work-related situational factors as possible antecedents of workplace bullying at the
individual-level, and to test whether team-level conflict management climate
moderates these relationships. For Paper 1, we employed a sample of Norwegian
employees in a major transport company, working on board ferries along the
Norwegian coastline. The study was conducted as a part of an internal work
environment survey, where a questionnaire was distributed to 837 employees on all
their ferries. Participation was voluntary. Altogether, 462 questionnaires were returned,
resulting in a response rate of 55.2%. The mean age of the sample was 45 years (SD =
11.8), where 82% (n = 379) were males. Most of the sample were in full-time
employment (93.2%). The sample was naturally clustered, as individual crew members
belonged to teams sharing a particular captain, ferry, and shift, where associations
within and across levels can be modelled using multilevel analysis. Each vessel had 3-
4 teams working in respective shifts, and each team consisted of 2-10 respondents. The

final sample consisted of 147 teams with an average of 2.7 employees per team.

The aim of Paper 2, “When the going gets tough and the environment is rough: The
role of departmental level hostile work climate in the relationship between job stressors
and workplace bullying”, was to investigate two work-related situational factors (role
conflict and workload) as possible antecedents of workplace bullying at the individual-
level, and to test whether department-level hostile work climate moderates these
relationships. For Paper 2, a sample of employees working at a Belgian university were
used. The data were collected in 2013 by a statistical consulting agency that specializes
in the measurement of occupational stress for a Belgian Health and Safety Executive.
The response rate was 48.8% and the total sample consisted of 1354 employees
working in 134 units. We only retained units consisting of 4 or more respondents

resulting in the omission of 26 units. Hence, the final sample consisted of 1290



4

employees employed in 108 units. The size of the units varied between 4 and 54 with
an average of 12. The mean age of the sample was 39.4 years (SD = 11.4), where 53%
(n = 684) were females. Approximately 28% of participants held a managerial position

and 79% worked full-time.

The aim of Paper 3, “Daily interpersonal conflicts and daily exposure to bullying
behaviours at work: The moderating roles of trait anger and trait anxiety”, was to
investigate the day-to-day relationship between interpersonal conflicts and bullying
behaviours, and to test whether trait anger and trait anxiety moderate this relationship.
For Paper 3, a sample of 57 naval cadets from the Royal Norwegian Naval Academy
where used. The study took place in the autumn of 2017, during a ten-week training
mission on board a tall ship, sailing from Northern Europe to North America. During
the first 30 days of the voyage, the cadets filled out a standardized questionnaire, with
various questions about the work situation that day, including interpersonal conflicts
and exposure to bullying behaviours. The cadets answered the daily questionnaires
every day at the same time (5 pm). Two days before the voyage, the cadets also filled
out a general questionnaire, containing questions regarding personality and other trait-
like variables, including trait anger and trait anxiety. The sample comprised of 50 male
cadets (87.7%) and six female cadets (10.5%). One participant did not report gender
(1.8%). The mean age of the cadets was 23 years (SD = 2.6). Among the 66 cadets who
were invited to take part in the study, 57 cadets (86.4 %) accepted the invitation and
completed both the general questionnaire and daily questionnaires. These 57 cadets
answered 83.5% of the daily questionnaires, yielding 1428 day-level observations (out

of 1710 possible day-level observations; 57 cadets x 30 days).

2.2 Measures

2.2.1 Predictors

In the present thesis a range of different work-related situational factors were tested as
predictors throughout the three papers: role conflict (Paper 1 and 2), workload (Paper

1 and 2), cognitive demands (Paper 1) and interpersonal conflict (Paper 3).
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Role conflict was measured with five items from the Role Questionnaire (Rizzo et al.,
1970). Examples of items are: “I receive incompatible requests from two or more
people” and “I do things that are apt to be accepted by accepted by one person and not
accepted by others”. The items were evaluated by the respondents using a seven-point
scale ranging from 1 (very false) to 7 (very true). Reliability analyses revealed that the
internal stability of this measure was acceptable (o =.82). This measure of role conflict
was used in Paper 1. In Paper 2, role conflict was measured with four items from the
from the Short Inventory to Monitor Psychosocial Hazards (SIMPH; Notelaers et al.,
2007). The four items are: 1) “Do you receive contradictory instructions?”’; 2) “Do you
have to do your work in a way which differs from the method of your choice?”’; 3) “Do
you have conflict with your colleagues about the content of your tasks?”; 4) “Do you
have conflict with your boss about the content of your tasks?”. The items were
evaluated by the respondents using a four-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4

(always). The scale showed acceptable reliability (o = .78).

Workload was measured with four items from the Questionnaire on the experience and
assessment of work (Van Veldhoven & Meijman, 1994). Examples of items are: “Do
you have to work very fast?”” and “Do you work under time pressure?”’. The response
categories range from 1 (never) to 4 (always), Reliability analyses revealed that the
internal stability of this measure was good (o = .84). This measure of workload was
used in Paper 1. In Paper 2, workload was measured with three items from the Short
Inventory to Monitor Psychosocial Hazards (SIMPH; Notelaers et al., 2007). The three
items are: 1) “Do you have to work extra hard in order to complete something”; 2) “Do
you work under time pressure?”’; 3) “Do you have to hurry?”. The items were evaluated
by the respondents using a four-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always). The

scale showed good reliability (o = .89).

Cognitive demands was measured with three items from the Questionnaire on the
experience and assessment of work (Van Veldhoven & Meijman, 1994). The three
items are: 1) “Do you have to be attentive to many things at the same time?” 2) “Do
you have to give continuous attention to your work?”’; 3) “Do you have to remember

many things in your work?”. The items were evaluated by the respondents using a four-
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point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always). The scale showed acceptable

reliability (o = .68). This measure served as a predictor in Paper 1.

Interpersonal conflict was measured at the day-level using a five-item checklist
developed by Ilies et al. (2011). The measurement was especially developed to capture
daily reports of interpersonal conflicts at work. Examples of items are: “Over the past
24 hours I have been in an argument with another cadet, civilian crew or military staff
about the execution of tasks” and “Over the past 24 hours I had to explain an improper
behaviour or action to another cadet or leader”. The items were evaluated by the
respondents using a four-point scale ranging from 1 (has not happened) to 4 (three or
more times). Since this was a daily measure, the reliability was calculated using the
approach described by Geldhof et al. (2014), by estimating omega (®) at the within-
person level using a two-level CFA. The scale showed acceptable reliability (o = .70).

This measure served as a predictor in Paper 3.

2.2.2 Moderators

Conflict management climate was measured with four items adapted from the Conflict
Management Climate Scale regarding perceived fairness of dispute resolution in the
organization (Einarsen et al., 2018; Rivlin, 2001). The four items are: 1) “If I have a
serious disagreement with someone at work, I know who I should talk to about it”; 2)
“The way we deal with disagreements between employees in my unit works well”; 3)
“My superiors deal with conflicts in a good manner”; 4) “We have good procedures
and methods for raising disagreements and conflicts in my workplace”. The items were
evaluated by the respondents using a five-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 5 (strongly agree). The scale showed adequate reliability (o = .81). Prior to the
multilevel analysis, the items were computed into a sum-score, and a team average
score was used at the team-level in the analysis. This measure served as a moderator

variable in Paper 1.

Hostile work climate was measured with four items from the Short Inventory to
Monitor Psychosocial Hazards (SIMPH; Notelaers et al., 2007). The overall starting

sentence was: “How often have you been confronted with the following... during the
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last six months?”. The four items are: 1) “...aggressiveness from colleagues?”’; 2)
“...aggressiveness from your boss?”; 3) “...conflicts with your colleagues?”; 4)
“...conflicts with your boss?”. The items were evaluated by the respondents using a
four-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always). Reliability analyses revealed that
the internal stability of this measure was acceptable (o = .71). Prior to the multilevel
analysis, the items were computed into a sum score, and a department average score
was used at the between-level in the analysis. This measure served as a moderator

variable in Paper 2.

Trait anger and trait anxiety were measured with the State-Trait-Anger Expression
Inventory (STAXI) and the State-Trait-Anxiety Inventory (STAI) (Spielberger, 1983,
1988). Trait anger was measures with 12 items (e.g., “I get angry when I'm slowed
down by others' mistakes”, “I have a fiery temper”), while trait anxiety was measured
using 20 items (e.g., “I feel nervous and restless”, “I am inclined to take things hard”).
On both scales, the items were evaluated by the respondents using a four-point scale
ranging from 1 (almost never) to 4 (almost always). Reliability analyses revealed that
the internal stability of these measures was acceptable for trait anger (o =.75) and good

for trait anxiety (o = .86). These measures served as moderator variables in Paper 3.

2.2.3 Outcome

Exposure to workplace bullying was the outcome variable in all three papers
constituting the present thesis, hence focusing on target experiences, in line with the
tradition in European bullying research (see Einarsen et al., 2020). We chose the
behavioural experience approach to measure exposure to workplace bullying
behaviours in all three papers, which means that the frequency of exposure to different
negative acts experienced by the respondents is measured, without the mentioning of
words such as “bullying” and “harassment”. To measure exposure to bullying
behaviours short versions of the standardized scale Negative Acts Questionnaire-
Revised (NAQ-R; Einarsen et al., 2009) was applied. Hence, the Negative Acts
Questionnaire-Revised measures perceived exposure to bullying behaviours while at
work, describing different kinds of behaviour that may be perceived as bullying if they

occur on a systematic and regular basis. The scores on all items were summed to form
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an overall index of exposure to bullying behaviours. Different versions of the
questionnaire were used in the three papers. While the original NAQ-R scale has 22
items, a 12-item version was used in Paper 1, a 9-item version in Paper 2 (SNAQ) and

a 5-item version in Paper 3.

In Paper 1, exposure to bullying behaviours was measured with the twelve-item version
of the Negative Acts Questionnaire-Revised (NAQ-R; Einarsen et al., 2009; Glasg et
al., 2010; Notelaers, Van der Heijden, Hoel, et al., 2018). The overall starting sentence
was: “Which unwanted actions or negative situations have you been exposed to in your
workplace during the last six months?”. Examples of items are: “Someone withholding
information which affects your performance”, “Spreading of gossip and rumours about
you,” and “Being shouted at or being the target of spontaneous anger”. The items were
evaluated by the respondents using a five-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5

(daily). The scale showed good reliability (o = .91).

In Paper 2, exposure to bullying behaviours was measured with the Short Negative
Acts Questionnaire (SNAQ; Notelaers, Van der Heijden, Hoel, et al., 2018), which
consists of nine items from the full version of the Negative Acts Questionnaire-Revised
(NAQ-R; Einarsen et al., 2009). The items followed an introductory text stating: “How
many times have you been the target of following behaviours during the last six
months?”. Example items are: “Repeated offensive remarks about you or your private
life”, “Silence or hostility as a response to your questions or attempts at conversations”
and “Social exclusion from co-workers or workgroup activities”. The items were
evaluated by the respondents using a four-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (once

a week or more). The scale showed good reliability (o = .86).

In Paper 3, bullying behaviour was measured with five items adapted from the Negative
Acts Questionnaire—Revised (NAQ-R; Einarsen et al., 2009). To fit the daily diary
design applied in Paper 3, the timeframe reference provided in the questionnaire was
changed from the original “the last six months” to “today”. The items that were selected
where the ones considered most likely to occur on a daily basis among the sample of

cadets in their actual setting. Still, the five items cover the three different types of
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bullying behaviours that have been described for the NAQ-R (i.e., work-related,
person-related, and social exclusion). The five items are: 1) “Been ignored or
excluded”; 2) “Unpleasant reminders of errors or mistakes”; 3) “Practical jokes carried
out by people you don’t get along with”; 4) “Been shouted at or been the target of
spontaneous anger”’; 5) “Had your opinions ignored”. The items were evaluated by the
respondents using a five-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (to a very large
extent). Reliability of this daily measure was calculated by estimating omega () at the
within-person level using a two-level CFA (Geldhof et al., 2014). The scale had
acceptable reliability (o = .70).

2.2.4 Control variables

Gender, age, and tenure served as control variables in all analyses in Paper 1 and 2.

Exposure to bullying behaviours the previous day served as a control variable in all
analysis predicting exposure to bullying behaviours the same day in Paper 3. This was
done to ensure that what was measured was an increase in exposure to bullying

behaviours.

2.3 Statistical Analysis

To utilize the multilevel structure of the data, all analysis in the present thesis were
performed using the software package MLwiN version 2.20 (Paper 1) and version 3.01
(Paper 2 and 3). Pre-analysis and descriptive statistics were conducted using the
software package Mplus version 7.0 (Paper 1) and version 7. 4 (Paper 2 and 3). In all
three papers constituting the present thesis, cross-level interactions were tested,
whereupon simple slope tests for hierarchal linear models were used to examine
whether the slopes were significantly different from zero (Preacher et al., 2006). The
slopes were tested at +/-1 SD for the predictors and moderators, and calculations were
based on the asymptotic covariance matrix from the respective multilevel models using

R version 3.4.3.
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2.3.1 Paper |

In Paper 1, we had individual scores (individual-level) that were nested within teams
(team-level), that is crews onboard ferries. In the analysis, individual-level predictors
were centred on the team mean, while team-level predictors were centred on the grand
mean. To test our hypotheses, we ran three models predicting exposure to bullying
behaviours. First, we tested a model where the intercept was included as the only
predictor (Null Model). In the next model (Main effect Model), we included the
predictor variables (role conflict, workload, cognitive demands) and the moderator
variable (climate for conflict management climate). In the third model (Interaction
Model), the two-way interactions between climate for conflict management climate

and the three predictors were included.

2.3.2 Paper ll

In Paper 2, individual scores (individual-level) were nested within departments
(department-level). In the analysis, individual-level predictors were centred on the
department mean, while department-level predictors were centred on the grand mean.
To test our hypotheses, we ran five models predicting exposure to bullying behaviours.
First, we ran a null model where the intercept was included as the only predictor.
Second, we tested a main effect model by adding the hypothesized individual-level
predictors (role conflict and workload). In the third model, to examine possible random
effects of the individual-level predictors on the higher department-level, we allowed
the slopes of the relationships between the predictors (role conflict and workload) and
the outcome (bullying behaviours) to vary randomly. In the fourth model, we added the
hypothesized department-level predictor (hostile work climate), explaining
department-level variance in exposure to bullying behaviours. Finally, in the fifth
model, we tested the hypothesized cross-level interactions between hostile work
climate and the two individual-level predictors by including their respective

interactional effects.
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2.3.3 Paper lll

In Paper 3, the daily measures (interpersonal conflict and bullying behaviour)
constituted the within-level of analysis, while trait anger and trait anxiety constituted
the between-level of analysis. In the analysis, daily observations (within-level; N =
1428) where nested within individual cadets (between-level; N = 57). To test our
hypotheses, we ran two sets including three models predicting both our outcomes of
interpersonal conflicts the next day and daily bullying behaviours. In the first set, to
investigate whether interpersonal conflicts persist, we predicted interpersonal conflicts
the next day. First, we tested a model where the intercept was included as the only
predictor (Null Model). In the next model (Main effect Model), we included the
explanatory variable (daily interpersonal conflict) and the moderator variables (trait
anger and trait anxiety). In the third model (Interaction Model), the two-way interaction
between the moderators and daily interpersonal conflict were included. In the second
set, we predicted exposure to daily bullying behaviours the same day. Again, we first
tested a model where the intercept was included as the only predictor (Null Model). In
the next model (Main effect Model), we included the explanatory variable (daily
interpersonal conflict), the moderator variables (trait anger and trait anxiety) and
control variable (previous-day exposure to bullying behaviours). In the third model
(Interaction Model), the two-way interaction between the moderators and interpersonal

conflict were included.

2.4 Ethical Considerations

The collection of data employed in Paper 1 and 3 were both approved by the Norwegian
Social Science Data Services/Norwegian Centre for Research Data. The data employed
in Paper 2 were collected by a Belgian statistical agency and met with the Belgian data
protection regulations. Respondents in all three studies constituting the present thesis
were given written informed consent, meaning that they were informed prior to
participating in the studies that participation was voluntary and that they could resign

from the study at any time. The participants were also informed that all information
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provided would be threated confidentially and that they would remain non-identifiable

in the research. The present project has worked with anonymous data only.



51

3. RESULTS

In the following we will answer the overall aims and hypothesis in the thesis.

3.1 Paper |

Zahlquist, L., Hetland, J., Skogstad, A., Bakker, A. B., & Einarsen, S. V. (2019). Job
demands as risk factors of exposure to bullying at work: The moderating role of team-
level conflict management climate. Frontiers in Psychology, 10, 2017.

https://doi.org/fc8r

The results of multilevel analyses showed support for hypothesis 1 and 3, as there was
a significant positive relationship for both role conflict and exposure to bullying (B =
.103, p < .01) and cognitive demands and exposure to bullying (B = .105, p < .05).
However, hypothesis 2 was not supported as the relationship between workload and
bullying behaviours was not significant (B =.019, n.s.). In support of hypotheses 4 and
6, we found that team-level conflict management climate moderated the relationship
between role conflict and exposure to bullying (B = -.071, p < .05) and cognitive
demands and exposure to bullying behaviours (-.174, p <.05). The interaction between
team-level conflict management climate and workload was on the other hand not
significant, indicating that hypothesis 5 was not supported. The significant interactions
imply that the relationship between the two situational risk factors, role conflict and
cognitive demands, and exposure to bullying behaviours are weaker for employees
working in teams with a strong conflict management climate. In accordance with
hypothesis 4 and 6, a visual examination showed that both the relationship between
role conflict and exposure to bullying behaviours, and the relationship between
cognitive demands and exposure to bullying behaviours, were stronger in teams

characterized by a weak conflict management climate.
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3.2 Paper I

Zahlquist, L., Hetland, J., Notelaers, G., Rosander, M., Einarsen, S. V. (2023). When
the going gets tough and the environment is rough: The role of departmental level
hostile work climate in the relationship between job stressors and workplace bullying.
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 20(5), 4464.
https://doi.org/jzfd

The results of multilevel analyses showed support for hypothesis 1 and 2, as there was
a significant positive relationship for both role conflict and exposure to bullying (B =
474, p <.001) and workload and exposure to bullying (B =.071, p <.001). Next, the
higher-level random slopes for both predictors were estimated. The random slope of
the relationship between role conflict and exposure to bullying behaviours was
significant (u;; = .035, p < .01), while the corresponding random slope for the
relationship between workload and exposure to bullying behaviours was not (u,; =
.000, n.s.). This suggests that only the relationships between role conflict and exposure
to bullying behaviours systematically differs across departments, while this is not the
case for the relationship between workload and exposure to bullying behaviours.
Further, and in support of hypothesis 7, we found that the positive interactional effect
between role conflict and department-level hostile work climate in the prediction of
exposure to bullying behaviours was significant (B = .981, p < .001). In accordance
with hypothesis 7, a visual examination showed that the relationship between role
conflict and exposure to bullying behaviours was stronger in departments with high
hostile work climate. However, and opposite to our expectation, there was a negative
interactional effect between workload and department-level hostile work climate in the
prediction of exposure to bullying behaviours (B = -.420, p < .001). When visually
examining the plot, we found that the relationship between workload and exposure to
bullying behaviours was only significant in departments with low hostile work climate.
This is a somewhat surprising result that will be interpreted further in the discussion.

Hence, hypothesis 8 was not supported.
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3.3 Paper lll

Zahlquist, L., Hetland, J., Einarsen, S. V., Bakker, A. B., Hoprekstad, @. L., Espevik,
R., Olsen, O. K. (2022). Daily interpersonal conflicts and daily exposure to bullying
behaviors at work: The moderating roles of trait anger and trait anxiety. Applied

Psychology: An International Review, 1-22. https://doi.org/jhj3

The results of multilevel analyses showed support for hypothesis 9, as there was a
significant positive relationship between daily interpersonal conflicts and exposure to
bullying behaviours the same day (B = .548, p <.001). In support of hypothesis 10, we
found that trait anger moderated the relationship between daily interpersonal conflict
and exposure to bullying the same day (B = .469, p <.001). When visually examining
the relationship between daily interpersonal conflict and exposure to bullying
behaviours the same day, we could see that it was stronger for cadets with a high level
of trait anger, further supporting hypothesis 10. However, the interaction effect
between trait anxiety and daily interpersonal conflict was not significant (B = -.074,

n.s.), implying that hypothesis 11 was not supported.
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4. DISCUSSION

4.1 Discussion of Findings

The overall aim of the present thesis was to investigate the role of situational,
contextual, and individual factors in the workplace bullying process, applying group-
level and within-person research designs. More specifically, based on the three
empirical studies conducted, work-related situational factors (role conflict, workload,
and cognitive demands) were investigated as potential risk factors in relation to
perceived exposure to bullying behaviours. Next, we tested the potential moderating
effects of two group-level contextual factors (conflict management climate and hostile
work climate) in these relationships. Further, the relationship between involvement in
interpersonal conflict and exposure to bullying behaviours was investigated at a day-
to-day within-person level. In this we further tested the potential moderating effect of
two individual factors (trait anger and trait anxiety) in this relationship. The findings
of this thesis have important theoretical, methodological and practical implications,

which will be highlighted in the following.

4.1.1 The relationship between work-related situational factors and
bullying
In line with the first aim of the thesis, findings from Paper 1 and Paper 2 showed that
the three work-related situational factors role conflict, workload, and cognitive
demands were related to reports of exposure to bullying behaviours. Taken together,
these findings are in support of the main findings from previous individual-level studies
on antecedents and risk factors of exposure to workplace bullying (Van den Brande et
al., 2016). In both Paper 1 and Paper 2, role conflict is found to have the strongest
relationship with bullying exposure, which also aligns well with previous research
findings in the field (Hauge et al., 2007; Notelaers et al., 2010; Reknes et al., 2019).
However, when it comes to workload, the findings are more mixed. While there is a
significant main effect of workload on employees’ exposure to bullying behaviours in
Paper 2, this relationship is not significant in Paper 1. One explanation for this may be

found in the very nature of the studied stressors. In the literature, role conflict, workload
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and cognitive demands are considered to be different kinds of stressors (LePine et al.,
2005; Van den Broeck et al., 2010). While role conflict is considered to be a hindrance
demand or a “bad” stressor, that inhibit an employee’s ability to achieve valued goals,
workload and cognitive demands are termed by some as challenge demands or a “good”
stressor, with the potential to promote personal growth and achievement (Podsakoff et
al., 2007). This distinction between the studied stressors, may at least be a part of the

explanation for why the workload—bullying relationship seem to be more uncertain.

Still, in sum, the findings of the present thesis support the work environment hypothesis
(Einarsen et al., 1994; Einarsen et al., 2020; Leymann, 1996), claiming that bulling is
related to stressors in the psychosocial work environment creating stress, frustration
and interpersonal conflicts among employees. Given that the stressors act as ambient
stressors also affecting perpetrators to be, the findings are also consistent with the
frustration-aggression hypothesis (Berkowitz, 1989; Dollard et al., 1939), postulating
that stress and frustration may lead to aggressive outlets, which then also encourage
perpetrators to engage in bullying behaviours. It is anyhow in line with a social
interactionist perspective on aggression, proposing that such aggressive outlets may
follow from retaliation and aggressive outlets from perpetrators against stressed out
targets (Einarsen, 1999; Felson & Tedeschi, 1993). Being exposed to high job demands
over time, without sufficient resources, is related to negative outcomes such as sleep
problems, fatigue and impaired health (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). These indirect
health effects, as well as the direct stress triggered by role conflict, high workload and
cognitive demands can, according to social interactionist perspective, also lead to
behavioural changes in targets to be, such as violation of social norms, which may
provoke frustration and aggressive behaviour from colleagues, subordinates and
superiors, who then may target the stressed-out employee (Felson & Tedeschi, 1993;
Leymann, 1996; Skogstad et al., 2011). In line with the conservation of resources
theory (Hobfoll, 1988, 1989), a stressed-out employee may also be more vulnerable
and less able to defend when involved in escalated bullying situations or when being
under attach of an aggressive perpetrator. However, the exact mechanisms involved
has been out of the scope of the present thesis and must therefore be investigated in

future research.
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4.1.2 The moderating role of workgroup climate in the stressor—
bullying relationship

Additionally, and in line with the second aim of the thesis, these relationships between
the stressors and exposure to bullying are further influenced by aspects of the social
climate in the employee’s department or team. Paper 1 showed that the positive
relationships between role conflict, cognitive demands and bullying behaviours,
respectively, are either weaker or no longer significant for employees working in teams
with a strong conflict management climate. In Paper 2, the positive relationship
between role conflict and bullying behaviours was stronger for employees working in
departments with a pronounced hostile work climate. As such, these studies are, to our
knowledge, the first ones to empirically demonstrate the buffering and the

strengthening effect of workgroup climate in the link between stressors and bullying.

Hence, in teams where employees report a strong conflict management climate, the
relationship between increased levels of role conflict and exposure to bullying
behaviours is weaker, and even more interesting, there is no association between
increased levels of cognitive demands and exposure to bullying behaviours. This
supports the notion that this climate may not only serve as a resource in its own right,
but also as a resource passageway that contribute to protect employee resources, in line
with the conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1988, 1989; Rousseau et al., 2014).
Further, there may be several explanations for why a strong conflict management
climate has such a buffering effect on these relationships. First, it is likely that a strong
conflict management climate promotes the actual handling of interpersonal frustration
and conflicts at an early stage, and by that prevent further escalation. Working in a
team with a strong conflict management climate probably makes workers feel safe to
voice their concerns and by that initiate support from the organization and one’s
immediate managers in order to resolve the antecedent situation or the bullying in an
early phase. We know from previous studies that choosing to wait and handle bullying
later in the process, is associated with unsuccessful outcomes, probably because the
bullying then has escalated too far (Kwan et al., 2016). Another explanation may be
that conflict management climate works by reducing insecurity and by promoting

predictability and perceived control (Einarsen et al., 2018). Rivlin (2001) argue that a
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strong conflict management climate implies that employees perceive managers to
intervene in conflicts that arise and the conflict management procedures of their
organization to be fair. A strong conflict management climate also provides workers
with confidence regarding where to go and what to do when conflictual situations arise.
Increased perception of control can further increase the likelihood that other stressors
at work are handled and more easily being coped with (Karasek, 1979). In addition to
having a buffering effect, the findings in Paper 1 showed that team-level conflict
management climate also have a main effect on exposure to bullying behaviors, as there
are fewer bullying behaviours reported in teams characterized by a strong conflict
management climate. Hence, the findings from the present thesis indicate that conflict
management climate is an important organizational-level resource with the ability to
prevent bulling both directly and by playing a protective role, by reducing the impact

of other known risk factors.

In opposite to a strong conflict management climate, we further investigate the effect
of working in a department with a pronounced hostile work climate, and how such a
climate may affect stressor—bullying relationships on the individual level. The findings
in Paper 2 show that in departments where employees report a hostile work climate,
the relationship between increased levels of role conflict and exposure to bullying
behaviours is stronger. Theoretically, this finding is in line with the work environment
hypothesis, as a hostile work climate may serve as an additional distal stressor,
interacting negatively with other work-related stressors (Einarsen et al., 1994; Einarsen
et al., 2020; Leymann, 1996; Mawritz et al., 2012). Hence, in departments where there
are several risk factors at different levels being present at the same time, unfortunate
synergetic effects may occur, severely increasing the total burden put on employees,
increasing the risk of bullying scenarios emerging. This aligns well with the
conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1988, 1989) and supports the notion that
this climate may not only serve as a stressor in its own right, but also as a resource
passageway that contribute to boost the job demands—bullying relationship (Hobfoll,
2002). Furthermore, it is likely that employees who work in a climate where the
interaction between colleges is permeated by interpersonal conflicts and aggression

have poorer social relations with less possibilities for social support from colleagues.
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In this regard, several studies have shown that employees who lack social support from
their colleges, tend to cope less effectively in response to stressful situations (DeLongis
& Holtzman, 2005; Sloan, 2012), making those who work in hostile climates more
likely to experience their work-related stressors as demanding, severely taxing their
resources. In a study by Mawritz et al. (2014), employees working in hostile climates
had a tendency to cope with their environment by psychologically withdrawing. Such
withdrawal may then cause employees to not intervene or voice when mistreatment and
unfairness is taking place at work. Subsequently, if bullying incidents go unchecked,
there is a heightened risk of bullying behaviours becoming “normalized” (Liefooghe
& Mac Davey, 2001). In a climate where such behaviours are unlikely to be sanctioned
or have any form of negative consequences, the threshold for frustration to turn into
aggression and bullying behaviours may also be lowered, an assumption also in line

with the social information processing theory (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978).

At last, and contrary to our expectations, the results in Paper 2 showed no significant
strengthening effect of department-level hostile work climate on the relationship
between workload and bullying behaviour. Still, the results clearly show that more
exposure to bullying behaviours is reported in departments characterized by a hostile
work climate, independent of the experienced workload. This effect also seems so
strong that any effect of high workloads on bullying exposure may be concealed by this

highly problematic climate, which may indicate a ceiling-effect.

4.1.3 The relationship between interpersonal conflicts and bullying

In line with the third aim of the thesis, a fourth situational antecedent of workplace
bullying, namely interpersonal conflicts, was investigated in Paper 3. As the
relationship between interpersonal conflicts and workplace bullying is well-
established, the contribution of the present thesis is to expand our knowledge regarding
this at a microlevel. By investigating the daily within-person dynamic in the early phase
of a potential escalation, we contribute to our understanding of what is happening at
the actual time of an occurring conflict situation. The findings in Paper 3 show that
involvement in daily interpersonal conflicts is related to exposure to bullying behaviors

on the very same day, even when controlling for one’s exposure the day before. As
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such, this finding is in line with the work environment hypothesis (Einarsen et al., 1994;
Hauge et al., 2011; Leymann, 1996), stating that bullying is the result of stressors in
the psychosocial working environment, such as interpersonal conflicts. However, as
existing research mainly investigated the relationship between ongoing interpersonal
conflict and accumulated exposure to bullying behaviors over longer time periods (e.g.,
Baillien et al., 2016; Leon-Perez et al., 2015; Agotnes et al., 2018), an important
contribution of the present thesis is that we find that this does not necessarily take
weeks or even months to develop, but rather starts immediately when interacting in an
interpersonal conflict. Hence, by employing a repeated-measures design and studying
the relationship at the within-person level on a daily basis, we provide new insight into
the daily dynamics between interpersonal conflict and exposure to bullying behaviors.
Although not explicitly hypothesized in the aims of the thesis, the findings in Paper 3
also show that involvement in interpersonal conflicts one day is related to experiencing
interpersonal conflicts the next day, indicating an escalation or at least a continuation
of conflict episodes from one day to another. However, when it comes to the
interpersonal conflict—bullying behaviour relationship, no lagged relationship is found.
Accordingly, as argued in Paper 3, this may indicate that bullying episodes sometimes
happen as immediate reactions “in the heat of the moment,” in contrast to being a result

of accumulated frustration from lasting interpersonal conflicts.

4.1.4 The moderating role of individual factors in the interpersonal
conflicts—-bullying relationship

Further, individual factors may also influence how individuals react when facing
interpersonal conflicts at work. In line with the fourth aim of the thesis, the findings in
Paper 3 showed that the day-to-day within-person relationship between interpersonal
conflicts and exposure to bullying behaviours is moderated by an individual factor in
targets, namely their level of trait anger. More specifically, respondents who are high
in trait anger tend to experience more instances of exposure to bullying on days where
one is involved in interpersonal conflicts, as compared with respondents who score
lower on this trait. Additionally, the findings from Paper 3 showed that for respondents
with a high score on trait anger, involvement in daily interpersonal conflicts are a strong

predictor of interpersonal conflicts persisting the next day. Despite the lack of empirical
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studies on these relationships, the findings from Paper 3 align well with early
observations and assumptions in the field, that those who react more strongly and active
when in conflict situations are at greater risk of becoming victims of bullying as well
as being less likely to experience a de-escalation of the situation (Reknes et al., 2021;
Thylefors, 1987). Theoretically, these findings are in line with the trait activation
theory (Tett & Burnett, 2003), as having a high score on trait anger is associated with
being more reactive to interpersonal challenging situations and situations with some
kinds of provocation and potential triggers of anger, such as interpersonal conflicts
(Pervin, 1993). This may affect both the interpretation of the conflict situation and
choice of coping strategy, for instance by perceiving the behaviours and responses of
others as being more hostile or by responding with fury, which then may worsen the
further course of the conflict (Spector et al., 2000). The findings in Paper 3 also align
with previous cross-sectional studies showing an enhancing effect of traits in similar
relationships (Fox et al., 2001; Ilie et al., 2012; Reknes et al., 2019). Still, although trait
anger is claimed to be a provocation-sensitive trait (Bettencourt et al., 2006), both
Reknes et al. (2019) and the findings in Paper 3 imply that trait anger mainly trigger
bullying when other risk factors are present. Hence, an important finding in the present
thesis is that on days with low levels of conflict there is low occurrence of bullying
behaviours, regardless of the respondent’s trait anger score. Yet, on days with higher
levels of interpersonal conflict, there is a significant increase in exposure to bullying
behaviours among all employees, although it is even stronger for those with high trait

anger scores.

Lastly and contrary to our predictions, trait anxiety neither moderated the stability in
interpersonal conflict levels from day to day nor the relationship between interpersonal
conflict and exposure to bullying behaviours the same day. Hence, this finding from
Paper 3 is in contradiction to previous studies that found trait anxiety to have an
enhancing effect in similar cross-sectional studies (Fox et al., 2001; Reknes et al.,
2019). One possible explanation for this inconsistency may be that the studies have
different timespans and that there are different mechanisms at work in the short versus
long term. As Paper 3 explores the early stage of a potential conflict-bullying process,

those with a high score on trait anxiety may in the short run contribute to de-escalation
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by avoiding or withdrawing from the situation (Van de Vliert, 1984). This further aligns
with recent studies that found a positive association between trait anxiety and coping-
related strategies such as avoidance- and escape behaviours (Fung et al., 2019; Sege et
al., 2018). Although avoiding conflicts, or using a yielding conflict management style,
may be satisfactory in the short run, it is found to be related to conflict escalation in the
long term, as conflicts remain unresolved (Behfar et al., 2008; Janssen & Van de Vliert,
1996). Hence, some support exists regarding our speculation that trait anxiety will be
a stronger risk factor over a longer time perspective. Still, taken together, the results of
Paper 3 indicate that both the specific conflict episode and how one tends to perceive
and respond to such an episode may interact when predicting exposure to bullying

behaviours.

4.2 Theoretical Implications

An important theoretical contribution of the present thesis is to provide empirical
support to both the three-way model (Baillien et al., 2009), as well as the work
environment hypothesis (Einarsen et al., 1994; Leymann, 1996). Further, we show how
risk factors from different levels are related to bullying exposure, as well as showing
their cross-level interactions. In this we document how both a climate for conflict
management and a hostile work climate may not only be important protective- or risk-
factors in their own right, respectively. These climates also moderate the effect of
individual-level risk factors. Additionally, we demonstrate how trait anger facilitate the
relationship between interpersonal conflict and exposure to bullying behaviours in the
initial part of a potential bullying pathway. Taken together, the findings from the three
studies constituting the present thesis support all three tracks or pathways within the

three-way model (see Figure 1) (Baillien et al., 2009).

The findings in Paper 1 and Paper 2 mainly gain support for track one in the three-way
model, as the work-related situational risk factors can be the origin of the frustration or
strain, further leading to bullying. However, these risk factors may also serve as
underlying factors causing interpersonal conflicts in the second pathway to bullying.

According to the three-way model, interpersonal conflict is considered both to be
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related to frustration and strain, but is also in itself the starting point of the second
pathway to bullying (Baillien et al., 2009). Further, the climate in the team or
department may either directly lead to workplace bullying (track three) or it can serve
as a moderator in the other pathways to bullying (track one and two). In Paper 1 and
Paper 2 we find support for conflict management climate and hostile work climate,
respectively, to interact with situational factors in predicting exposure to bullying
behaviours. Although the main focus in the present thesis is on track one and two in
the three-way model, we do find a direct link between the studied climates and
individual-level reports of exposure to workplace bullying, hence providing support
for track three in the model as well (Baillien et al., 2009). Despite that organizational
climate has been relatively little investigated in the bullying literature, a long-held
proposition in the work environment hypothesis is that bullying will thrive in
departments with hostile work climates (Einarsen et al., 1994; Einarsen et al., 2020;
Leymann, 1996). Considering this, the present study also makes an important
theoretical contribution to the work environment hypothesis, as it provides additional
validation by showing the interactional effects among its proposed risk factors.
Agotnes et al. (2018; 2020) have previously shown how interpersonal conflict and
work-related stressors may interact with the lack of leadership to predict exposure to

workplace bullying.

In line with track two in the three-way model (Baillien et al., 2009), the findings in
Paper 3 support the well-established theoretical link between interpersonal conflicts
and exposure to bullying behaviours, by demonstrating that this relationship occurs
already in the initial phase of conflict escalation, that is on a day-to-day basis. While
previous studies mainly investigate this pathway by testing the relationship between
conflict and accumulated exposure to bullying behaviours over a longer time span, we
were interested in the dynamics between interpersonal conflict and bullying behaviors
in the initial phase of conflict escalation, in order to better understand where in the
developmental process this relationship occurs. Thus, the present study suggests that
interpersonal conflicts have an immediate effect on exposure to bullying behaviours.
Additionally, the multilevel confirmatory factor analyses conducted in Paper 3

contribute to underpin that interpersonal conflicts and exposure to bullying behaviours
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can be empirically distinguished, even at a daily level. This is in line with other recent
empirical studies of the theoretical and empirical differences and similarities between
conflicts and bullying at work (Baillien et al., 2017; Notelaers, Van der Heijden,
Guenter, et al., 2018).

According to the three-way model, the way people react in conflict situations may also
influence the potential escalation or de-escalation (Baillien et al., 2009). This was
tested and found support for in Paper 3, showing that the association between
interpersonal conflict and exposure to bullying behaviours is stronger for those with a
high score on trait anger, compared to those with a low score on this disposition. As
such, Paper 3 contributes to a greater theoretical understanding of the interaction of
situational- and individual antecedents in predicting bullying behaviours on a day-to-
day basis. However, when it comes to trait anxiety, this trait did not moderate the
relationship between interpersonal conflict and exposure to bullying behaviours the
same day. These different findings for trait anger and trait anxiety again call for some
caution when looking at the broader bandwidth trait of neuroticism. Based on this,
future studies should differentiate between these two traits, and maybe other similar
narrow traits, at least in bullying research. This theoretical contribution aligns with the
trait activation theory (Tett & Burnett, 2003), as well as several empirical studies (e.g.,

Kant et al., 2013; Reknes et al., 2021).

Although the three studies in the present thesis test large parts of the three-way model,
there are still several parts of the model not being covered. For instance, in the present
thesis we only focus on the pathways to becoming a victim of workplace bullying.
However, an important aspect of the three-way model is that it describes the
development towards becoming both a victim and a perpetrator of bullying (Baillien et
al., 2009). Although there have generally been few studies capturing the perpetrator
and the mechanisms in the bullying process affecting who becomes victims and who
becomes perpetrators, there has been a few studies published concerning this just
within the last year. For instance, a recent longitudinal study by Vranjes, Salin, et al.
(2022) found support for what they call the reciprocal nature of bullying behaviour, by

showing that employees who tended to cope actively and instrumentally with being
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exposed to bullying had a higher chance of later engaging in bullying themselves.
Conversely, employees who tended to disengage from their problems and talk to others,
had a lower chance of becoming a perpetrator of bullying behaviour as a consequence
of being victimised. Hence, the distinction between victim and perpetrator in the
bullying development as described by the three-way model (Baillien et al., 2009)
hopefully will receive more attention in the years to come, increasing our knowledge

on this so far rather unexplored distinction.

4.3 Methodological Limitations, Strengths and Implications

4.3.1 Sample and generalizability

Throughout the three papers constituting this thesis, we employed three different
samples. The three samples represent three different occupations and two nationalities,
potentially giving the thesis some restrictions regarding the generalizability of the
findings to the general working population. Thus, we encourage some caution when

generalizing our results.

In Paper 1, we applied data from a work environment survey conducted among all
employees in a large Norwegian transport company, in which we analyzed data from
the ferries segment of the company. There are numerus characteristics regarding the
work conditions for crew members on ferries that are not applicable to other working
populations. For instance, the studied teams live closely together for 2-7 days in a row.
Still, the chosen sample had some advantages considering our aim to study
organizational climate at a group-level, as these teams work together in fixed shifts and
crews, often for several days in a row and over longer time periods, which offers a
unique opportunity for control when measuring teams. In most companies, it would be
more difficult to measure the actual climate in the team, as it is common that employees
work across teams, or even belong to several teams, making it hard to measure the

climate variable.

In Paper 2, we relied on data collected among all employees at a Belgian university.

The data collection was carried out by a consulting agency, which is by Belgian law
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entitled to guide organizations and employers with respect to their prevention policies
regarding safety, ergonomics, health, and well-being. Like the sample in Paper 1, this
sample is not representative of the general workforce, as it diverges for instance in
educational level. However, as the study design and variables in Paper 1 and Paper 2
have several similarities, it is interesting to study the present aims and issues in two
quite different professions and within two different nationalities. Compared to the
sample in Paper 1, which is highly male dominated (82% men), the sample in Paper 2
have a good gender balance (47% men), increasing the generalizability of the findings.
Further, the sample size in both Paper 1 and Paper 2 are relatively large, with 462
employees across 147 teams, and 1354 employees across 134 departments,
respectively. A larger sample size can also increase the generalizability of the findings,
as it allows for more variability in the data, which can help to increase the statistical
power of the study and reduce the impact of sampling error (Tabachnick & Fidell,
2013).

In Paper 3 we used data collected from the Royal Norwegian Naval Academy. The
sample consisted of naval cadets taking part in a 10-week training mission on board a
tall ship. The cadets are employed by the Norwegian Armed Forces and the voyage is
a part of their mandatory officer training. Of the three samples used in the thesis, this
is probably the one with the least generalizable findings, as this sample consists of very
thoroughly selected cadets working in a 24-h military work setting. The sample consists
of predominantly young males (87.7% men, mean age 23 years), potentially restricting
the generalizability of the findings to other occupational groups that are more gender
and age balanced. Although this military work setting is quite different from the
common context for a general working population, it does offer a unique study context
as it limits the influence of other factors while on board the tall ship. In addition, it can
also be argued that when the day-to-day relationship between involvement in
interpersonal conflict and exposure to workplace bullying is found in this seemingly
highly resilient sample, it is plausible that this relationship is even stronger in more

ordinary work contexts, e.g., in representative samples.
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Finally, the response rates in all three surveys employed in this thesis are quite high
(Baruch & Holtom, 2008), strengthening the robustness of the findings. Taken together,
we believe the results of the present thesis are useful for the broader workforce, as most
of the findings are in line with theoretically derived hypotheses. Still, there is a need

for further validation of our findings in other work contexts.

4.3.2 Study design and instruments

A strength of the present thesis is that all three studies consist of multilevel designs. By
applying group-level and within-person research designs, we get to examine daily
fluctuations, as well as interactions between situational-, contextual-, and individual
factors, in the prediction of perceived exposure to workplace bullying. By approaching
workplace bullying in this manner, we aim to improve our understanding of the
workplace bullying process and identify the key moderating conditions across multiple
levels (Leon-Perez et al., 2021; Rai & Agarwal, 2018; Samnani & Singh, 2016).
Nevertheless, some limitations regarding the study designs and instruments still need

to be considered.

First, although the data employed in Paper 1 and Paper 2 both have a hierarchical
structure, allowing multilevel analysis, these are cross sectional data. This means that
all the data is collected at the same time and consequently that causal relationships
cannot be drawn. Hence, in order to examine the direction of the observed relationships
between the studied variables, longitudinal studies are necessary. However, a
considerable strength in Paper 1 and Paper 2 is that we measure and analyse the two
organizational climate constructs at the group-level, which is, based on the definition
of an organizational climate, the appropriate level to study this concept (James &
James, 1989). To rightfully capture the organizational climate structure it is argued that
two criteria ideally should be fulfilled (Schneider et al., 2013). First, statistical
procedures should be conducted to aggregate the data to the group-level of analysis
(Glick, 1985), and second, the wording of the items in the scale should represent the
group-level (LeBreton & Senter, 2008). Although we fulfill both criteria when

measuring conflict management climate in Paper 1, we only fulfilled the first criteria
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in Paper 2 when measuring hostile work climate. Hence, the findings in Paper 2 should

be replicated with appropriate level items in the measurement of hostile work climate.

In Paper 3 we applied a different design, namely a daily diary design. This design has
several strengths, for instance that diary studies allow us to investigate more causal
processes, by measuring relationships from one day to the next and by controlling for
previous days influence. Since most of the variables that are of interest in the present
thesis are dynamic in nature, this approach may be more suited to capture the
complexity of these phenomena, as well as the short-term dynamic between these
variables (Demerouti & Bakker, 2011; Neall & Tuckey, 2014; Spector & Pindek,
2016). In addition, as workplace bullying is conceptualized as a process, it is a clear
strength that the element of time is accounted for in the design. Lastly, diary studies
also have the advantage that they take place in a real-world setting, which provides
high ecological validity. However, like any research method, diary studies also have
potential flaws. In a recent study by Gochmann et al. (2022), they found that
insufficient effort when responding can be a distortion in daily reporting on social
interactions at work. Insufficient effort responding is a phenomenon that occurs when
an individual does not put forth the necessary effort to provide accurate or meaningful
responses to a questionnaire. This may occur for a variety of reasons, including lack of
motivation, fatigue, boredom, or the desire to appear socially desirable or avoid
negative consequences. Hence, insufficient effort responding may have impacted the
validity of the findings in Paper 3, as this can cause bias and reduce the accuracy of the

data.

When it comes to the instruments employed in the present thesis, it is a strength that
only well-established scales with acceptable to high levels of reliability are used.
Hence, problems due to reliability are not likely to substantially affect the validity of
the findings. However, a potential limitation is that we rely solely on self-report
questionnaires. Gathering all information from the same source involves a risk of
common-method biases (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986), such as respondents answering
the questionnaire in a socially desirable way. One way to combat such response biases

is to collect data from multiple sources or analyze data with statistical techniques that
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account for common-method biases. Considering that the aim of this thesis mainly is
to measure different work stressors and the whole specter of bullying exposure, using
external sources to measure this is not ideal, as these are largely subjective perceptions,
not necessarily possible for others to observe. Especially in the beginning of a bullying
process, the exposure to negative acts is typically subtle and may come from several
colleges, therefore making it difficult for others to even notice. Still, we do not expect
this to be a prominent problem in our study since common-method bias generally

decreases when studying interactions (Siemsen et al., 2010).

At last, a challenge in Paper 1 and Paper 2, is that we measure workplace bullying and
environmental stressors by asking respondents to recall behaviours that have occurred
over several months (Jex & Bayne, 2017). As noted by Spector (2019), retrospective
measures of events that occurred in the past may be affected by recall bias and
subsequently threaten the validity of the findings. Although this may affect the findings
in Paper 1 and Paper 2, the daily diary design applied in Paper 3 has the advantage that
respondents report on experiences closer to the time at which they occurred, thereby
minimizing retrospective bias (Bolger et al., 2003; Ohly et al., 2010; Reis & Gable,
2000). Still, the drawback with this approach is that we only get a “snapshot” of that
day. Hence, there are strengths and limitations connected to all measurement methods,
which is why it is important to apply a wide range of study designs that include both

longitudinal and “shortitudinal” designs to better capture the whole picture.

4.4 Practical Implications

Given the scarcity of studies investigating the interaction of risk factors and protective
factors of bullying at different organizational layers, we believe the three studies
constituting the present thesis add important knowledge from an applied bullying
prevention perspective. According to the findings, exposure to workplace bullying do
not seem to appear out of nothing, but rather to be a sign of a work environment where
a range of unfavourable factors are likely to co-exist at the individual-level, as well as
the group-level. First, the findings from all three papers provide additional support to

the well-established link between the psychosocial factors interpersonal conflict, role
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conflict, workload and cognitive demands, and the risk of exposure to bullying
behaviours. Hence, in order to prevent workplace bullying, it is important that the
organization and work tasks are well organized, that all roles and role expectations are
clarified, and that sufficient resources are available to cope with the job demands

workers are faced with.

Second, and more interestingly, the findings from Paper 1 and Paper 2 show that the
effect of these psychosocial risk-factors on exposure to bullying, can be strengthened,
alleviated, or even eliminated by the organizational climate existing within the
workgroup. While a hostile work climate in the workgroup serves as a catalyst for the
stressor—bullying relationship, a strong conflict management climate in the workgroup
serves as a buffer, implying that workers can withstand more stress without increasing
the risk of bullying exposure. Hence, the potential implications of a strong conflict
management climate are probably the most important practical implication of this
thesis, as it seems to reduce the effect of other known risk factors of workplace
bullying. Besides, creating such a climate is something «all» organizations can achieve

regardless of industry, economy etc.

Additionally, as an organizational climate is modifiable, it can actively be shaped by
people with power and influence (Dollard & Bailey, 2021; James & James, 1989;
Plimmer et al., 2022). Therefore, HR personnel, managers and leaders should be trained
in conflict management procedures. Further, they should communicate guidelines for
where and whom employees should contact and which actions to take if they are
involved in disputes, stressful work situations and interpersonal conflicts, as well as
how conflicts will be managed (see also Einarsen & Hoel, 2008). Establishing such
clear guidelines for what to do when conflict arises can help promote predictability and
perceived control, in addition to an experience of fair and effective conflict
management. It is also important to make clear that before the organization starts
working on improving the conflict management climate it is essential that the
organizational infrastructure to handle complaints of bullying are in place, such as
relevant policies and procedures (see also Ferris et al., 2021; Zapf & Vartia, 2020). In
a recent longitudinal study by Hamre et al. (2022), further support for the protective
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effect of a strong conflict management climate is provided, as it is found to neutralize
the escalation and development of workplace bullying. More specifically, they found
that exposure to bullying behaviours at the first timepoint explained nearly half of the
new and increased instances of bullying behaviours at the second timepoint, but only
for those employees working in a weak conflict management climate (Hamre et al.,

2022).

Lastly, in Paper 3, we find that also individual factors can serve as additional risk
factors when involved in episodes of interpersonal conflicts, as those who are high on
trait anger were more likely to experience exposure to bullying behaviours the same
day as they reported being in an interpersonal conflict. However, having a high trait
anger score was not in itself a risk factor when not involved in interpersonal conflicts.
This again stresses the importance of having well-organized working conditions, in
order to minimize the breeding ground for frustrations and conflicts, combined with
early and efficient conflict management. At the end of the day, leaders are responsible
to ensure the well-being of their subordinates in stressful situations (Rayner & Lewis,

2020).
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5. CONCLUSION

Workplace bullying, although being a low-frequent phenomenon, does have
detrimental consequences when it occurs. It is therefore important to uncover its root
causes, as this knowledge in turn can be utilized to develop effective preventive
measures. In this respect, the findings from the present thesis contribute to shed light
on several aspects of the complex bullying process and how it is affected by various
risk- and protective factors across different levels. Interpersonal conflict, role conflict,
workload, and cognitive demands are all situational risk factors found to be decisive
factors in predicting exposure to workplace bullying. Hence, while these findings
substantiate the previous empirical evidence that prevailing problems in the work
environment are important risk factors for workplace bullying, the main contribution
to the literature is that both contextual factors and individual factors can influence the
role that these situational risk factors potentially play in relation to bullying. More
specifically, the organizational climate in the workgroup appears to play a critical role
in both accelerating and preventing workplace bullying. While a hostile work climate
may strengthen the impact of stressors on bullying behaviours and/or targets
perceptions and vulnerability, a conflict management climate may buffer the impact of
stressors on bullying. Finally, the thesis also brings about new insight regarding the
short-time dynamic in the relationship between interpersonal conflicts and bullying, as
it is found to exist already within the same day. In addition, employee trait anger is
found to influence the relationship between interpersonal conflicts and exposure to
bullying, here on a daily level. Taken together the findings from the three papers
constituting the present thesis contribute to enhance our knowledge regarding under

which conditions bullying may arise and develop.
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Conflict management climate is an important organizational resource that is theorized
to prevent interpersonal frustration from escalating into harsh interpersonal conflicts
and even workplace bullying. The present study investigates whether team-level
perceptions of conflict management climate moderate the relationship between
previously investigated psychosocial predictors of workplace bullying (i.e., role conflicts,
workload, cognitive demands) and perceived exposure to bullying behaviors in the
workplace. We collected data from crews on ferries operating on the Norwegian
coastline consisting of 462 employees across 147 teams. As hypothesized, multilevel
analyses showed positive main effects of role conflict and cognitive demands (but not
workload) on exposure to bullying behaviors. Also, the hypothesized moderation effect
of team-level conflict management climate on the relationship between individual-level
job demands and exposure to bullying behaviors was significant for role conflict and
cognitive demands, but not for workload. Specifically, the positive relationships between
the two job demands and exposure to bullying behaviors were stronger for employees
working in teams with a weak (vs. a strong) conflict management climate. These findings
contribute to the bullying research field by showing that conflict management climate
may buffer the impact of stressors on bullying behaviors, most likely by preventing
interpersonal frustration from escalating into bullying situations.

Keywords: cognitive demands, conflict management climate, role conflict, workload, workplace bullying

INTRODUCTION

Although exposure to workplace bullying has been documented to be of a relatively low
prevalence, it has shown to be a psychosocial stressor with severe negative consequences for
the health and well-being of those targeted (Bowling and Beehr, 2006; Nielsen et al., 2014;
Verkuil et al., 2015), as well as for the social environment where it occurs (Einarsen et al,,
1994; Vartia, 2001). Despite extensive studies and knowledge about the detrimental outcomes
of workplace bullying, including a long-term negative impact on mental health, increased
risk for disability retirement, and personnel turnover, less is known about its possible risk
factors (Baillien et al., 2009), and especially so regarding possible preventive factors that may
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influence the occurrence and the impact these risk factors
may have on employee motivation, health, and well-being
(Rai and Agarwal, 2018).

Among the risk factors that have been identified for workplace
bullying, work-related strain factors are the most robust
predictors (Bowling and Beehr, 2006). In accordance with the
“work environment hypothesis” (Leymann, 1990, 1996; Einarsen
etal.,, 1994), which claims that bullying is a consequence of work-
related factors, previous studies have identified employees who
have contradictory expectations and relatively high levels of job
demands to be more often subjected to such bullying behaviors
at work (Notelaers et al., 2010; Van den Brande et al., 2016; Nel
and Coetzee, 2019). In line with this, job demands-resources (JD-
R) theory states that every occupation and every job has specific
demands and resources that in sum contribute to job-related
stress or motivation (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). A central
assumption of JD-R theory is that, over time, high job demands
may lead to strain and energy depletion (Bakker and Demerouti,
2007). Job strain, in turn, may lead to interpersonal frustration
and bullying behaviors (Notelaers et al., 2013; Janssens et al.,
2016). However, another central assumption of JD-R theory is
that the presence of sufficient contextual and personal resources
can buffer the energy depleting effects that high job demands
potentially have (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). Accordingly,
such preventive resources may be job-related, such as autonomy,
skill variety, and support from colleagues, or may be person-
related, such as hardiness and self-efficacy. Resources may exist
on different levels of the organization, and may also take the
form of a conflict management climate in a specific department.
A central assumption in the present study is therefore that
conflict management climate constitute an important higher-
level resource that may influence the potential job demands -

bullying relationship.
Conflict management climate (CMC) refers to employees’
assessments of the organization’s conflict management

procedures and practices, and of how fair and predictable
the interactions between leaders and followers in this regard are
perceived to be (Rivlin, 2001; Einarsen et al., 2018). In recent
years, the concept of conflict management climate has gained
growing interest as a promising mechanism, explaining why
and when bullying occurs in a work environment. Bullying
researchers have suggested and substantiated that conflict
management climate is an important organizational resource
that may prevent interpersonal frustration arising from stressful
working conditions to escalate into workplace bullying (Einarsen
et al., 2018). Since the concept of organizational climate has
been defined as organizational members shared perceptions
of a workplace phenomenon (James and James, 1989), we
will apply a multilevel design with team-level perceptions of
conflict management climate, also addressing the general request
for more multilevel studies in the field of workplace bullying
(Hauge et al,, 2011; Skogstad et al., 2011). There is a strong
need in the literature for adequate information from group level
analyses in order to make appropriate interventions in groups
and departments.

The aim of the present study is therefore to test the
relationship between three identified individual level predictors

of bullying (i.e., role conflict, workload, and cognitive demands),
and reported exposure to bullying behaviors, yet add team-level
conflict management climate in the equation. We will investigate
whether this climate interacts with job stressors in predicting
bullying-related outcomes. By integrating conflict management
climate as a moderator, we aspire to obtain a more nuanced
and better understanding of the antecedents and mechanisms
explaining escalating bullying behaviors and the end-state of
victimization from workplace bullying. In this, we address the
general request for research on moderators in the job demands -
bullying relationship (Rai and Agarwal, 2018), and also aspire
to contribute valuable and nuanced knowledge on how to
prevent workplace bullying from developing from other work-
related stressors.

Theoretical Background

Workplace bullying refers to the repeated and systematic
exposure to negative behaviors in situations where the one
targeted has difficulties defending him/herself in the actual
situation (Einarsen et al., 2011). Hence, bullying is about the
systematic mistreatment of a co-worker or a subordinate, often by
psychological rather than physical means (Einarsen and Raknes,
1997; Keashly, 1997). The most frequently reported negative
behaviors are withholding of information that affect the target’s
work performance, having one’s opinions ignored, having key
areas of responsibility removed or replaced with more trivial
or unpleasant tasks, or being the target of spontaneous anger
(Notelaers and Einarsen, 2013). Being a gradually escalating
process, workplace bullying has shown to manifest itself in low as
well as high intensities (Leon-Perez et al., 2012, 2015; Notelaers
and Einarsen, 2013; Conway et al., 2018). Low-intensity bullying
has been referred to as incivility or mistreatment at work (Cortina
et al,, 2001). In light of its preventive focus, the present study
will investigate the whole range of exposure to bullying, from low
intensity unwanted negative acts up to and including full-blown
cases of victimization from bullying; conceptualized as exposure
to bullying behaviors.

Situational Antecedents of Workplace Bullying

Role conflict

Role stressors, and particularly role conflict, represents one of the
most studied and most important psychosocial risk factors at the
workplace. Role conflict has consistently been found to predict
reports of workplace bullying (Bowling and Beehr, 2006). Role
conflict represents the simultaneous existence of two or more sets
of expectations toward the same person, such that compliance
with one set of expectations makes compliance with the other
set difficult (Kahn et al., 1964; Beehr et al., 1995). Interestingly,
role conflict was also one of the first work environment factors
found to be linked to reports of exposure to workplace bullying
(Einarsen et al., 1994; Vartia, 1996). Later studies have confirmed
this relationship and identified role conflict to be among the
strongest of all work-related predictors of workplace bullying
(Hauge et al., 2007; Baillien and De Witte, 2009; Moreno-Jiménez
et al,, 2009). Accordingly, researchers have tried to theoretically
explain why role conflicts are associated with workplace bullying.
Einarsen et al. (1994) argue that the association between role
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conflict and workplace bullying is due to the creation of strain
and frustration in the team, which may then elicit or fuel a
bullying process. This aligns with JD-R theory, stating that role
conflict is as a job demand that potentially can lead to energy-
depleting strain (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). Role conflict may
also lead to frustration and stress in the focal person. Employees
who experience role conflict become stressed, and may act in
ways that irritate and annoy colleagues and superiors, and by that
trigger a further process of incivility, interpersonal conflict, and
mistreatment (Einarsen et al., 1994). This process is delineated in
the extended “victim precipitation theory” (Elias, 1986; Samnani
and Singh, 2016), proposing that when employees get stressed,
they may act in ways that irritate and annoy colleagues and
superiors, and by that trigger or fuel a bullying process. The
following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 1. There is a positive relationship between role
conflict and exposure to bullying behaviors at work.

Workload and cognitive demands
Next to role conflict, increased workload or work pressure has
been suggested as an important precursor of bullying (Hauge
etal., 2007; Baillien and De Witte, 2009). Although work pressure
is a natural and necessary part of all working life, high work
pressure over time, without sufficient recourses to cope with
them, has been related to workplace bullying (Hauge et al., 2007;
Parchment and Andrews, 2019). In fact, in the seminal work
of Brodsky (1976), work pressure was proposed as a type of
harassment by and in itself - when consistently being directed
to one or more subordinates with the aim or likely outcome of
punishing the target(s). However, the results of empirical studies
have been mixed. While early studies failed to demonstrate such
a relationship, more recent studies support the notion of a
relationship between work pressure and bullying (Baillien and De
Witte, 2009; Moreno-Jiménez et al., 2009). Quantitative demands,
in the present study termed workload, have so far received most
attention in research (Van den Brande et al., 2016). By workload,
we refer to the amount and speed of work to be performed, which
is whether you need to work fast or extra hard to get your tasks
done (Van Veldhoven and Meijman, 1994). Niedl (1996) found,
in his studies in Austria and Germany, a relationship between
hectic work and reports of bullying at work. This finding has
later been replicated in Norway (Hauge et al., 2007), Netherlands
(Huber etal., 2001), and Belgium (Notelaers and De Witte, 2003).
Qualitative or cognitive demands, on the other hand, have
received far less research attention. By cognitive demands, we
refer to the need to concentrate one’s attention on several things
at the same time, persistently be concentrated and careful in
one’s work, or having many things to remember while conducting
the work (Van Veldhoven and Meijman, 1994). Having high
cognitive demands may be as stressful as time constraints and
influences how one behaves and interacts with those around
(Notelaers et al., 2010). Accordingly, Hoel et al. (2002) argue that
cognitive demands are positively related to workplace bullying.
They argue that workers under strain may voice their concern
about the high cognitive demands, which may result in negative
reactions and in some cases in conflict escalation, finally resulting

in bullying (Baillien et al., 2009). Accordingly, Knorz and Zapf
(1996) argued that high workload and cognitive demands can
lead to conflict escalation, because those involved will have
sparse time and limited resources for conflict resolution and
management. As with role conflict, we expect in line with JD-
R theory and victim precipitation theory, work pressure to be
positively related to bullying behaviors. Thus, we propose:

Hypothesis 2. There is a positive relationship between
workload and exposure to bullying behaviors at work.

Hypothesis 3. There is a positive relationship
between cognitive demands and exposure to bullying
behaviors at work.

Conflict Management Climate

Based on interviews with more than 1000 targets of work
harassment, Brodsky (1976) claimed that for harassment to occur
there needs to be a culture and climate that permits and rewards
it. The concepts of organizational culture and climate offer
to some extent overlapping perspectives for understanding the
experiences people have in work settings (Denison, 1996), where
organizational climate can be defined as organizational members’
shared perceptions of the workplace, in particular regarding its
procedures, practices, prevailing behaviors, and its support and
reward systems (James and James, 1989). In the present study, we
will focus on the subjective perception of employees regarding
how well the organization handles interpersonal conflicts based
on their observations of how organizational procedures work
in this area, of the habits managers have in such cases, as well
as observations of consistent behaviors portrayed by managers
when handling these kinds of interpersonal conflicts and claims
of mistreatment. An element of trust is a natural ingredient in
this and exchange of views and experiences between organization
members will also to some extent shape the perceptions and
attitudes involved. The perceptions are inherently subjective
but are expected to be shared by those belonging to the same
department or work group. To the extent that such perceptions
are shared, we may talk about an organizational climate and
not only a psychological climate, which again may affect the
individual behavior and reactions of organization member, for
example when involved in actual cases of interpersonal stress,
frustration and escalating conflicts (James and Jones, 1980;
Schneider et al., 1998). Such a climate may also be perceived
as an organizational resource that affects the behaviors and
reactions of employees and thus being consistent with the JD-
R theory, proposing that the potential detrimental effect of job
demands on the social relationships at work, may be prevented or
litigated by resources in the organization and in the psychosocial
working environment (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). Although
such job resources may be of a physical, psychological, social
or organizational nature, organizational climate is proposed as a
particularly strong resource in regard to interpersonal and social
relations (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007).

In contemporary organizational research, it is common to
study such specific types of climate, like climate for creativity,
safety climate (Schneider, 2000), and in our case climate for
conflict management. Hence, climate has an object, something
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we focus on, think off and act and react to. Regarding workplace
bullying and prior empirical studies, some studies exist on the
concept of psychosocial safety climate, with promising findings.
In a recent longitudinal study, Dollard et al. (2017) found
that a strong psychosocial safety climate predicted reduced
bullying 4 years later, mediated by enacted psychosocial safety
climate. These findings suggest that organizations with a strong
psychosocial safety climate have a decreased likelihood of
bullying through its influence on procedures implemented in
the following three areas; (a) procedures directly addressing
bullying; (b) procedures addressing reducing demands; and (c)
procedures addressing the management of conflicts. In line
with this perspective, Kwan et al. (2016) found that employees
experiencing high psychosocial safety climate were more likely to
choose an active coping strategy and voice bullying early, which
prevented bullying incidents from further escalation.

Since conflict management climate is thought of as a sub facet
of enacted psychosocial safety climate (Einarsen et al.,, 2018), we
expect similar effects of conflict management climate on bullying.
Consequently, we hypothesize that a strong conflict management
climate, defined as employees’ beliefs that interpersonal conflicts
are generally managed well and fairly in their organization
(Rivlin, 2001), play an important role in preventing that a
psychosocial work environment ripe with frustration poses a
risk for workplace bullying. In a cross-sectional survey among
employees in an on-shore transport company, Einarsen et al.
(2018) found that conflict management climate was related
to lower frequency reports of bullying as well as being a
buffer in the bullying - work engagement relationship. The
present study expands this research by testing whether perceived
conflict management climate at the team-level can buffer the
relationship between work-related factors and exposure to
workplace bullying. We believe that the individual’s immediate
work group is the primary group of interest in this regard,
because this group in general is likely to exert more influence on
the individuals involved than are larger more peripheral groups
such as the entire organization (Bliese and Jex, 2002). On the
background of JD-R theory and previous research, we propose
that a strong conflict management climate, as a prevailing
perception in the immediate work group, will buffer the impact
of job demands on job strain, in our case perceived exposure
to bullying behaviors. Hence, the three following hypotheses
are presented:

Hypothesis 4a. The positive relationship between role conflict
and bullying behaviors is moderated by conflict management
climate. Specifically, the relationship between role conflict and
exposure to bullying behaviors is weaker in teams with a
strong (vs. weak) conflict management climate.

Hypothesis 4b. The positive relationship between workload
and bullying behaviors is moderated by conflict management
climate. Specifically, the relationship between workload and
exposure to bullying behaviors is weaker in teams with a
strong (vs. weak) conflict management climate.

Hypothesis 4c. The positive relationship between cognitive
demands and bullying behaviors is moderated by conflict

management climate. Specifically, the relationship between
cognitive demands and exposure to bullying behaviors
is weaker in team with a strong (vs. weak) conflict
management climate.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Procedure and Sample

The present study was conducted using a sample of Norwegian
employees in a major transport company, working on board
ferries in regular service along the Norwegian coastline. As a part
of a work environment survey, a questionnaire was distributed to
837 employees on all their ferries. Altogether, 462 questionnaires
were returned, resulting in a response rate of 55.2%. The mean
age of the sample was 45.04 years (SD = 11.77), ranging from
17 to 66 years, where 82% (n = 379) were males. The majority
of the sample reported to be in a full time employment (93.2%).
The sample was naturally clustered, as individual crew members
belonged to teams sharing a particular captain, ferry and shift,
creating a multi-level research design. The sample consisted of
147 teams with an average of 2.7 employees per team. Each
vessel had 3-4 teams working in respective shifts, and each team
consisted of a crew of 2-10 members.

The study was approved by the Norwegian Social Science Data
Services/Norwegian Center for Research Data. An information
letter was included with the request. Informing that participation
was voluntary, that participants could resign from the study
at any time, that the information provided would be threated
confidentially and that the participants could ask later to have the
information deleted.

Instruments

Exposure to bullying behaviors at work was measured using
the twelve-item version of the Negative Acts Questionnaire-
Revised (“NAQ-R”; Einarsen et al., 2009; Glaso et al., 2010;
Notelaers et al., 2018). The NAQ measures perceived exposure
to bullying behaviors while at work, describing different kinds
of behavior that may be perceived as bullying if they occur on
a systematic and regular basis. The overall starting sentence was:
“Which unwanted actions or negative situations have you been
exposed to in your workplace during the last 6 months?” Example
items are: “Someone withholding information which affects your
performance,” “Spreading of gossip and rumors about you,” and
“Being shouted at or being the target of spontaneous anger,’
with response categories ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (daily). The
scores on all items were summed to form an overall index of
exposure to bullying behaviors. The scale showed good reliability,
Cronbach’s o = 0.91.

Role conflict was measured using five items from the Role
Questionnaire (Rizzo et al., 1970). An example item is: “I receive
incompatible requests from two or more people,” with response
categories ranging from 1 (very false) to 7 (very true). The scale
showed adequate reliability, Cronbach’s o = 0.82.

Workload was measured using four items from the
Questionnaire on the experience and assessment of work
(Van Veldhoven and Meijman, 1994). An example item is: “Do
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you have to work very fast?” The response categories range from
1 (never) to 4 (always), and the scale showed good reliability,
Cronbach’s o = 0.84.

Cognitive demands was measured using three items from the
Questionnaire on the experience and assessment of work (Van
Veldhoven and Meijman, 1994). An example item is: “Do you
have to be attentive to many things at the same time?” The
response categories range from 1 (never) to 4 (always), and the
scale showed acceptable reliability, Cronbach’s o = 0.68.

Conflict management climate was measured with four items
adapted from the Conflict Management Climate Scale regarding
perceived fairness of dispute resolution in the organization
(Rivlin, 2001; Einarsen et al., 2018). The wordings of the four
items are as follows: (1) “If I have a serious disagreement with
someone at work, I know who I should talk to about it”; (2)
“The way we deal with disagreements between employees in my
unit works well”; (3) “My superiors deal with conflicts in a good
manner’; (4) “We have good procedures and methods for raising
disagreements and conflicts in my workplace.” The response
categories range from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
The scale showed good reliability, Cronbach’s o = 0.81. Prior to
the multilevel analysis, the items were computed into a sum-
score, and a team average score was used at the team-level
in the analysis.

Analyses

In order to acknowledge and analyze the multilevel structure
of the data, implying that individual scores (individual-level)
were nested within teams (team-level), we conducted multilevel
analysis using MLwiN 2.20. In the analysis, individual-level
predictors were centered on the team mean, while team-level
predictors were centered on the grand mean. To test our
hypotheses, we ran three models predicting bullying behaviors
(NAQ-R). First, we tested a model where the intercept was
included as the only predictor (Null Model). In the next model
(Main effect Model), we included the explanatory demands
variables (role conflict, workload, cognitive demands) and the
moderator variable (conflict management climate). In the third
model (Interaction Model), the two-way interactions between
conflict management climate and the three demands were
included. Simple slope tests for hierarchal linear models were
used to examine whether the slopes in cross-level interactions
were significantly different from zero (Preacher et al., 2006). The
slopes where tested at £1 SD for the predictors and moderators,
and calculations were based on the asymptotic covariance matrix
from the respective multilevel models using R version 3.4.3.

RESULTS

Preliminary Confirmatory Factor

Analyses

Prior to aggregating the conflict management climate scores to
team-level, we performed a set of confirmatory factor analyses
using Mplus 7.0 in order to assure that there is sufficient
discriminant validity across the study constructs. In order to
test this, we first modeled bullying behavior, role conflict,

workload, cognitive demands and conflict management climate
as five correlated latent factors using their respective observed
indicators. The model showed acceptable fit (x? (df) = 887.24
(368), CFI = 091, TLI = 0.90, and RMSEA = 0.055), and
revealed acceptable factor loadings in the range of 0.44 to 0.86.
Moreover, correlations between the different latent constructs
range from -0.47 to 0.50, all in the expected direction. Secondly,
the constructs with the highest correlations (role conflict and
bullying behaviors) where collapsed into one structure resolving
in a four factor model. However, this resulted in a deteriorated fit
(A2 (Adf) = 518.25 (4), p < 0.01, CFI = 0.81, TLI = 0.80, and
RMSEA = 0.078). In sum, preliminary CFA analyses indicate that
the constructs can be empirically distinguished.

Descriptive Statistics

Means, standard deviations, Inter Class Correlations (ICC) for
within-level variables, and within- and between-level correlations
for all study variables are presented in Table 1. For conflict
management climate, the estimated ICC2 (Bliese, 2000) was
calculated to be 0.53. Correlational analysis showed that at the
within-level, significant positive correlations between all three job
demands and exposure to bullying behaviors, respectively, with
the strongest relationship between role-conflict and exposure
to bullying. Furthermore, role-conflict was positively related to
workload, while workload was also positively related to cognitive
demands. On the between-level, strong negative correlations
exist between conflict management climate and bullying and
role-conflict. Conflict management climate was not related to
workload and cognitive demands.

Multilevel Analysis
As can be seen in Table 2, the initial unpredicted null model
revealed that 3% of the total variance in bullying behaviors
existed on the team-level while 97% of the variance appeared
at the individual level. This suggests that most of the variance
in bullying behaviors is explained by individual factors, rather
than by team affiliation, which is consistent with our hypotheses
trying to predict individual employees’ exposure to bullying
behaviors. In hypotheses 1, 2, and 3, we hypothesized a positive
association between (a) job demands in the form of role conflict,
workload, and cognitive demands, and (b) exposure to bullying
behaviors. In support of hypothesis 1 and 3, significant positive
relationships were found for both role conflict (B = 0.103,
p < 0.01) and cognitive demands (B = 0.105, p < 0.05) in
the main effect model. Thus, when role conflicts or cognitive
demands were higher, employees were more likely to report
having been exposed to negative acts. However, the association
between workload and bullying behaviors was not significant
(B = 0.019, n.s.). Hence, hypothesis 2 was not supported.
Finally, the main effect model reveals a significant negative
relationship between conflict management climate and perceived
bullying behaviors (B = -0.185, p < 0.05). This means that
bullying behaviors are less likely in teams with a strong conflict
management climate.

We further hypothesized, in hypotheses 4a, 4b, and 4c,
that conflict management climate moderates the positive
relationships between job demands and exposure to
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TABLE 1 | Mean, standard deviation, ICC, and within- and between-level correlations for all study variables (N = 462 participants, N = 147 teams).

X sD Icc1/1cc2 S? between S2 within 1 2 3 4
Within-level
(1) Bullying behaviors 1.287 0.436 0.056% 0.021* 0.135%* - 0.402%* 0.136* 0.131*
(2) Role conflict 3.194 1.334 0.0772 0.170 1578 0.887** - 0.209%** 0.102
(3) Workload 2.302 0.530 0.0282 0.007 0.248** 0.729 0.655 - 0.353**
(4) Cognitive demands 2.997 0.588 0.040% 0.015 0.327** 0.137 -0.187 0.466 -
Between-level
(5) CMC 3.749 0.611 0.535° 0.560%* - ~0.957** ~0.786** ~0.658 -0.220

CMC, confiict management climate; 2ICC1, within-level correlations; bjCC2, between-level correlations; Correlations below the diagonal are correlations on the between-
level. Correlations above the diagonal are correlations on the within-level. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

bullying behaviors. In support of hypotheses 4a and 4c, we
found significant interactions between team-level conflict
management climate and both role conflict (B = -0.071,
p < 0.05) and cognitive demands (B = -0.174, p < 0.05)
in the interaction model. However, the interaction effect
between workload and conflict management climate was
not significant (B = 0.060, n.s.). Hence, hypothesis 4b
was not supported.

The two significant interactions are visualized in Figures 1, 2.
As can be seen in Figure 1, there is a stronger positive association
between role conflict and exposure to bullying behaviors among
respondents in teams characterized by a weak (i.e., low level)
conflict management climate, compared to those working in
teams with a strong (i.e., high level) conflict management
climate. Despite these differences, a formal test of the slopes
at £1 SD of the moderator revealed significant slopes for both
teams characterized by a weak conflict management climate
(Slope = 0.058, z = 2.185, p < 0.05), and teams characterized

by a strong conflict management climate (Slope = 0.144,
z=5.395,p < 0.01).
TABLE 2 | Multilevel estimates for the prediction of bullying behaviors.

Null model Main effect Interaction

model model

B SE B SE B SE
Intercept 1.272% 0.020 1.275* 0.018 1.275* 0.018
Role conflict 0.103** 0.018  0.101** 0.017
Workload 0.019 0.047 —-0.003 0.046
Cognitive demands 0.105* 0.041 0.119* 0.041
CcMC —0.185* 0.028 —-0.189* 0.028
CMC x Role conflict —0.071* 0.033
CMC x Workload 0.060 0.078
CMC x Cognitive —0.174* 0.065
demands
Variance level 1 0.145(97%) 0.008 0.115 0.010 0.108 0.010
(individual level)
Variance level 2 0.004 (3%) 0.013 0.001 0.006 0.004 0.006
(team-level)
—2 Log likelihood 361.70 256.66 242.77

CMC, conflict management climate. N = 147 departments; N = 462 respondents.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

Inspection of Figure 2 reveals that while a clear positive effect
between cognitive demands and exposure to bullying behaviors
is found among individuals in teams with a weak conflict
management climate, the slope among individuals in teams
characterized by a strong conflict management climate is almost
flat. Accordingly the simple slope test reveals a significant positive
slope among those in teams with a weak conflict management
climate (slope = 0.225, z = 3.631, p < 0.01), while the slope among
individuals in teams with a strong conflict management climate
(slope = 0.013, z = 0.248, n.s.) was not significant.

In order to rule out the possibility that the relationships can be
explained by relevant third variables, we ran all the analyses while
controlling for gender, age, and tenure. However, the analyses
showed that none of the control variables significantly predicted
exposure to bullying behavior. Based on this, we decided to only
report the most parsimonious analyses excluding the control
variables, in line with the suggestions of Cohen et al. (2013).

DISCUSSION

Based on the work environment hypothesis and job demands-
resources theory, we hypothesized that role conflict, workload,
and cognitive demands would be positively related to exposure
to bullying behaviors at work. Psychosocial demands at work,
such as role conflict, workload and cognitive demands are
consistently found to predict experiences of being exposed to
bullying behaviors in the workplace. In this study, we further
examined to what extent team-level perceptions of conflict
management climate buffer the potential relationship between
these job demands and exposure to bullying behaviors at work.
Being an organizational resource, conflict management climate
provides workers with information on and confidence regarding
where to go and what to do when strain arises, and frustration and
conflicts appear. Furthermore, it provides guidelines of how to
handle such situations and trust in the organization’s ability to act
constructively if the situation would escalate. Hence, we predicted
that the relationships between these stressors and exposure to
bullying behaviors would be weaker in teams with a strong
conflict management climate.

As hypothesized, the results of multilevel analyses showed
positive main effects of role conflict and cognitive demands
on exposure to bullying behaviors. Hence, employees who
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FIGURE 1 | Plot of the interactive relationship of role conflict and bullying behaviors in teams with weak vs. strong CMC. CMC, conflict management climate.
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FIGURE 2 | Plot of the interactive relationship of cognitive demands and bullying behaviors in teams with weak vs. strong CMC. CMC, conflict management climate.
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experience elevated levels of role conflict and cognitive demands
in their work tend to report more exposure to bullying behaviors.
In line with our findings, several studies have found that
employees who experience high levels of role conflict and
cognitive demands are more often exposed to bullying behaviors
(Van den Brande et al, 2016). Our finding of role conflict
as the most important predictor of workplace bullying aligns
with previous research findings (Hauge et al., 2007; Notelaers
et al., 2010). Across different professions, studies consistently
find that role conflicts are a strong stressor (Einarsen et al.,
1994; Hauge et al., 2007). In a Danish study, Agervold (2009)
found that departments with the highest incidents of workplace
bullying experienced more role conflicts and cognitive demands
as compared to departments with the lowest incidents of bullying.
The findings in the present study are therefore in support of
the work environment hypothesis, which states that bullying is
the result of stressors in the psychosocial working environment

creating a fertile soil for frustration, irritation and accompanying
episodes of interpersonal conflict (Leymann, 1990; Einarsen et al.,
1994). These findings are also consistent with the extended
victim precipitation theory, stating that when people get stressed,
they are more likely to act in ways that provoke others, and
by that evoke bullying behavior from potential perpetrators.
Along similar lines, Salin (2003) argues that stress increases job
dissatisfaction, lowers aggression thresholds and does not allow
time for conflict solving. Additionally, the tendency to not take
time for polite and friendly interactions at work when we are
under stress (Pearson et al., 2000), can together with the other
factors potentially increasing the risk for harsh and spiraling
interpersonal conflicts, which may turn into bullying.

Contrary to our predictions and to previous research there
was, however, no significant main effect of workload on
employees’ exposure to bullying behaviors. In this regard, it
is important to state that job demands are not necessarily
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something negative. LePine et al. (2005) distinguish between job
demands as hindrance stressors and challenge stressors. They
describe hindrance stressors as “bad” stressors that interfere
with or inhibit an individual’s ability to achieve valued goals
(Cavanaugh et al., 2000). While challenge stressors are considered
as “good” stressors potentially promoting the personal growth
and achievement of the employee. In line with this, workload
has been termed as challenge stressors (Podsakoft et al., 2007).
Although Van den Broeck et al. (2010) found support for the
differentiation between challenge and hindrance demands, there
is still not sufficient empirical evidence on this issue (Demerouti
and Bakker, 2011). What one finds exhausting or not may also be
dependent upon the said job.

The present study is, to our knowledge, the first to empirically
demonstrate the buffering effect of conflict management climate
on the link between these job demands and exposure to
bullying behaviors. The results showed that a strong conflict
management climate was related to lower reports of bullying
behaviors in its own right as seen in the direct effect of climate
and more so in the presence of role conflicts and cognitive
demands. More specifically, the positive relationships between
these job demands and bullying behaviors were stronger for
employees working in teams with a weak conflict management
climate. In line with recent research, our findings support that
conflict management climate is an important organizational-level
resource with the ability to prevent bulling both directly and
indirectly by reducing the impact of other known risk factors
(Einarsen et al., 2018).

Initially, it seems apparent that a strong conflict management
climate contributes to the actual handling of interpersonal
frustration and conflicts at an early stage. Choosing an active
coping strategy and voicing the conflict early has been found to
prevent bullying from future escalation (Kwan et al., 2016). Kwan
etal. (2016) found that workers who chose a more passive strategy
and neglected the bullying were more likely to experience that
the bullying escalated. Those who then chose to voice later in
the process often still experienced unsuccessful outcomes. One
reason for this could be that the bullying then had escalated
too far. In addition, they found that the likelihood of choosing
an active coping strategy was dependent on the climate, in
their case psychosocial safety climate (Kwan et al., 2016). When
psychosocial safety climate was high, workers felt safe to voice
their concerns and by that initiate support from organization
and management in order to resolve the bullying. It seems that
active coping strategies, such as voice, are not likely to be effective
unless the climate is right (Kwan et al., 2016). Considering
the similarities between psychosocial safety climate and conflict
management climate, we might expect that by establishing a
strong conflict management climate, teams and organizations can
potentially foster active coping strategies in the face of conflicts
and by this reinforce a positive cycle.

Further, and as argued by Einarsen et al. (2018) it is
conceivable that conflict management climate works by reducing
insecurity and by promoting predictability and perceived control.
Rivlin (2001) argue that a strong conflict management climate
implies that employees perceive managers to intervene in
conflicts that arise and the conflict management procedures of

their organization to be fair. A strong conflict management
climate also provides workers with confidence regarding where
to go and what to do when conflicts appear. Increased perception
of control can further increase the likelihood that demands,
as conflicts, are handled and more easily coped with (Karasek,
1979). To perceive control in conflict situations can then
reduce the likelihood of frustration evolving and becoming
interpersonal conflicts. A strong conflict management climate
may imply the trust that negative behavior will be addressed,
thereby preventing and stopping such behavior which otherwise
may happen under stress. The experience of social support
might also be an explanatory mechanism, as impartial and
respectful attitudes of superiors is an important aspect of
the experience of organizational justice, which may further
promote employees’ perception of social support in the workplace
(Fujishiro and Heaney, 2009).

Although not explicitly hypothesized, we found that team-
level conflict management climate, in addition to having a
buffering effect, also had a main effect on bullying behaviors.
This finding also contributes to validate the concept of
conflict management climate, indicating that work environments
characterized by a strong conflict management climate are
characterized by fewer bullying behaviors and a lower risk of
bullying, irrespectively of such stressors. Alternatively, the direct
negative relationship between conflict management climate
and bullying may mean that environments with few bullying
behaviors contribute to the perception of a strong conflict
management climate.

Practical Implications
The results of the present study have important practical
implications for HR personnel, managers, and leaders, as the
findings from this study indicate that developing teams and
organizations characterized by strong conflict management
climate can be beneficial in order to prevent destructive
conflicts and bullying. This knowledge should be taken into
consideration when developing evidence-based prevention-
focused interventions. Taking into consideration the potential
costs of bullying being related to reduced productiveness, and
increased likelihood of sickness absence and turnover (Sheehan
et al., 2001), preventive interventions are considered to be
far more cost-effective than strategies that aim to repair the
consequences of bullying (Rivlin, 2001). Further, interventions
should be directed against factors in the organization, like job
demands or climate, as factors in the work environment have
consistently been found to be strong antecedents of workplace
bullying (Einarsen et al., 1994; Van den Brande et al,, 2016).
The finding that such a climate moderates more than one risk
factor indicates that focusing on conflict management climate
may be particularly efficient as a preventive measure. However,
we still find a relationship between role conflict and bullying
behavior in teams with strong conflict management climate.
This supports the notion that role conflicts are the strongest
psychosocial predictor of workplace bullying, and stresses the
need to simultaneously continue to enhance role clarity.
Furthermore, one advantage of studying specific climate
dimensions is that actions targeted at addressing these elements
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of organizational climate are more manageable and effective,
than actions more broadly focused (Giorgi, 2009). It is the
management’s responsibility to create such a climate that is
responsive to these interpersonal issues, hence, the focal group
to address here is leaders. As climate can actively be shaped
by people with power and influence (James and James, 1989),
leaders should be trained in conflict management procedures.
They should then communicate to their employees directions for
whom they should contact and which actions to take if they are
involved in disputes and conflicts, as well as how management
will act to solve such cases (see also Einarsen and Hoel, 2008).
Establishing clear guidelines for what to do when conflict
occur can foster security and self-control. Implementation of
such procedures may further promote the experience of fair
conflict management when disputes and conflicts develop. These
interventions should then be directed groups and departments in
the organization, as our results show that conflict management
do exist on team-level.

Taken together, the findings of the present study provide
additional support to the well-established link between
psychosocial factors, such as role conflict and cognitive
demands, and the risk for exposure to bullying behaviors. Yet,
and more interestingly, our findings demonstrate that the effect
of these risk-factors may be alleviated or even eliminated by
organizational teams’ or departments’ ability to manage conflicts
and employees’ trust in this. As such, our findings have important
theoretical and practical implications.

Strengths and Limitations

A strength of the present study is the use of recognized
scales with satisfactory validity and reliability. The accidental
finding that conflict management climate is directly related
to less reports of exposure to bullying speaks to the validity
of the scale. Further, a considerable strength of the present
study is that we measured conflict management climate at
the appropriate level, as the concept of organizational climate
is defined as organizational members’ shared perceptions of
the workplace and therefore ideally exist on a group level
(James and James, 1989). Integrating multilevel constructs
can help capture the complexity of organizational phenomena
and develop more sophisticated theoretical models (Demerouti
and Bakker, 2011). There is, however, a further need for
validating our findings in other work contexts. Regarding future
research, it would be interesting to investigate the role of
conflict management climate in other antecedents - workplace
bullying relationships, as well as looking more closely at the
involved mechanisms.

However, some limitations of the present study need to be
considered. First, the study is based on cross sectional data,
which means that all the information was collected at the same
time. Causal relationships can therefore not be drawn based
on our findings. Longitudinal studies are necessary in order to
confirm the direction of the relationships between the studied
variables. Another possible limitation of the current study is
the problem of common method variance. Because we only
use self-report questionnaires, we cannot rule out that some
associations are biased by common method. Nevertheless, we

do not expect this to be a prominent problem in our study
as common method bias generally decreases when studying
interactions (Siemsen et al., 2010).

Further, we encourage some caution when generalizing our
results. The sample in our study consist of crews on ferries
in a Norwegian transport company. Thus, the findings are not
necessarily generalizable to all other occupational groups, as
there may be factors in this work context that is not typical
for all workplaces, influencing the results. For instance, the fact
that these teams live closely together for 2-7 days in a row,
could conceivably create a greater need for a strong conflict
management climate. On the other hand, they also have longer
periods off work, which could potentially make it harder to
establish such a team-climate.

Lastly, it should be mentioned that the sample we chose had
some clear advantages in regard to studying climate at a group
level. These teams work together in fixed shifts, often for several
days in a row, living, working, and sleeping at the ferry, which
offers a unique opportunity for control when measuring teams. In
most companies, it would be more difficult to measure the actual
climate in the team, as it is common that employees work across
teams, or even belong to several teams, making it hard to measure
the climate variable.

CONCLUSION

The present study was conducted for both theoretical,
methodological and applied reasons and with findings with
important implications. First, it provides a new and broader
theoretical understanding of organizational risk factors and
typical antecedents of workplace bullying in its focus on how
conflict management climate buffer the relationships between
job demands and workplace bullying. Methodologically, it is
important as it answer a call in the literature for multilevel designs
in the study of workplace bullying and further substantiate the
usefulness of such a design. In terms of practice, we proposed
a new factor within the work environment hypothesis which
can be addressed by practitioners, and which may have both
direct and indirect preventive effects. In this, our findings show
that conflict management climate may serve as an important
preventive tool against workplace bullying.
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Abstract: In line with the work environment hypothesis, the present study investigates whether
department-level perceptions of hostile work climate moderate the relationship between psychosocial
predictors of workplace bullying (i.e., role conflicts and workload) and exposure to bullying be-
haviours in the workplace. The data were collected among all employees in a Belgian university and
constitutes of 1354 employees across 134 departments. As hypothesized, analyses showed positive
main effects of role conflict and workload on exposure to bullying behaviours. In addition, the hy-
pothesized strengthening effect of department-level hostile work climate on the relationship between
individual-level job demands and individual exposure to bullying behaviours was significant for
role conflict. Specifically, the positive relationship between role conflict and exposure to bullying
behaviours was stronger among employees working in departments characterized by a pronounced
hostile work climate. In contrast to our predictions, a positive relationship existed between workload
and exposure to bullying behaviours, yet only among individuals in departments with low hostile
work climate. These findings contribute to the bullying research field by showing that hostile work
climate may strengthen the impact of role stress on bullying behaviours, most likely by posing as
an additional distal stressor, which may fuel a bullying process. These findings have important
theoretical as well as applied implications.

Keywords: role conflict; workload; hostile work climate; workplace bullying

1. Introduction

Over the last decades, a growing body of workplace bullying research has thoroughly
documented its detrimental consequences for those exposed, yet also for bystanders and
even for organizations and societies at large [1-3]. Targets of workplace bullying tend to
suffer a range of mental and physical health problems, negative job attitudes, and increased
intentions to leave their employment [4,5]. In addition, organizations and societies may
suffer direct economic losses, due to reduced productivity, lowered workability, and in-
creased health problems among all those involved [2,6]. In order to prevent workplace
bullying and its damaging consequences, there is a need to understand potential risk
factors, as well as maintaining and escalating factors and the possible social mechanisms
involved, as workplace bullying is a complex process theorized to be influenced by a range
of person-related, work-related and contextual factors [7].

To date, the work environment hypothesis [8,9] has been the prevailing overarching
theoretical framework for studying antecedents of bullying. The hypothesis claims that a
poorly organized and stressful work environment may lead to bullying by creating stress,
frustration, and conflicts among employees, often in combination with a lack of adequate
management interventions [10], and in situations where there is a prevailing hostile climate
in the working group [11]. In support of this proposition, work-related stressors and the
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social climate are found to be the most robust predictors of workplace bullying, in particular
job demands in the form of role stressors and heavy workloads [12,13].

Heightened levels of stress from taxing job demands may lead some employees to
misbehave and break the social norms of polite behaviour, fuelling interpersonal conflicts,
as also proposed by the social interactionist perspective on aggression [14,15]. Further-
more, being under such stressors may increase one’s vulnerability in negative interper-
sonal relationships, which again may lead to a more negative perception of one s social
working environment.

Although the link between such strains and exposure to bullying has been firmly
substantiated [16,17], the main proposition and novel assumption investigated here is that
there may also be specific contextual and departmental conditions, e.g., a hostile climate,
under which such frustration caused by perceived stressors will be even more likely to
result in spiralling interpersonal conflicts and increased vulnerability in targets-to-be. Based
on the conservation of resources theory, we may see such a hostile climate as a resource
passageway: organizational environmental conditions that detract, undermine, obstruct, or
impoverish people’s or group’s resource reservoirs [18,19], which will increase their stress
levels, decrease their resources and hence increase their vulnerability.

The present study therefore adds to the literature by testing the propositions in the
work-environment hypothesis, namely that the risk of being exposed to bullying is higher
when under the influence of psychosocial stressors and particularly so when working in a
general hostile working climate where interpersonal conflicts and aggression flourishes.
Such a combination of stressors would indicate a perceived demanding work situation
which creates stress in the focal person who is also faced with being in a demanding
social context characterized by a lack of normal social resources. Thus, working in a social
context plagued with interpersonal conflicts, aggression, and hostility may be a taxing
demand, yet it also denotes a lack of the ordinary social resources of friendship and social
support generally present and available to employees. Following the conservation of
resource theory, this would imply that there may be a multiplying effect of situational
and contextual demands [19,20]. In addition, this happens in a situation with a loss of
contextual resources that would potentially help ones coping with these demands.

Our main assumption to be tested is therefore that job demands such as role stress
and taxing workloads are risk factors for exposure to bullying, and particularly so when
being in a hostile working climate. In this, the present study has important theoretical,
methodological, and applied contributions. Theoretically, we contribute by being the first
to test an important proposition in the work environment hypothesis, while also showing
how factors at different levels of analysis may interact to heighten the risk of exposure to
workplace bullying. In terms of methodology, we contribute by employing a multilevel
design in line with the theoretical assumptions. From an applied perspective, we contribute
with nuanced information on how to prevent and manage bullying at work.

1.1. The Concept of Workplace Bullying

Workplace bullying is about the systematic and ongoing exposure to mistreatment and
harassment by one’s colleagues or superiors, which may become “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” [21]. These negative social acts constituting
workplace bullying can take different forms, and either be work-related, such as the
withholding of information that affects the target’s work performance, having key areas
of responsibility removed or replaced with more trivial or unpleasant tasks, or they can
be person-related, such as gossip and rumours about you being spread or being the target
of spontaneous anger [22], often also including acts of social exclusion or non-inclusion.
Traditionally, research on workplace bullying has a focus on the target, who may be exposed
to such acts from a range of sources and perpetrators, where the total exposure is at the heart
of the experience. Furthermore, being a gradually escalating process, exposure to workplace
bullying has been shown to manifest itself in low as well as high intensities at any given
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time-point [22,23]. Since we are interested in understanding the risk factors associated with
such bullying, the present study will investigate the whole range of experienced exposure
to bullying, from low intensity unwanted negative acts to full-blown cases of bullying;
conceptualized as exposure to bullying behaviours.

1.2. Antecedents and Risk Factors of Exposure to Workplace Bullying

When examining the antecedents of workplace bullying, most of the research has
focused on more proximal work-related factors experienced directly by individuals, such
as the extent employees experience role conflict or high and taxing workloads, as well as
the perceived leadership style of one s immediate superior [10]. However, contextual risk
factors may exist on different levels of the organization, e.g., in the form of a hostile work
climate in the department as a macro level stressor. However, the risk factors proposed
in the work environment hypothesis [11] tends to be tested as independent risk factors.
However, a central and novel assumption in the present study is that risk factors at different
levels may interact to reinforce the risk of individual exposure to bullying. So far, such
mechanisms are relatively poorly understood [24]. Hence, we propose that a hostile work
climate in the department constitutes a resource passageway, or rather, the absence of
an important resource functions as a stressor that will influence other job demands [25],
increasing the risk of exposure to bullying behaviours at the individual level. Following the
work environment hypothesis and the conservation of resources theory, we propose that
working in a department with a hostile work climate may boost the job demands—bullying
relationship in several ways. Firstly, working in a hostile climate may in and of itself serve as
an environmental stressor for employees which may come on top of other stressors [26,27].
In a hostile work climate, employees may also experience less social support and less
constructive intervention by bystanders such as their peers and superiors [28], leading
to a lack of important buffering mechanisms. Being in such an environment may thus
also reduce and negatively affect one’s coping resources [29]. Secondly, a hostile work
climate may trigger similar reactions and negative treatment from a range of peers who all
would react to the ambient stressors crated by the hostile working climate and particularly
against stressed-out targets in that environment. This will not only amplify the exposure to
negative treatment from many sources, but also put the target in a more inferior position
of being less able to defend themselves and more prone to perceive social interaction as
negative and unwanted. Additionally, perpetrators-to-be may “watch and learn” patterns
of interpersonal misbehaviour from their colleagues when they are frustrated by others [30],
providing a breeding ground for destructive behaviour and interactions in the workplace
and particularly so when under the influence of stressors [29].

1.2.1. Role Conflict

Role stressors, and especially role conflict, is one of the most studied work-related risk
factors of workplace bullying and has consistently been found to be among the strongest
predictors of perceived bullying [8,12,31]. Role conflict can be described as the simultaneous
existence of two or more sets of expectations toward the same person, such that compliance
with one makes compliance with the other difficult [32,33]. Experiencing high degrees of
conflicting expectations and demands from leaders or colleagues is found to be associated
with elevated levels of stress and frustration, as it may hinder efficient goal attainment at
work [34]. Holding different and incompatible roles may also create frustration in both
the focal person and other role-senders in the working environment, with a risk of conflict
escalation and negative reactions toward the focal person.

In line with the work environment hypothesis, Einarsen and colleagues [8] argued
that the association between role conflict and workplace bullying is due to the creation of
strain and frustration in the working group, which may then escalate into harsh conflicts
and potentially bullying. Along similar lines of reasoning, it has been argued that role
stressors may act as ambient stressors that are perceived not only by victims, but also by
perpetrators. While perpetrators may enact bullying in response to those stressors [12],
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they may also retaliate against stressed-out colleagues who may violate the social norms
of polite interaction and as a response to the role conflicts of the focal person. Hence, role
conflict may fuel escalating conflicts among colleagues, in line with a social interactionist
approach to aggression [35]. Such explanations were supported in a longitudinal study by
Balducci and colleagues [36], in that role conflict positively predicted both being bullied and
bullying enactment. A representative study of Norwegian workers [37] also documented
how high levels of role conflict are reported by self-reported bullies. This further aligns
with the frustration-aggression hypothesis and the social interactionist perspective, which
states that aggression is elicited by negative stressful events [38], by affecting both future
perpetrators and targets. Hence, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 1. There is a positive relationship between role conflict and reported exposure to
bullying behaviours at work.

1.2.2. High Workload

In addition to role conflict, experiencing high workload has been suggested as an
important precursor of bullying [31,39]. Although not as consistent as the research findings
on role conflict, studies from a variety of countries do point to a relationship between
workload and exposure to bullying behaviours [31,39,40]. In the present study, the term
workload can be described as the amount and speed of work to be performed, which
determines whether you need to work fast or extra hard to get your tasks done [41]. While
role conflict is a clear example of a hindrance demand, workload may however be seen as a
challenge demand according to the challenge stressors-hindrance stressor framework [42], a
fact that may account for the less robust findings in the literature regarding risk of exposure
to workplace bullying. However, in line with the work environment hypothesis, a high
workload over time, and especially without sufficient resources, may result in strain and
conflict escalation, finally resulting in bullying [39,43]. This may either be the result of
the workload serving as an ambient stressor, affecting both targets and bullies, or that
employees who experience particularly high workloads become stressed out, therefore
becoming more vulnerable and acting in ways that irritate and annoy colleagues and
superiors, hence further triggering or fueling the bullying process [8,24,44]. Besides, being
exposed to high workloads over time is argued to be a risk factor for conflict escalation,
since those involved have sparse time and limited resources for conflict resolution [45].
Thus, we do propose:

Hypothesis 2. There is a positive relationship between workload and reported exposure to bullying
behaviours at work.

1.2.3. Hostile Work Climate

In one of the pioneering studies on antecedents of workplace bullying and in support
for the work environment hypothesis, Einarsen and colleagues [8] found that a poor social
climate at work was one of the factors that proved to be most strongly associated with
bullying, along with role stressors. In the present study, we employed the concept of a
hostile climate, which refers to a social environment in the department characterized by
escalated interpersonal conflicts and aggressive behaviour. However, such a climate may
be more than a mere risk factor. Frustrated, insecure, and stressed out employees will often
look for support in his or her immediate work environment [46], as these are normally
important resources that may alleviate the effect of a given stressor. Hence, a potentially
important factor in predicting whether bullying will occur at the individual-level is the
group context in which people may actively condemn bullying behaviours, do nothing
to stop it, allow it or even encourage or normalize such behaviours. People tend to seek
information from the social context surrounding them when it comes to behaviours and
making choices [47]. Employee perceptions of the working group’s norms, practices and
procedures regarding social interaction can therefore have a significant impact on how em-
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ployees react to stress, as this may function as a frame of reference for acceptable behaviour
in stressful situations [30]. Destructive employee behaviour can thus be more likely to
occur if such behaviour is “common practice” in the work environment [30], e.g., when
interacting with colleagues stressed out by conflicting demands and expectations. Hence,
in departments with a hostile work climate, where the interaction between colleagues is
permeated by conflicts and aggression, there might be increased risk for ongoing interper-
sonal frustration to evolve into aggression and bullying behaviours. In addition, stressed
out employees may become more vulnerable and have less resources to defend oneself in
a hostile working climate. An ambient hostile climate consisting of a range of escalated
conflicts and aggressive outlets in the department may in and of itself be stressful and
create uncertainty. It may be seen as a resource passageway, which is an organizational
environmental condition that detracts, undermines, obstructs, or impoverishes the people’s
or group’s resource reservoirs [18,19]. Thus, such a hostile environment will also lack
resources in the form of social support from peers and superiors.

To our knowledge, only two studies have tested organizational climate as a moderator
in the antecedent-bullying relationship, employing the concept of conflict management
climate [48] and high-performance work practices [20]. In the first study, the construct of
the conflict management climate was investigated at the group-level and found to have
a buffering effect on the relationship between job demands and exposure to bullying be-
haviours [48]. A conflict management climate was defined as employees having confidence
that conflicts will be properly managed and resolved, as the organisation and its managers
have proper procedures and routines for constructive conflict management [49,50]. In
line with the conservation of resources perspective, a strong conflict management climate
served as a resource passageway which buffered demands at an individual level, as it
presumably led to an increased sense of control and available social resources, probably
in combination with effective management interventions [48,50]. In the second study, the
construct of high-performance work systems was modelled at the organizational level with
the idea that it would act as a resource passageway. These systems buffered the effect of
role conflict on workplace bullying, as it presumably led to a better use of both job and
personal resources [20], as employees could draw on these contextual resources to replenish
resources that were depleted [51].

Instead of providing such organisational resources, a hostile work climate acts as
a demand [25], in that interpersonal conflicts and aggressive behaviour flourishes in
the department, hindering the social support people need when exposed to stress, and
serving as an additional stressor when exposed to stress because of job demands, thereby
strengthening, boosting or increasing the effect of the latter [29]. Therefore, in line with
the work environment hypothesis and relying upon the notion of resources passageway
in the conservation of resources theory, we believe that a department-level hostile work
climate will increase the stress and interpersonal frustration and conflict arising from high
job demands [i.e., role conflict and workload), while also reducing the availability of social
resources when faced with these demands, subsequently fuelling the bullying process.

Since the concept of organizational climate has been described as the aggregated
perceptions of group members regarding a particular aspect of the work setting [52,53], we
will apply a multilevel design with group-level perceptions of hostile work climates. Due to
the lack of multilevel research needed to address antecedents at the group-level [54,55], the
role of the organizational climate in strengthening workplace bullying remains underdevel-
oped in current research and theory [56]. Given that most organizations are hierarchically
structured with systems of social interactions affecting individuals, a multilevel design is
essential [57]. In addition, gaining more knowledge regarding the group-level of analysis
may also have important practical implications when it comes to developing appropriate
organizational policies and interventions in groups and departments [48].

Hence, the present study first replicated findings on the relationship between two
individual-level predictors of bullying (i.e., role conflict and workload) and reported
exposure to bullying behaviours. Yet, the main aim is to test the hypothesis that these



Int. |. Environ. Res. Public Health 2023, 20, 4464 60f 18

relationships depend on a department-level hostile work climate as a contextual factor.
By integrating department-level hostile work climates as a moderator, we aspire to test,
extend, and potentially provide additional validation of the work environment hypothesis,
by obtaining a more nuanced and better understanding of the antecedents and mechanisms
involved in the workplace bullying process. In this, we also contribute to the general
request for research on moderators in the job demands — bullying relationship [58], as well
as the request to empirically investigate the effects of the organizational climate in relation
to workplace bullying [24]. Working in a hostile climate will make stressed employees more
vulnerable to bullying, not only by eliciting more negative acts from any given colleagues or
superiors but also by creating exposure from more sources and consequently even putting
the target in a more inferior position, hence creating a situation even more in line with the
definition of workplace bullying. A hostile working environment may further restrain the
social support an employee would normally receive when in a stressful situation.

In order to test our hypotheses, we have chosen an academic context, as it represents
a competitive and complex environment which in itself may be a distal risk factor for
workplace bullying [59], often also described as borderless work, which is subsequently
associated with high job demands [60,61]. Hence, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 3a. The positive relationship between role conflict and exposure to bullying behaviours
is moderated by a hostile work climate. Specifically, the relationship between role conflict and
exposure to bullying behaviours is stronger among employees working in departments characterized
by a pronounced hostile work climate.

Hypothesis 3b. The positive relationship between workload and exposure to bullying behaviours is
moderated by a hostile work climate. Specifically, the relationship between workload and exposure
to bullying behaviours is stronger among employees working in departments characterized by a
pronounced hostile work climate.

2. Method
2.1. Procedure and Participants

The data were collected among all employees at a Belgian university in 2013 by a
statistical consulting agency that specializes in the measurement of occupational stress
for a Belgian Health and Safety Executive, providing us with anonymous data for the
present study. These external prevention services are by Belgian law entitled to guide
organizations and employers with respect to their prevention policies regarding safety,
ergonomics, health, and well-being. The response rate was 48.8% and the total sample
consisted of 1354 employees working in 134 departments and equivalent work units. All
these units are formal scientific departments and formal administrative and technical units.
Within these units, there may of course be more informal smaller teams and work groups.
Yet, this reflects the official organisational departments and units of the University.

We only retained departments consisting of over 3 respondents to secure a reasonable
measure of a department level hostile climate and to reduce the risk of having only targets
or perpetrators rating the climate. This resulted in the omission of 26 departments. Hence,
the final sample consisted of 1290 employees within 108 departments. The size of the
retained departments varied from 4 to 54 people with an average of 12. The sample is
heterogenous in terms of tasks, professions, roles and organisational structures in different
parts of the university, yet therefore also representative for a typical University. Forty-six
percent were administrative or technical personnel, 11% were extra-ordinary academic
personnel, 16% were PhD or postdoc students funded by a research fund, 19% were pro-
fessors (assistant, associate or full) and finally, 8% were research- and teaching assistants.
Forty-seven percent of the participants were male (53% female), with the following age
distribution: 5% were under 25 years, 36% had ages between 25 and 34 years, 24% between
35 and 44, 22% between 45 and 54, and 13% were over the age of 55. Approximately 28%
of participants held a managerial position and 79% worked full-time. 13% had a tenure
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of maximum 1 year, 33% have worked between 1 and 4 years at their current employer,
15% between 5 and 9 years, 24% between 10 and 24 years and 15% have worked for the
same employer for over 25 years.

2.2. Instruments

To measure exposure to bullying behaviours we used the Short Negative Acts Ques-
tionnaire [62], which consists of nine items from the full version of the Negative Acts
Questionnaire-Revised [63]. The items followed an introductory text stating: “How many
times have you been the target of the following behaviours during the last six months?”
Example items are: “Someone withholding necessary information so that your work gets
complicated”, “Gossip and rumours about you”, and “Social exclusion from co-workers or
work group activities”, with response categories ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (once a week or
more). The scale showed good reliability, Cronbach’s & = 0.86.

The measurement of role conflict is based on four items from the Short Inventory
to Monitor Psychosocial Hazards [64]. The items are: “Do you receive contradictory
instructions?”, “Do you have to do your work in a way which differs from the method of
your choice?”, “Do you have conflict with your colleagues about the content of your tasks?”
and “Do you have conflict with your boss about the content of your tasks?”, with response
categories ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always). The scale showed acceptable reliability,
Cronbach’s oc = 0.78.

The measurement of workload is based on three items from the Short Inventory to
Monitor Psychosocial Hazards [64]. The items are: “Do you have to work extra hard in
order to complete something”, “Do you work under time pressure?” and “Do you have to
hurry?”, with response categories ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always). The scale showed
very good reliability, Cronbach’s & = 0.89.

Hostile work climate was measured using four items from the Short Inventory to
Monitor Psychosocial Hazards [64]. The overall starting sentence was: “How often have
you been confronted with the following ... during the last six months?”. The items are: “

. aggressiveness from colleagues?”, “ ... aggressiveness from your boss?”, “ ... conflicts
with your colleagues?” and “ ... conflicts with your boss?”, with response categories on a
scale from 1 (never) to 4 (always). Hence, a hostile work climate on the department level
is a measure of the extent that all employees in the department report to be involved in
interpersonal conflicts and being faced with aggression from co-workers and superiors.
The scale showed acceptable reliability, Cronbach’s « = 0.71. Prior to the multilevel analysis,
the items were computed into a sum score, and a departmental average score was used at
the between-level in the analysis.

2.3. Analyses

To utilize the multilevel structure of the data, implying that individual scores (level 1)
were nested within departments (level 2), we conducted multilevel analysis using MLwiN 3.01.
In the analysis, level 1 predictors were centred on the team mean, while level 2 predictors were
centred on the grand mean. In order to test our hypotheses, we ran five models predicting
exposure to bullying behaviours. In the first step, we ran a null model where the intercept
was included as the only predictor. In step two, we tested a main effect model by adding
the hypothesized level 1 predictors (i.e., role conflict and workload). In step three, in order
to examine possible random effects of the level 1 predictors on the higher level (level 2),
we allowed the slopes of the relationships between the predictors (i.e., role conflict and
workload) and the outcome (i.e., bullying behaviours) to vary randomly. In step four,
we added the hypothesized level 2 predictor (hostile work climate), explaining level 2
variance in individual exposure to bullying behaviours. Finally, in step five, we tested
the hypothesized cross-level interactions between hostile work climate and the two level 1
predictors by including their respective interactional effects. Additional simple slope tests
for hierarchal linear models were conducted to examine if the slopes in the potential cross-
level interactions are significantly different from zero [65]. In the simple slope test, the
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predictors and moderators are tested at =1 SD, and calculations are based on the asymptotic
covariance matrix from the respective multilevel models using R version 3.4.3.

2.4. Research Ethics

The data were collected by an electronic survey distributed to employees’ e-mail.
Participation was voluntary. No members of the surveyed organization or the Health
and Safety Executive had access to any questionnaires, herewith guaranteeing anonymity.
E-mail addresses were deleted. Thereby the statistical agency met with the Belgian data
protection regulations. Respondents were informed about the purpose of the research and
that choosing to participate would indicate their informed consent.

3. Results
3.1. Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, inter class correlations (ICC1/ICC2),
and within- and between-level correlations for all study variables. Correlational analysis
showed that at the within-level, significant positive correlations existed between the two job
demands and exposure to bullying behaviours, respectively, with the strongest relationship
between role conflict and exposure to bullying. Furthermore, role conflict was positively
related to workload. On the between-level, strong positive correlations exist between
hostile work climate and bullying, workload, and role conflict.

Table 1. Mean, standard deviation, ICC, and within- and between-level correlations for all study
variables (N = 1290 participants, N = 108 departments).

;( SD II((::ng/ S2 between S2 within 1. 2. 3.
Within-level
1. Bullying behaviours 1.41 0.47 0212 0.05 0.19 - 0.27 *** 0.54 ***
2. Role conflict 1.62 0.49 0.132 0.03 0.22 0.89 *** - 0.55 *
3. Workload 1.56 0.66 0.042 0.02 0.42 0.53 * 0.32 *** -
Between-level a
4. Hostile work climate 024 017 0y 0.05 - 0.99 %+ 053 * 0.86 ***

Note. Hostile work climate; 2 ICC1, within-level correlations; ? ICC2, between-level correlations; Correlations
above the diagonal are the correlations on the within-level. Correlations below the diagonal are correlations on
the between-level. * p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001.

3.2. Multilevel Analysis

Table 2 presents the results from the multilevel analysis predicting exposure to bullying
behaviours. The null model revealed significant variance components on both levels
(205 = 0.193, p < 0.001; po; = 0.040, p < 0.001), where 83% of the variance in bullying
behaviours exists at level 1 and 17% at level 2 of the analysis. In Hypotheses 1 and 2, we
postulate that the two level 1 predictors (role conflict and workload) positively relate to
bullying behaviours. The results from the main effect model revealed a significant positive
relationship between role conflict and bullying behaviours (B = 0.474, p < 0.001) and
between workload and bullying behaviours (B = 0.071, p < 0.001). Thus, both Hypotheses 1
and 2 were supported.

In order to obtain the correct standard errors for potential cross-level interactional
effects, the higher level random slopes for both predictors were estimated in the next
model [66]. As can be seen in Table 2, the random slope of the role conflict-bullying
relationship was significant (1; = 0.035, p < 0.01), while the corresponding random slope
for the workload-bullying relationship was not significant (12; = 0.000, n.s.). This suggests
that only the relationship between role conflict and bullying systematically differs across
departments, while this is not the case for the relationship between workload and bullying.
Moreover, introducing our level 2 predictor hostile work climate revealed a strong and
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significant association with individual level exposure to bullying behaviours at the higher
level (B = 0.955, p < 0.001).

Table 2. Multilevel estimates for the prediction of bullying behaviours.

Main Effect of Main Effect of Cross-Level
Level and Variable Nl(léltiwol';lel L1 Predictors Rané(t);n %ope L2 Predictor Interactions
P (Step 2) P (Step 4) (Step 5)
Level 1
Intercept (y00) 1.425 (0.024) *** 1.429 (0.025) *** 1.431 (0.024) *** 1.414 (0.013) *** 1.410 (0.012) ***
Role conflict (y19) 0.474 (0.024) *** 0.466 (0.030) *** 0.469 (0.031) *** 0.454 (0.027) ***
Workload (720) 0.071 (0.017) *** 0.065 (0.017) *** 0.068 (0.017) *** 0.060 (0.017) ***
Level 2
Hostile work climate (7o1) 0.955 (0.065) *** 1.068 (0.068) ***
Cross-level interaction
Role conflict * Hostile work climate (711) 0.981 (0.153) ***
Workload * hostile work climate (7y12) —0.42 (0.115) ***
Variance components
Within-unit (L1) variance (eg;;) 0.193 (0.008) ***  0.135 (0.005) *** 0.128 (0.005) *** 0.127 (0.005) *** 0.126 (0.005) ***
Intercept (L2) variance (p;) 0.040 (0.008) ***  0.051 (0.009) *** 0.051 (0.009) *** 0.006 (0.002) ** 0.005 (0.002) *
Slope (L2) variance role conflict (p1;) 0.035 (0.0011) ** 0.035 (0.012) ** 0.014 (0.008)
Intercept-slope (L2) covariance role conflict 0.044 (0.008) *** 0.015 (0.004) *** 0.011 (0.003) ***
Slope (L2) variance workload () 0.000 (0.000) 0.000 (0.000) 0.000 (0.000)
Intercept-slope (L2) covariance workload 0.000 (0.000) 0.000 (0.000) 0.000 (0.000)
Loglikelihood 1666.63 1247.58 1194.92 1078.87 1041.57

Note. L1 = level 1; L2 = level 2; Robust standard errors of estimates are in parentheses

% p < 0.001.

. *p<0.05, *p<0.01,

In Hypotheses 3a and 3b, we expect that a hostile work climate on level 2 positively
moderates the positive links between the two level 1 predictors (role conflict and work-
load) and bullying behaviours. The positive interactional effect between role conflict and
department-level hostile work climate in the prediction of bullying behaviours was signifi-
cant (B = 0.981, p < 0.001). However, contrary to our expectations, the interaction model
revealed a negative interactional effect between workload and department-level hostile
work climate in the prediction of bullying behaviours (B = —0.420, p < 0.001). In order
to visually inspect if the pattern of the interactional effects were in accordance with our
hypothesis, we plotted the slopes of the interactional effects in Figures 1 and 2.
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Figure 1. Plot of the interactive relationship of role conflict and bullying behaviours in departments
with weak vs. a strong hostile work climate.
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Figure 2. Plot of the interactive relationship of workload and bullying behaviours in departments
with weak vs. a strong hostile work climate.

Figure 1 provides a visualization of the significant interaction effect between role
conflict and department-level hostile work climates. As seen in the figure, and in accor-
dance with Hypothesis 3a, there is a stronger positive association between role conflict
and bullying behaviours among individuals working in departments characterized by a
hostile work climate, as compared to individuals working in departments characterized
by low levels of hostility. Despite these differences, a formal test of the slopes at 1 SD of
the moderator revealed a significant slope both for those in a high hostile work climate
department (slope = 0.620, z = 17.22, p < 0.001) and for those working in a low hostile
work climate department (slope = 0.288, z = 7.50, p < 0.001). Inspection of Figure 2 reveals,
surprisingly, that in departments characterized by high hostile work climate, the level of
reported bullying behaviours is independent of the experienced workload. Correspond-
ingly, the simple slope test revealed that the relationship between workload and bullying
behaviours was not significant in the departments with a high level of hostile work climate
(slope = —0.011, z = 0.41, n.s.). Still, the figure shows that more exposure to bullying be-
haviours are reported in departments characterized by a hostile work climate, independent
of the experienced workload. In contrast, a clear positive relationship exists between
workload and exposure to bullying behaviours among individuals in departments with
low hostile work climates. Accordingly, the simple slope test reveals a significant positive
slope among those in departments with a low hostile work climate (slope = 0.131, z = 5.29,
p <0.001). In summary, Hypothesis 3a was supported, while the multilevel analysis did
not yield support for Hypothesis 3b.

In order to rule out the possibility that the relationships can be explained by relevant
third variables, we ran all the analyses while controlling for gender, age, and tenure. How-
ever, the analyses showed that none of the control variables significantly predicted exposure
to bullying behaviour. Based on this, we decided to only report the most parsimonious
analyses excluding the control variables, in line with the suggestions of Cohen [67].

4. Discussion

The aim of the present study was to extend our understanding regarding work-related
antecedents of workplace bullying, by investigating the interaction of potential risk factors
at different organizational levels. Based on the work environment hypothesis and the social
interactionist approach to aggression, we hypothesized that experiencing high levels of
role conflict and workload would be positively related to exposure to bullying behaviours
at work. Job demands, such as role conflict and workload, have consistently been found
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to predict self-reported exposure to bullying behaviours in the workplace. Based on
research on the notion of resource passageways in the conservation of resources theory, we
further examined whether the relationship between these job demands and exposure to
bullying behaviours would be strengthened by working in a department characterized by a
pronounced hostile work climate, that is, a climate where escalated interpersonal conflicts
and aggressive outlets prevail in the social environment.

As hypothesized, the results of the analyses showed positive main effects of individual
level role conflict and workload on exposure to bullying behaviours, with the strongest
relationship with bullying exposure existing for the former. Hence, employees who experi-
ence elevated levels of role conflict and workload tend to report more exposure to bullying
behaviours. Accordingly, the findings support the work environment hypothesis [8,9],
which claims that bullying is related to stressors in the psychosocial work environment
that create stress, frustration and conflicts among employees. Yet, they are also in line
with a social interactionist perspective on aggression in that such aggressive outlets may
follow from retaliation and aggressive outlets from perpetrators against stressed out and
vulnerable targets [14,15]. Being exposed to high job demands over time, without suf-
ficient resources, is related to negative outcomes such as sleep problems, fatigue, and
impaired health [68]. These indirect health effects, as well as the direct stress triggered
by role conflict and high workload can, according to the social interactionist perspective,
lead to behavioural changes, such as the violation of social norms, which may provoke
frustration and aggressive behaviour from colleagues, subordinates and superiors, who
then may target the stressed-out employee [9,15,69]. The results of the present study aligns
with several previous studies, showing that employees who experience high levels of role
conflict and workload are more often exposed to bullying behaviours [13].

Furthermore, the results showed that the positive relationship between role conflict
and bullying behaviours was stronger for employees working in departments with a pro-
nounced hostile work climate. Hence, the present study is, to our knowledge, not the
first that supports the notion of resources passageways, but it is the first to empirically
demonstrate the strengthening effect of a hostile work climate on the link between role con-
flicts and exposure to bullying behaviours. Although several previous studies have shown
an association between poor organizational climate and exposure to bullying [55,70,71],
knowledge regarding the potential intervening effect of the organizational climate, in
combination with other stressors, is scarce [72,73]. Despite the fact that organizational
climate has been little investigated in the bullying literature, a long-held proposition in
the work environment hypothesis is that the risk of exposure to bullying will be high in
departments with hostile work climates [8,9,21]. Considering this, the present study makes
an important theoretical contribution by providing this additional validation of the work
environment hypothesis, showing the interactional effects among its proposed risk factors.
Yet, as a hostile climate did not strengthen the relationship between workload and exposure
to bullying, this also provides some important nuances in this overarching proposition. In
fact, and in line with previous studies, the results indicate that a high workload is a risk
factor for exposure to bullying in normal social climates. Yet, high workload is not a risk
factor when in an ambient hostile climate.

The strengthening effect of a hostile work climate in relation to role conflict may be
explained in several ways. First of all, and in line with the work environment hypothesis,
a hostile work climate may serve as an additional distal stressor, interacting negatively
with other work-related stressors [74]. In departments where the interaction between
colleagues is permeated by conflicts and aggression, employees are likely to have poorer
social relations. Studies have shown that employees who lack social support from their
colleagues tend to cope less effectively in response to stressful situations [75,76], making
those who work in hostile climates more likely to experience their work-related stressors as
demanding, taxing one’s resources. In a study by Mawritz and colleagues [29], employees
working in hostile climates had a tendency to cope with their environment by psychologi-
cally withdrawing, which is hampering the replenishment of resources. Such withdrawal
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may then cause employees to not intervene or make their voice heard when mistreatment
and unfairness is taking place at work. Hence, it impoverishes the resource reservoirs
of employees and groups. Subsequently, if bullying incidents go unchecked, there is a
heightened risk of bullying behaviours becoming “normalized” [77]. In a department that
lacks inhibiting norms against such behaviour, the threshold for frustration to turn into
aggression and bullying behaviours may also be lowered, an assumption in line with the
social information processing theory [47]. Along similar lines of reasoning, the concept of
emotional contagion [78], described as the tendency to mimic the verbal and behavioural as-
pects of another person’s emotional expression [79], may provide an additional explanation
for why bullying behaviours can be a result of, and spread in, a hostile work climate [80],
particularly when under the influence of other stressors. These kinds of tendencies have
been documented, for instance in a study by Robinson and O’Leary-Kelly [30], who found
that individuals” antisocial behaviours at work were shaped by the antisocial behaviour of
their co-workers. More recent studies have also shown that if leaders act aggressively, this
may have a strong impact on their employees’ behaviours [74].

Finally, and contrary to our expectations, the present study results showed no signif-
icant strengthening effect of department-level hostile work climates on the relationship
between workload and bullying behaviour. Hence, our hypothesis that the relationship
between workload and exposure to bullying behaviours would be stronger among em-
ployees working in departments characterized by a pronounced hostile work climate was
not supported. Still, the results clearly show that more exposure to bullying behaviours
are reported in departments characterized by a hostile work climate, independent of the
experienced workload. Further, and in contrast to our predictions, a positive relationship
between workload and exposure to bullying behaviours was found among individuals
in departments with a low hostile work climate. However, the analyses revealed that the
random slope for the workload-bullying relationship was not significant, which suggests
that the relationship between workload and bullying did not systematically differ across
departments. This means that any interpretation of these results should be done with
caution. Still, if we are to try and interpret these findings, it may be that in departments
characterized by a pronounced hostile work climate, the environment is already so negative
and stressful that whether the workload is high does not really matter. On the other hand,
in departments with low levels of hostility, there is an increase in exposure to bullying
behaviour among those who experience high workload, a finding that is in line with our
second hypothesis.

If we further compare the two studied job demands, role conflict and workload, they
are considered to be different kinds of stressors in the literature [42,81]. While role conflict
is considered to be a hindrance demand or a “bad” stressor that inhibits an employee’s
ability to achieve valued goals, workload is termed by some as a challenge demand or a
“good” stressor, with the potential to promote personal growth and achievement [82]. This
distinction between the very nature of the studied stressors may be one explanation for
why role conflict and workload seem to have somewhat different effects in a hostile work
climate. Yet, these issues still need to be further investigated.

4.1. Practical Implications

We believe that the present study has several important practical implications for
leaders and HR personnel working to prevent workplace bullying. Firstly, the results of the
present study show that employees who report high levels of role conflict and workload
are more prone to be exposed to bullying behaviour, regardless of whether they work
in a department with a hostile climate or not. This stresses the importance of having
well-organized working conditions, in order to reduce conflicting roles and to strive to
make sure that employees have sufficient resources in periods of high workload.

Secondly, managers should pay close attention to the organizational climate. Although
itis known that the organizational climate is a driving force in organizational behaviour [83],
the present study sheds light on how a hostile work climate may serve as a catalyst in
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a stressful environment, and together with other risk factors may increase the risk of
bullying behaviours taking place. When it comes to shaping the organizational climate in a
working group or department, this will to a great extent depend on the leadership style and
supervisory practices, as leaders have the responsibility for the work environment and the
power to influence and develop the organizational climate, through both their expectations
and standards of behaviour [84,85]. The organizational climate is based on employees’
perceptions of the policies, practices, and procedures as in a climate of conflict management,
and the behaviours they observe being accepted, rewarded, and encouraged [83,86], as in
the case of the hostile working climate in the present study. Hence, it is by shaping these
aspects that the organizational climate can be changed.

A recent study by Dollard and Bailey [85] showed that the organizational climate,
which in their case was a psychosocial safety climate (PSC) that has been shown to be a
salient organisational level predictor of bullying, can be shaped through formal and struc-
tured interventions. Training middle management to enact PSC in work-units increased
PSC within a 4-month period. A similar climate construct, the conflict management climate,
has also been found to have a preventive effect on bullying at a team-level [48]. In a recent
prospective study, Hamre and colleagues [87] showed that, by creating a strong conflict
management climate in which employees perceive and trust that interpersonal problems
are firmly and fairly managed, the escalation of new and existing bullying cases may be
prevented. Finally, taking a multilevel approach by investigating the organizational climate
at a group-level may also have practical implications, as intervention programs directed at
the group-level are found to be more effective than those directed solely at the individual
level [88,89].

4.2. Strengths and Limitations

As the present study employed a multilevel design, it aligns with the theoretical
foundation of the concept of climate, defining organizational climate as organizational
members’ shared perceptions of the workplace [90]. Yet, the cross-sectional design with
only one measuring point limits our conclusions regarding the direction of causality among
the studied individual level variables. Being bullied may have worsened the employees’
roles and work tasks, as well as their perceptions of the organizational climate. However, in
a study by Skogstad and colleagues [69], both bullied and non-bullied employees reported
a poor interpersonal work environment in their department. Additionally, employing a true
prospective design, Reknes and colleagues [91] found role conflict to predict subsequent
exposure to workplace bullying.

Two criteria should ideally be fulfilled for an organizational climate structure to be
appropriately captured [83]. Statistical procedures should then be conducted to aggregate
the data to the organizational level of analysis [92], as done in the present study. Yet, the
wording of the items should also ideally represent the appropriate level of analysis to which
individual perception data will be aggregated [93], which is not the case in the present
study, as items in the scale were formulated: “How often have you been confronted with
the following ... during the last six months?”. Hence, the findings should be replicated
with appropriate level items.

There was a high correlation between the outcome and the moderator at the depart-
ment level. However, our main research question was not whether the bullying rates of
departments are related to a hostile climate in those departments. Rather, we focused
on whether a contextual group-level factor (a hostile climate) moderates the relationship
between work demands and exposure to bullying at work at the individual level (see
also Figures 1 and 2). Furthermore, the present study looks at a hostile climate only, and
not a broad concept and measure of organisational climate. Hence, we look only at one
characteristic of the prevailing organisational climate, which of course also may have other
and even much more positive characteristics. Although our measure looks at the extent that
the employees in the department are involved in either escalated interpersonal conflicts
or being subjected to aggressive outlets from others, we lack detailed information on who
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or how many in the environment are behaving in an aggressive manner and who the
opponents are in the perceived conflicts. There may be departments where there is mainly
one aggressor, e.g., a manager who is misbehaving towards a range of subordinates, or one
main escalated conflict involving many employees.

Further, scales on quantitative demands may be sensitive to the choice of specific
items [94]. Kristensen and colleagues [94] argue that if items regarding fast work pace and
tempo are included in a scale, several blue-collar jobs will be identified as high-demand jobs.
While, on the other hand, items regarding long working hours and overtime will be more
relevant for white-collar workers. As our sample consists of academics, hence mainly white-
collar workers, it would have been interesting to include questions regarding working
hours or whether they think they have time to finish their work tasks, to see whether this
would affect the results. However, we did get significant results as hypothesized by using
the workload scale in the present study, indicating that the items are not as irrelevant for
our sample as argued by Kristensen and colleagues [94].

The present study findings also need further validation in other work contexts, as
our sample only consists of employees in one Belgian university. Thus, the findings are
not necessarily generalizable to all other occupational groups. Future studies should also
include information on the number of perpetrators and the amount of social support
received, as these variables were not included in the present dataset.

5. Conclusions

Given the scarcity of studies investigating the interaction of risk factors for bullying
at different organizational levels, we believe the present study is important from the
perspective of bullying prevention. Findings from the present study shed light on how
work-related stressors interact with a hostile work climate in predicting exposure to bullying
behaviours. Yet, our results also pinpoint that the role played by a hostile climate may vary
between stressors, as a hostile climate played a more important role in relation to perceived
role conflicts as compared to perceived high levels of workload.

Based on these results, we encourage both researchers and practitioners to continue
to broaden their understanding of the antecedents of workplace bullying by considering
the different organizational levels. We believe that this more complex and integrated
approach to exploring workplace bullying sets a strong foundation for future research and
encourages researchers to further investigate the critical role that the organizational climate
can play in accelerating or preventing workplace bullying.
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Abstract

Building on the three-way model of workplace bullying
and its underlying theories, this study investigates the
role of trait anger and trait anxiety in the link between
daily interpersonal conflicts and daily exposure to bul-
lying behaviors. Using a quantitative diary study
design, we approached 57 military naval cadets partici-
pating in a tall-ship voyage across the Atlantic, from
Europe to North America, in 2017. They responded to a
questionnaire on a daily basis over a period of
30 days—yielding 1428 measurement points. Prior to
the voyage, participants also responded to a general
questionnaire including measures of trait anger and
trait anxiety. As hypothesized, multilevel analyses
showed positive main effects of daily interpersonal con-
flicts on interpersonal conflicts the next day and expo-
sure to bullying behaviors the same day. However,
daily involvement in interpersonal conflicts did not
predict exposure to bullying behaviors the next day.
Moreover, and in support of the hypothesized moderat-
ing effects, trait anger (but not trait anxiety) interacted
positively with daily interpersonal conflicts in the pre-
diction of interpersonal conflicts the next day as well as
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exposure to bullying behaviors the same day. The study
suggests that interpersonal conflicts persist and have
an immediate effect on exposure to bullying behaviors
and that this is particularly the case for individuals
high (vs. low) on trait anger. We discuss how these
findings contribute to the three-way model of work-
place bullying, as well as possible practical implications.

KEYWORDS

interpersonal conflicts, trait anger, trait anxiety, workplace
bullying

INTRODUCTION

After nearly three decades of research on workplace bullying, it has become clear that there is
no single factor explaining its occurrence. Rather, bullying seems to be caused by the interplay
of antecedents on multiple levels and their intervening mechanisms (Nielsen &
Einarsen, 2018). A comprehensive model for understanding the development of bullying is the
three-way model of workplace bullying (Baillien et al., 2009), which is a process-oriented model
describing the three main processes through which work-related factors may lead to workplace
bullying. These processes originate from (a) dysfunctional team/organization characteristics;
(b) frustrations, strains, and ineffective coping; or (c) interpersonal conflicts. These are three
independent processes, with the latter being the focus of the present study. While the other two
processes may involve a range of different antecedents and risk factor, the present study focus
on the process where the focus is on one specific antecedent: Interpersonal conflict. Further,
the model also integrates and highlights the potential intervening role that personal characteris-
tics, like personality traits, may have in these three processes. The three-way model builds on
several well-established theories in the bullying literature and is one of few theoretical
approaches that explicitly integrates work environment factors with individual dispositions
when explaining the development of workplace bullying.

Theoretically, it is well established that bullying by nature is a process, which develops and
escalates over time (Einarsen, 2000; Einarsen et al., 2020). However, in the study of develop-
mental pathways of workplace bullying, studies typically focus on either environmental or indi-
vidual antecedents (Zapf & Einarsen, 2020). According to the three-way model and the work
environment hypothesis (Leymann, 1996), claiming that bullying is a consequence of problems
in the psychosocial work environment, workplace bullying may be triggered by what may
otherwise seem as harmless interpersonal conflicts (Einarsen et al., 1994; Zapf & Gross, 2001).
An interpersonal conflict can be defined as “a negative interpersonal encounter characterized
by a contentious exchange, hostility or aggression” (Ilies et al., 2011, p. 46). Several recent stud-
ies have found support for such a relationship (e.g., Agotnes et al., 2018; Baillien et al., 2016;
Leon-Perez et al., 2015), and conflict escalation has been claimed to be a developmental
pathway to workplace bullying (Baillien et al., 2009). Yet, few studies have looked at how
this escalation actually occurs and the factors affecting the process on a day-to-day basis
(see Agotnes et al., 2021; Hoprekstad et al., 2019, as two of few exceptions). While previous
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diary studies have found that prior victimization from workplace bullying moderates the rela-
tionship between daily exposure to bullying behaviors and subsequent depressed mood
(Hoprekstad et al.,, 2019) and that laissez-faire leadership moderates the daily relationship
between work pressure and bullying behaviors (Agotnes et al., 2021), the aim of the present
study is to investigate the potential role of personality dispositions in the day-to-day relation-
ship between interpersonal conflicts and exposure to bullying behaviors. Due to the limited use
of data intense repeated-measures designs, intraindividual variability in the development of
workplace bullying remains an important, but relatively unexplored theoretical issue (Neall &
Tuckey, 2014).

Hence, in order to fill this void, the first main contribution of the present study is to investi-
gate the relationship between episodes of interpersonal conflicts and exposure to bullying
behaviors on a day-to-day basis, by using data from a quantitative diary study among naval
cadets on a sail ship voyage across 30 consecutive days. As interpersonal conflicts are assumed
to potentially turn into bullying through a gradual escalation process (Baillien et al., 2009), this
design offers an unique opportunity to test the initial phase of this potential escalation as it
plays out day by day, in a context where it is reasonable to assume that conflicts and acts of
bullying may occur. With the timeframe of 30 days, the present study does not measure
hardcore bullying cases, but rather a potential increase in exposure to bullying behaviors from
1 day to the next. Experiencing interpersonal conflicts will normally vary on a daily basis, have
a tendency to escalate and potentially escalate and trigger negative and bullying-related acts,
situations which then over time may escalate into more full-blown cases of workplace bullying
(Baillien et al., 2017). Although the three-way model describes the development toward both
becoming a victim and a perpetrator of bullying, we chose to measure exposure to bullying
behaviors in the present study. This is based on the studies timeframe, as bullying behaviors in
the initial phase of a potential escalation are likely to be low frequent and potentially come
from several sources.

In addition, the three-way model and trait activation theory (Tett & Burnett, 2003; Tett &
Guterman, 2000) further propose that the way people react in conflict situations may influence
the potential escalation or de-escalation (Baillien et al., 2009; Zapf & Einarsen, 2020). Personal-
ity dispositions, in our case trait anger and trait anxiety, are theoretically likely to influence
how individuals react when facing interpersonal conflicts at work, and consequently influence
the possible link between interpersonal conflicts and exposure to daily bullying behaviors.
Personal dispositions related to negative affect, including neuroticism and its two main compo-
nents of anger and anxiety, have been found to be the strongest and most consistent individual
correlates of exposure to bullying in a meta-analysis conducted by Nielsen et al. (2017). Hence,
based on the interpersonal conflict to bullying pathway, described in the three-way model and
these theoretical and empirical notions, the second main contribution of the present study is to
investigate the potential role of trait anger and trait anxiety, in the day-to-day momentary
relationship between interpersonal conflicts and bullying behaviors. Whereas the personality of
targets of workplace bullying has mainly been studied in order to explain why bullying may
occur (Coyne et al., 2000; Glase et al., 2007), there is still a lack of research regarding the poten-
tial moderating role of personality in the development from interpersonal conflict to workplace
bullying. These aims follow recent developments in the field, in which scholars shift toward a
greater focus on within-person designs (Neall & Tuckey, 2014; Spector & Pindek, 2016), as well
as a call for a greater integration of work-related and situational factors on one hand and dispo-
sitional factors on the other, in the study of antecedents of workplace bullying (Nielsen &
Einarsen, 2018).
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The three-way model of Baillien and De Witte (2009) was developed based on analyses of
87 real-life bullying cases and provides a comprehensive model of how workplace bullying
develops. Accordingly, three main processes may contribute to the development of workplace
bullying. These “tracks” or “pathways” were found to start with either (a) dysfunctional team/
organization characteristics; (b) frustrations, strains, and ineffective coping; or (c) interpersonal
conflicts. According to the model, any of these pathways may result in workplace bullying alone
or in combination with each other. In the present study we choose to focus on the pathway
claiming that conflicts may be the trigger of a pathway leading to workplace bullying. In the
three-way model of bullying, interpersonal conflicts are of especial interest because they are the
only time isolated (episodic) factor at work that may alone lead to workplace bullying. Further,
the model postulates that individual characteristics may affect these processes, either by being
the origin of the three processes or by affecting employees’ reactions when facing stressors, such
as interpersonal conflicts. However, Baillien et al. (2009) clearly state that the specific pathways
within this model still need to be tested in quantitative studies, including tests of potential
moderating effects of individual factors, like personality (Baillien et al., 2009). In the present
study, we chose to focus on the initial phase of the pathway of interpersonal conflict, which is
expected to lead to workplace bullying over time through conflict escalation. We propose that
this effect will be facilitated by individual dispositions, in the form of trait anger and trait
anxiety.

The bullying process

Theoretically, workplace bullying is not seen as an ‘either-or’ phenomenon, but rather a gradu-
ally evolving process where victims in early phases are subjected to indirect or discrete behav-
iors which may be difficult to pinpoint. However, in later phases more direct aggression may
appear (Einarsen & Skogstad, 2000). Accordingly, Einarsen et al. (2020) state that “bullying is
an escalating process in the course of which the person confronted ends up in an inferior posi-
tion and becomes the target of systematic negative social acts” (p. 26). These “systematic nega-
tive social acts” include both work-related and person-related acts and are a core element in
this definition. Accordingly, one may study bullying as (1) an end state of severe long-term
exposure, (2) as a gradually escalating process, and (3) as a situation that plays out through
perceptions of specific negative acts taking place on a daily basis (see also Agotnes et al., 2021).
To study bullying as an end state of severe long-term exposure, cross sectional surveys that
include health status are often applied (e.g., Lovvik et al., 2021), while to capture bullying as an
escalating process, where bullying episodes over time consolidates and becomes full-blown
cases, are typically studies by using longitudinal surveys (e.g., Reknes et al., 2021). However, in
the present study, the focus is on the latter aspect of bullying, as it investigates the immediate
episodes when exposure to bullying-related negative acts are reported on a day-to-day basis.
In this regard, the measurement 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 typical bullying-related negative acts and
how these acts are related to perceived interpersonal conflicts on a daily basis, as proposed by
the three-way model.
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The Prevention-escalation model of Van de Vliert (1984) describes in more detail both how
conflicts arise and how their development are affected by conflict management. This model
distinguishes between the background of the conflict, the theme of the conflict and the ways in
which individuals handle the conflict. Van de Vliert (1984) further distinguishes between
spontaneous and strategic conflict management, with spontaneous conflict management being
automatic and unconscious reactions to conflict. Conflict management will cause the conflict to
either de-escalate or escalate, which means that conflicts can quickly change expression and
intensity (Van de Vliert, 1984). Conflict is thus to be regarded as a dynamic process in which
perceptions, immediate reactions, and behaviors of one or more parties influence each other.
Such a conceptualization strengthens our understanding of conflicts as events that can occur
quickly and be fleeting, but at the same time have the potential to escalate and even turn into
acts of bullying. The theoretical issue raised in the present study is to what degree this may
happen in a shorter term and hence played out on a day-to-day basis.

Involvement in interpersonal conflicts with colleagues or superiors has been found to be
one of the strongest predictors of subsequent reports of exposure to workplace bullying
(Agotnes et al., 2018; Baillien et al., 2016; Hauge et al., 2007). However, previous studies have
often relied on cross-sectional or longitudinal between-person designs over a longer time
period, which do not take into account the dynamic nature consistent with these constructs
(Cole et al., 2016). As interpersonal conflicts and workplace bullying are dynamic constructs,
the relationships between these variables may differ on a person-level, but also on the day-level
(Kozlowski & Klein, 2000). In the present study, we will use a quantitative diary approach, so
that we can capture the short-term dynamics of experiences within and between individuals in
the work context (Ohly et al., 2010). In this way, we can test to what extent these relationships
even play out on a day-to-day basis, as opposed to only being related over longer time periods
and with a process where conflicts slowly escalate into bullying. Hence, we put forward the
following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1a. Daily involvement in interpersonal conflicts is positively related to
interpersonal conflicts the next day.

Hypothesis 1b. Daily involvement in interpersonal conflicts is positively related to
daily exposure to bullying behaviors, after controlling for bullying behaviors the
previous day.

Hypothesis 1c. Daily involvement in interpersonal conflicts is positively related to
exposure to bullying behaviors the next day, after controlling for exposure to bully-
ing behaviors the same day.

The moderating role of trait anger and trait anxiety

According to the three-way model (Baillien et al., 2009), individual characteristics may
influence how employees cope with existing frustration when being in interpersonal conflict,
with the risk of escalating conflicts and eliciting bullying in ones' opponent. This is in line with
conflict theory stressing that how disputes are managed by the focal parties plays a pivotal role
in the escalation or de-escalation of conflicts (Van de Vliert, 1984). Thus, combining focus on
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conflict and conflict management behavior is important when predicting subsequent acts of
workplace bullying (Baillien et al., 2016). However, the three-way model does not specify the
specific individual characteristics that may affect how one reacts to and manages interpersonal
conflicts. In the present study, we chose to investigate two main components of neuroticism,
trait anger and trait anxiety, as several studies indicate that target neuroticism is the most
important personality trait when explaining exposure to bullying (Fernandez-del-Rio
et al., 2021; Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018; Persson et al., 2009).

Neuroticism consists of six subfacets, which all have been related to workplace bullying
(Persson et al., 2009). However, in a recent longitudinal study, the subfacets trait anger and trait
anxiety were found to be related to the initial phase of workplace bullying escalation, yet in
somewhat different ways (Reknes et al., 2021). More specifically, trait anger seemed to maintain
the negative situation, by hindering a de-escalation of the process, but did not turn into a higher
risk of escalation for those who were already exposed, while for trait anxiety it was the opposite.
Hence, several scholars argue that these two traits should be studied separately and not
collapsed into a broader neuroticism trait, as these subconcepts may act differently in relation
to the bullying process (e.g., Kant et al., 2013; Reknes et al., 2021).

According to trait activation theory (Tett & Burnett, 2003), personality traits are evoked
and triggered by relevant situational and social cues. More specifically, it considers traits as
latent potentials to behave in specific ways, in response to trait-relevant situational cues.
A situation is relevant to a trait to the degree it offers opportunity for that trait to be expressed
(Tett et al., 2021). Because neuroticism is an affective trait (Costa & McCrae, 1980), employees
with a high score on this trait are more susceptible to others’ emotions (Doherty, 1997) and
more likely to appraise stressful situations as threats (Gallagher, 1990), which may increase
the likelihood that they will respond inappropriately in difficult social situations. In line with
this, both trait anger and trait anxiety should be personality traits that potentially may
strengthen the relationship between interpersonal conflicts and bullying behaviors, as they are
likely to be activated in conflict situations and further influence the perceptions, behaviors,
and social interactions of the parties involved in such situation, in our case focusing on the
target.

Following trait activation theory (Tett & Burnett, 2003), anxiety will only appear in situa-
tions that the individual finds threatening (Judge & Zapata, 2015; Kenrick & Funder, 1988;
Tett & Guterman, 2000). From an evolutionary perspective, being involved in conflicts may
raise a basic fear of being socially excluded. This again may evoke feelings of uneasiness and
anxiousness as a kind of early-on warning reaction, which may be particularly triggered in
employees scoring high on trait anxiety. In parallel, employees high on trait anger should be
particularly activated when perceiving to be unfairly and disrespectfully treated, which may
make them react with spontaneous escalating conflict behavior (Van de Vliert, 1984). Conse-
quently, this conflict behavior may frustrate and irritate the other part, potentially triggering
aggressive and angry responses in return. When it comes to the other subfacets of neuroticism,
such as shame, depression, and guilt, these may probably be more related to and activated later
in the final stages of an ongoing victimization process, triggered by feelings of loss and sorrow
(Reknes et al., 2021).

Further, trait anger and trait anxiety are closely related to the description of the role of
targets in the Victim precipitation theory (Elias, 1986). Individuals with a high score on trait
anger might respond to conflicts with fury or use forcing on the other part, which may provoke
the other part and cause escalation. In contrast, individuals with a high score on trait anxiety
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may rather use a yielding style or withdraw in such situations, which makes them come across
as easy targets or as someone moaning and overacting to minor annoyances. Using conflict
management styles like forcing or yielding, are both found to be associated with conflict escala-
tion, as they may lead to a deterioration in the relationship between the parties (Behfar
et al., 2008; Janssen & Van de Vliert, 1996). Although these management styles may satisfy one
part in the short run, they still leave conflicts unresolved (Behfar et al., 2008; Janssen & Van de
Vliert, 1996). Hence, for cadets high on trait anger and/or trait anxiety, the conflicts may stay
unresolved and continue the next day. For individuals with high scores on these traits, there
may also be perceptual mechanisms as they may overreact to obnoxious stimuli or merely per-
ceive nonpolite behaviors as over the line aggression (Judge & Zapata, 2015; Kant et al., 2013;
Kenrick & Funder, 1988). As a result, interpersonal conflicts may be related to exposure to bul-
lying behaviors on a daily level due to one of these traits.

Still, only few studies have examined personality traits as moderators in the
antecedents—bullying relationship (Rai & Agarwal, 2018) and, to the best of our knowledge,
no study has investigated this in the interpersonal conflict—bullying relationship. However,
in a study by Fox et al. (2001), some support was found for the enhancing effect of trait
anger and trait anxiety in the conflict—counterproductive work behavior relationship. In
addition, a recent study by Reknes et al. (2019) found that trait anger and trait anxiety
strengthened the positive relationship between role conflict and reports of bullying behaviors,
pointing out that workplace bullying seem to result from an interaction between situational
and individual factors (Reknes et al., 2019). However, Reknes et al. (2019) also showed that
trait anger and trait anxiety was only related to bullying when role stressors were present.
Hence, personality may mainly trigger bullying episodes when other risk factors are present.
The issue in the present study is whether this is also the case on a day-to-day basis, episode
for episode, in the initial phase of a potential conflict—bullying escalation process. Thus, we
propose:

Hypothesis 2a. The positive relationship between daily interpersonal conflicts and
interpersonal conflicts the next day is stronger for cadets high (vs. low) on trait
anger.

Hypothesis 2b. The positive relationship between daily interpersonal conflicts and
interpersonal conflicts the next day is stronger for cadets high (vs. low) on trait
anxiety.

Hypothesis 3a. The positive relationship between daily interpersonal conflicts and
daily exposure to bullying behaviors is stronger for cadets high (vs. low) on trait
anger.

Hypothesis 3b. The positive relationship between daily interpersonal conflicts and
daily exposure to bullying behaviors is stronger for cadets high (vs. low) on trait
anxiety.

Hypothesis 3c. The positive relationship between daily interpersonal conflicts and
exposure to bullying behaviors the next day is stronger for cadets high (vs. low) on
trait anger.
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Hypothesis 3d. The positive relationship between daily interpersonal conflicts and
exposure to bullying behaviors the next day is stronger for cadets high (vs. low) on
trait anxiety.

METHOD
Procedure and participants

The sample consisted of 57 naval cadets from the Royal Norwegian Naval Academy, who took
part in a 10-week training mission on board a tall ship, sailing from Northern Europe to North
America. The cadets are officers undergoing further leader development training. Hence, they are
in a training setting, yet fully employed by the Norwegian Armed Forces. The voyage is a part of
the cadets’ mandatory officer training and took place within the cadets first semester at the Royal
Norwegian Naval Academy, in the autumn of 2017. During the first 30 days of the voyage, the
cadets were requested to fill out a standardized questionnaire, with various questions about the
work situation that day, including interpersonal conflicts and bullying behaviors. The cadets
answered the daily questionnaires every day at the same time (5 pm). Two days before the voyage,
the cadets also filled out a general questionnaire, containing questions regarding personality and
other trait-like variables, including trait anger and trait anxiety. The sample comprised 50 male
cadets (87.7%) and six female cadets (10.5%). One participant did not report gender (1.8%). The
mean age of the cadets was 23 years (SD = 2.6). Among the 66 cadets who were invited to take
part in the study, 57 cadets (86.4%) accepted the invitation and completed both the general ques-
tionnaire and daily questionnaires. These 57 cadets answered 83.5% of the daily questionnaires,
yielding 1428 day-level observations (out of 1710 possible day-level observations; 57 cadets x 30
days). Prior to the mission, all the cadets chose to sign informed consent forms.

Measures
Trait anger and trait anxiety

Trait anger and trait anxiety were measured with the well-established State-Trait-Anger
Expression Inventory (STAXI) and State-Trait-Anxiety Inventory (STAI) (Spielberger, 1983,
1988). Trait anger was measures with 12 items (e.g., “I get angry when I'm slowed down by
others' mistakes,” “I have a fiery temper”), whereas trait anxiety was measured using 20 items
(e.g., “I feel nervous and restless,” “I am inclined to take things hard”). These scales are trans-
lated and adapted versions previously applied by Kant et al. (2013). On both scales, responses
were given on a 4-point scale from with response categories ranging from 1 (almost never) to
4 (almost always). The reliability for the two scales was w = .75 (trait anger) and w = .86 (trait
anxiety), respectively.

Day-level exposure to bullying behavior

Bullying behavior was measured with five items adapted from the Negative Acts Questionnaire
- Revised (NAQ-R; Einarsen et al.,, 2009). To fit the daily diary design, we changed the
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timeframe reference provided in the questionnaire from the original “the last six months” to
“today.” Following Hoprekstad et al. (2019), the items we selected where the ones deemed
likely to occur on a daily basis among the sample of cadets in this setting. Still, the five items
cover the three different types of bullying behaviors that have been described for the NAQ-R
(i.e., work-related, person-related, and social exclusion). The items were “Been ignored or
excluded,” “Unpleasant reminders of errors or mistakes,” “Practical jokes carried out by people
you do not get along with,” “Been shouted at or been the target of spontaneous anger” and
“Had your opinions ignored.” The participants rated their experiences on a scale ranging from
1 (not at all) to 5 (to a very large extent). Reliability of the daily measures was calculated using
the approach described by Geldhof et al. (2014), by estimating omega (w) at the within-person
level using a two-level CFA. The scale had acceptable reliability (w = .70).

Day-level interpersonal conflict

Interpersonal conflict was measured using a 5-item checklist developed by Ilies et al. (2011).
The measurement was especially developed to capture daily reports of interpersonal conflicts at
work. An example item is “Over the past 24 hours I have been in an argument with another
cadet, civilian crew or military staff about the execution of tasks,” with response categories
ranging from 1 (has not happened) to 4 (three or more times). The scale had acceptable reliability
(w = .70).

Analyses

The repeated measurements made by the cadets, where the days are nested within persons,
made it necessary to perform multilevel analyses on the data. We conducted the analysis using
the software MLwiN 3.01. We have a two-level model with days at the first level (Level 1;
N = 1428) and persons at the second level (Level 2; N = 57). To test our hypotheses, we ran
two sets including three models predicting both our outcomes of interpersonal conflicts the next
day and daily bullying behaviors. In the first set, we predicted interpersonal conflicts the next
day. First, we tested a model where the intercept was included as the only predictor (Null
Model). In the next model (Main effect Model), we included the explanatory variable (daily
interpersonal conflict) and the moderator variables (trait anger and trait anxiety). In the third
model (Interaction Model), the two-way interaction between the moderators and daily interper-
sonal conflict were included. In the second set, we predicted exposure to daily bullying behav-
iors the same day. Again, we first tested a model where the intercept was included as the only
predictor (Null Model). In the next model (Main effect Model), we included the explanatory var-
iable (daily interpersonal conflict), the moderator variables (trait anger and trait anxiety), and
control variable (previous-day exposure to bullying behaviors). In the third model (Interaction
Model), the two-way interaction between the moderators and interpersonal conflict were
included. We compared the nested models using likelihood ratio tests, and computed pseudo R
at the day-level as the proportion of the residual day-level variance from the null model
explained in the given model. In order to examine whether the slopes in the cross-level interac-
tions were significantly different from zero, simple slope tests for hierarchal linear models were
used (Preacher et al., 2006). The slopes for the predictors and moderators were tested at +1 SD,
and calculations were based on the asymptotic covariance matrix from the respective multilevel
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models using R version 3.4.3. In all multilevel models, we grand-mean centered our between-
person predictors (trait anxiety and trait anger) and person-mean centered our day-level predic-
tors (interpersonal conflicts and exposure to bullying behaviors) around each cadet's individual
mean, so that the day-level coefficients would represent strictly within-person relationships
(Wang & Maxwell, 2015).

RESULTS
Preanalysis and descriptive statistics

To establish whether the 2-day-level measures of interpersonal conflicts and bullying could be
distinguished empirically, we used multilevel confirmatory factor analyses (MLCFA) in Mplus
version 7.4. Two different measurement models where tested and evaluated against commonly
used fit criteria (Hu & Bentler, 1999). In the first model, we tested daily interpersonal conflict
and daily exposure to bullying as two separate factors using their respective observed indicators.
The model revealed a marginally acceptable fit to the data (y¥*(df) = 421.80 (68), CFI = .89,
RMSEA = .061), as the CFI is just below the recommended cut-off of .90 while the RMSEA is
clearly below the recommended cut-off of .08. The fit specific to the within-level
(SRMR™™n — 058) and between-level (SRMR?*™" — 093) were acceptable and poor, respec-
tively. Although the between-level SRMR is not acceptable, the within-level SRMR, which is
the main level of analyses in this study, is acceptable. Second, we ran a one-factor model where
all the observed indicators loaded on one factor. This model yielded poor to acceptable fit to the
data ()*(df) = 730.31 (70), CFI = .79, RMSEA = .082). Hence, the model resulted in a deterio-
ration of fit to the data when compared with the two-factor model (Ay*(df) = 308.51 (2),
p <.001) and poorer fit at the within-level (SRMR™™™ = 073) and the between level
(SRMR®®™ee" — 103). In sum, multilevel confirmatory factor analyses indicate that daily inter-
personal conflicts and daily exposure to bullying behaviors can be empirically distinguished, a
finding in line with other recent empirical studies of the theoretical and empirical differences
and similarities between conflicts and bullying at work (Baillien et al., 2017; Notelaers
et al., 2018).

Means, standard deviations, and within- and between-level correlations for all study vari-
ables are presented in Table 1. Correlational analysis showed that at the within-level there was
a significant positive relationship between daily levels of interpersonal conflict and daily levels
of exposure to bullying behaviors (r = .46, p < .001). On the between-level, a strong positive

TABLE 1 Means, standard deviation, and intercorrelations for study variables (N = 1710 occasions, N = 57
respondents)

X SD 1. 2. 3. 4.
1. Bullying behaviors 1.104 0.275 - ApHEE
2. Interpersonal conflict 1.083 0.219 AT -
3. Trait anger 1.533 0.313 .32% .34% -
4. Trait anxiety 1.680 0.319 .36™* .09 24 =

Note: Person-level correlations are below the diagonal and day-level correlations above the diagonal.
*p < .05. **p < .01. **p < .001.
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correlation exists between interpersonal conflict and exposure to bullying behaviors (r = .77,
p < .001). Further, trait anger was positively related to interpersonal conflict (r = .34, p < .05)
and exposure to bullying behaviors (r = .32, p < .05). Trait anxiety was positively related to
exposure to bullying behaviors (r = .36, p < .01), but not significantly related to trait anger or
interpersonal conflict.

Multilevel analysis

Table 2 presents the results from the first set of multilevel analysis predicting interpersonal
conflicts the next day. As shown in Table 2, the unpredicted null model showed that 83% of the
total variance in daily interpersonal conflicts existed on the day-level (within-level), whereas 17%
of the variance appeared at the person-level (between-level) of analysis. In Hypothesis 1a,
we expected a positive relationship between interpersonal conflicts and interpersonal conflicts the
next day. In support of Hypothesis 1a, there was a significant positive relationship between inter-
personal conflict and interpersonal conflicts the next day (B = .146, p < .001) in the main effect
model. Thus, cadets were more likely to experience interpersonal conflicts when they had experi-
enced interpersonal conflicts the previous day. Compared with the null model, the main effect
model fit the data better and reduced the unexplained day-level variance in interpersonal conflict
the next day, pseudo R* = .081, y*(3) = 75.3, p < .001. In Hypotheses 2a and 2b, we hypothesized
that trait anger and trait anxiety would moderate the positive relationship between daily interper-
sonal conflicts and interpersonal conflicts the next day. In support of Hypothesis 2a, we found a
significant interaction between trait anger and interpersonal conflict (B = .155, p < .05) in the
interaction model. However, the interaction effect between trait anxiety and interpersonal conflict
was not significant (B = —.092, n.s.). Hence, Hypothesis 2b was not supported. Adding the inter-
action terms between interpersonal conflict and trait anger and between interpersonal conflict
and trait anxiety, respectively, reduced the unexplained day-level variance in interpersonal con-
flict the next day, pseudo R*> = .085, AR> = .004, although the interaction terms did not signifi-
cantly improve model fit compared with the main effects model y*(2) = 5.47, p = .065.

TABLE 2 Multilevel estimates for the prediction of interpersonal conflicts

Null model Main effect model Interaction model

B SE B SE B SE
Intercept 1.0817%** .013 1.078%** .012 1.078%+* .012
Interpersonal conflicts prescore 0.146%** .028 0.124%* .030
Trait anger 0.089* .040 0.088* .040
Trait anxiety 0.020 .039 0.020 .039
Trait anger x ICP 0.155* .066
Trait anxiety x ICP —0.092 .095
Variance level 1 (day-level) 0.040 (%) (83%) .002 0.036 .001 0.036 .001
Variance level 2 (person-level) 0.008 (%) (17%) .002 0.006 .002 0.006 .002
—2 Log likelihood —453.11 —528.44 —533.91

Note: ICP = interpersonal conflict previous day. N = 57 respondents, N = 1296 measurement occasions.
*p < .05. **p < .001.
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Additional analyses, however, showed that adding only the interpersonal conflict x trait anger
interaction term reduced the unexplained day-level variance of interpersonal conflict the next day
and significantly improved model fit compared with the main effects model, pseudo R> = .084,
AR* = .003, y%(1) = 4.54, p = .033. The significant interaction between trait anger and daily
interpersonal conflict is visualized in Figure 1. As seen in the figure, there is a stronger positive
association between interpersonal conflict and interpersonal conflicts the next day among cadets
with a higher level of trait anger, compared with cadets with a lower level of trait anger. Further,
a formal test of the slopes at +1 SD of the moderator revealed a significant slope for those with a
high level of trait anger (Slope = .17, z = 5.56, p < .001) but not for those with a low level of trait
anger (Slope = .076, z = 1.86, n.s.).

Table 3 presents the results from the second set of multilevel analysis predicting exposure to
bullying behaviors. As can be seen in Table 3, the unpredicted null model showed that 75% of
the total variance in exposure to bullying behaviors existed on the day-level (within-level),
while 25% of the variance appeared at the person-level (between-level) of analysis. This shows
that most of the variance in bullying behaviors is accounted for by intraindividual variances
across the 30 days, rather than by between person variances. In Hypothesis 1b, we hypothesized
a positive association between daily interpersonal conflict and exposure to bullying behaviors
the same day, after controlling for bullying behaviors the previous day. In support of
Hypothesis 1b, there was a significant positive relationship between interpersonal conflict and
daily exposure to bullying behaviors (B = .548, p < .001). Thus, on days the cadets experienced
interpersonal conflict, they were more likely to report an increase in exposure to bullying
behaviors compared with their previous day exposure. The main effect model showed a signifi-
cantly better fit to the data and reduced the unexplained day-level variance in exposure to bully-
ing behaviors compared with the null model, pseudo R* = .294, y*(4) = 441.98, p < .001. In
Hypotheses 3a and 3b, we hypothesized that trait anger (3a) and trait anxiety (3b) would mod-
erate the positive relationship between daily interpersonal conflicts and exposure to bullying
behaviors the same day. In support of Hypothesis 3a, we found a significant interaction between
trait anger and interpersonal conflict (B = .469, p < .001) in the interaction model. However,
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- - - Low Trait Anger
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—— High Trait Anger

—_
—_
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Interpersonal conflicts the next day

105 ===
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Low conflict High conflict

FIGURE 1 Plot of the interactive relationship of daily interpersonal conflicts and interpersonal conflicts the
next day for cadets low vs. high on trait anger
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TABLE 3 Multilevel estimates for the prediction of bullying behaviors

Null model Main effect model Interaction model

B SE B SE B SE
Intercept 1.107%** .020 1.103%** .018 1.103%** .018
Interpersonal conflict (IC) 0.548%** .030 0.464%** .032
Bullying behaviors prescore 0.188*** .024 0.181*** .024
Trait anger 0.117 .060 0.118* .060
Trait anxiety 0.110 .059 0.109 .059
Trait anger x IC 0.469%* .070
Trait anxiety x IC —0.074 102
Variance level 1 (day-level) 0.057 (75%) .002 0.040 .002 0.038 .002
Variance level 2 (person-level) 0.019 (25%) .004 0.017 .004 0.017 .003
—2 Log likelihood 83.41 —358.57 —411.13

Note: IC = interpersonal conflict. N = 57 respondents, N = 1288 measurement occasions.
*p < .05. **p < .001.

the interaction effect between trait anxiety and interpersonal conflict was not significant
(B = —.074, n.s.). Hence, Hypothesis 3b was not supported. The interaction model showed sig-
nificantly better fit and reduced the unexplained day-level variance in exposure to bullying
behaviors compared with the main effect model, pseudo R* = .324, AR* = .029, y*(2) = 52.56,
p < .001. The significant interaction between trait anger and daily interpersonal conflict is visu-
alized in Figure 2. As seen in the figure, there is a stronger positive association between inter-
personal conflict and exposure to bullying behaviors on a day-to-day basis among cadets with a
higher level of trait anger, compared with cadets with a lower level of trait anger. Despite these
differences, a formal test of the slopes at +1 SD of the moderator revealed significant slopes
both for those with a high level of trait anger (Slope = .61, z = 18.58, p < .001) and for those
with a low level of trait anger (Slope = .32, z = 7.40, p < .001).

Table 4 presents the results from the final multilevel analysis predicting exposure to bullying
behaviors the next day. In Hypothesis 1c, we hypothesized a positive association between daily
interpersonal conflicts and exposure to bullying behaviors the next day, after controlling for
exposure to bullying behaviors the same day. As seen in the main effect model, the relationship
between daily interpersonal conflicts and next day exposure to bulling behaviors was not signif-
icant (B = —.028, n.s.). Hence, Hypothesis 1c was not supported. In Hypotheses 3c and 3d, we
hypothesized that trait anger and trait anxiety would moderate the positive relationship
between daily interpersonal conflicts and exposure to bullying behaviors the next day. However,
neither the interaction between trait anger and conflicts (B = —.059, n.s.) nor the interaction
between trait anxiety (B = .186, n.s.), were significant. Hence, the results did not yield support
to Hypotheses 3c and 3d.

DISCUSSION

The present study explored dynamics in conflict escalation and especially the relationship
between daily interpersonal conflict and daily exposure to bullying behaviors, employing a
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FIGURE 2 Plot of the interactive relationship of daily interpersonal conflicts and exposure to bullying
behaviors the same day for cadets low vs. high on trait anger

TABLE 4 Multilevel estimates for the prediction of bullying behaviors the next day

Null model Main effect model Interaction model

B SE B SE B SE
Intercept 1.099%** .019 1.103%** .018 1.103%** .018
Interpersonal conflict (IC) —0.028 .037 —0.034 .039
Bullying behaviors the same day 0.259%** .030 0.260%** .031
Trait anger 0.118 .061 0.118 .061
Trait anxiety 0.109 .060 0.109 .059
Trait anger x IC —0.059 .080
Trait anxiety x IC 0.186 114
Variance level 1 (day-level) 0.053 (75%) .002 0.051 .002 0.051 .002
Variance level 2 (person-level) 0.018 (25%) .004 0.016 .004 0.016 .004
—2 Log likelihood —1.34 —60.10 —62.788

Note: IC = interpersonal conflict. N = 57 respondents, N = 1288 measurement occasions.
*Ep < .001.

sample of cadets during a sail ship voyage. The results of multilevel analyses showed a positive
main effect of daily interpersonal conflicts on interpersonal conflicts the next day, indicating an
escalation or at least a continuation of conflict episodes from day to day. Further, daily interper-
sonal conflicts were related to exposure to bullying behaviors the same day. Hence, cadets who
experienced interpersonal conflict at their shift tended to report an increase of exposure to bul-
lying behaviors compared with the previous day. This finding is in support of the three-way
model, as it states that workplace bullying can develop from interpersonal conflicts, by taking
the “pathway” through conflict escalation (Baillien et al., 2009). In addition, it is in line with
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the more general work environment hypothesis, stating that bullying is the result of stressors in
the psychosocial working environment, such as interpersonal conflicts (Einarsen et al., 1994;
Leymann, 1990; Skogstad et al., 2011). The present finding is also consistent with previous stud-
ies investigating this pathway by testing the relationship between interpersonal conflict and
accumulated exposure to bullying behaviors over longer time periods (e.g., Agotnes et al., 2018;
Baillien et al., 2016; Leon-Perez et al., 2015). By employing a repeated-measures design and
studying the relationship at the within-person level on a daily basis, we provide new insight
into the daily dynamics between interpersonal conflict and exposure to bullying behaviors.
Although we found that interpersonal conflicts persisted the next day, no lagged effects were
found for exposure to bullying behaviors. This indicates that bullying episodes may sometimes
happen much as immediate reactions “in the heat of the moment,” in contrast to being a result
of accumulated frustration from lasting interpersonal conflicts. However, the bullying research
has mainly studied escalation, although bullying episodes also may de-escalate—and perhaps
even in most cases do. This should at least be investigated further.

Furthermore, the present study is one of the first to empirically test the enhancing effect of
trait anger and trait anxiety in the conflict—bullying relationship. The findings showed that
daily interpersonal conflicts were a stronger predictor of interpersonal conflicts the next day
and exposure to bullying behaviors the same day for cadets with a high (vs. low) score on trait
anger. Hence, cadets who are high on trait anger tend to report that conflicts persist from day
to day and experience more instances of exposure to bullying on days with conflicts, as com-
pared with their comrades who score lower in this trait. This brings additional support to the
three-way model, claiming that individual characteristics may influence how individuals react
when facing interpersonal conflicts at work (Baillien et al., 2009). Having a high score on trait
anger is likely to affect both appraisal and coping strategies, as this trait is associated with being
more reactive to challenging situations (Pervin, 1993). Interestingly, this finding is consistent
with what the Swedish researcher Thylefors claimed already in the 1980s based on interviews
with targets, namely that it is those who react more strongly and active when in conflict situa-
tions that are at risk of becoming victims of bullying (Thylefors, 1987). Along similar lines, the
victim precipitation theory (Elias, 1986) claims that some victims may experience bullying
because some perpetrators may be provoked by them (Aquino & Lamertz, 2004; Olweus, 1978;
Samnani & Singh, 2016). In contrast to those low in trait anger, individuals high in trait anger
are likely to respond with fury to conflicts, which may aggravate the impact of daily interper-
sonal conflicts on new arguments and unpleasant interactions. Another possible explanation is
that the negative response to interpersonal conflict is stronger among these employees due to
their heightened reactivity, leading them to perceive the behaviors and responses of others as
being more hostile (Spector et al., 2000).

In accordance with the present study, previous studies have demonstrated the enhancing
effect of trait anger in similar yet cross-sectional studies (Fox et al., 2001; Ilie et al., 2012;
Reknes et al., 2019). Still, although trait anger is claimed to be a provocation-sensitive trait
(Bettencourt et al., 2006), both Reknes et al. (2019) and our findings indicate that trait anger
mainly trigger bullying episodes when other risk factors are present. The present study showed
that on days with low levels of conflict there is low occurrence of bullying behaviors, regardless
of cadets' trait anger. Notably, on days with higher levels of interpersonal conflict, there is a sig-
nificant increase in exposure to bullying behaviors among all cadets, although it is even stron-
ger for those with high trait anger scores.

Contrary to our predictions, however, trait anxiety neither moderated the stability in inter-
personal conflict levels from day to day nor the relationship between interpersonal conflict
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and exposure to bullying behaviors the same day. This outcome is contrary to that of Fox
et al. (2001) and Reknes et al. (2019), who found enhancing effects of trait anxiety in similar
moderation analyses, yet employing cross-sectional survey data. This inconsistency may be
due to the different temporality in these studies—there may be different mechanisms at work
in the short versus long term. One possible explanation can be that trait anxiety plays a differ-
ent role in the early phase of the conflict—bullying escalation process than in more escalated
bullying scenarios—and that it is more over a longer time period that this trait may pose a
risk factor either for being picked on as an “easy” target or as a risk factor for gloomy percep-
tions, which is the tendency to perceive the world in more negative terms. This further aligns
with the prevention-escalation model, predicting that individuals with a high focus on avoid-
ance will exhibit spontaneous de-escalating strategies in the form of avoiding or withdrawing
from situations where loss and risk are prominent (Van de Vliert, 1984). Recent studies have
found support for a positive association between trait anxiety and coping-related strategies
such as avoidance- and escape behaviors (Fung et al., 2019; Sege et al., 2018). The same ten-
dencies have been found among trait anxious children, which tend to display their distress
externally by avoidant behaviors in situations they perceive as threatening (Barlow, 2004).
Individuals high in trait anxiety might pull away from conflicts, which may act as de-escalat-
ing, at least for some time. However, although using a yielding conflict management style
may be satisfactory in the short run, it is found to be related to conflict escalation as they still
leave conflicts unresolved (Behfar et al.,, 2008; Janssen & Van de Vliert, 1996), hence
supporting our speculation that trait anxiety will be a stronger risk factor over a longer time
perspective. These different findings for trait anger and trait anxiety again call for some cau-
tion when looking at the broader bandwidth trait of neuroticism. As such, future studies
should differentiate between these two traits, and maybe other similar narrow traits, at least
in bullying research. This theoretical contribution aligns with the trait activation theory
(Tett & Burnett, 2003), as well as several recent empirical studies (e.g., Kant et al., 2013;
Reknes et al., 2021).

Taken together, our findings seem to support the three-way model (Baillien et al., 2009) and
increase our knowledge of the daily dynamics between interpersonal conflicts and exposure to
bullying behaviors. The results of the present study indicate that both the specific conflict epi-
sode and how one tends to perceive and respond to such an episode may interact when
predicting exposure to bullying behaviors from the two perspectives.

Strengths and limitations

A strength of the present study is the use of a daily diary design. Diary methods are well suited
and recommended for the short-term dynamics between variables and for identifying the points
at which escalations in bullying processes occur, along with the work-related and personal fac-
tors that cause these changes (Neall & Tuckey, 2014; Spector & Pindek, 2016). Second, combin-
ing the study of interpersonal conflicts with personality traits as predictors of workplace
bullying also adds to the bullying literature, as scholars in the field have requested that work
environmental and individual factors should be combined when investigating antecedents of
bullying (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2018). Approaching workplace bullying in this manner, by inves-
tigating different sets of variables from different levels may help to get a better understanding of
the workplace bullying process and help identify the key moderating conditions across multiple
levels (Rai & Agarwal, 2018; Samnani & Singh, 2016).
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However, the study also has some limitations. First, our study relies on self-report single-
source data and may therefore be subject to common method bias. Still, applying a general
questionnaire followed by daily questionnaires over the course of 30 consecutive days, the
temporal separation between measurements is likely to reduce the impact of this bias
(Podsakoff et al., 2003). A diary approach also has the advantage that respondents report on
experiences closer to the time at which they occurred, thereby minimizing recall biases and
retrospective errors (Bolger et al., 2003). Second, as the cadets were confined to the same sail
ship, with the same people for the entire diary study period, this fact and this context may
have influenced the results. On the one hand, this context may be especially well suited to
study the daily dynamics in interpersonal conflicts and exposure to bullying behaviors. Due
to factors like disrupted or little sleep, potentially harsh weather conditions, and the fact that
the cadets interact closely and daily over a long period of time, it is likely that conflicts will
arise. On the other hand, to be admitted to the Royal Norwegian Naval Academy, the cadets
need to have at least 1 year at Officer training School, which includes training in stress man-
agement, interaction, and leadership under pressure. Therefore, the cadet's prior training in
coping with stress and their awareness of being in such a challenging condition may at the
same time contribute to a greater focus on, and motivation for, dealing with emerging
conflicts.

Because the focus in the present study is on episodes taking place in the initial phase of a
potential interpersonal conflict—bullying escalation process—the survey was conducted in the
cadet's first semester and during the first 30 days of the voyage. However, the cadets start at
the Royal Norwegian Naval Academy about 2 months before the voyage. This may be a third
potential limitation because it means that some interpersonal conflict between the cadets may
have arisen already before starting the voyage. On the other hand, considering the length of a
bullying process, we still believe that the episodes measured on the voyage can be considered
as the initial phase of a potential interpersonal conflict—bullying escalation process. Further-
more, while this is in an intensive work context, the previous 2 months are in a school con-
text, which may produce much less reasons for conflict to arise. Finally, the present study
used a sample composed of very thoroughly selected cadets working in a 24-h military work
setting. Moreover, the majority of the cadets were young males. Thus, our findings may not be
generalizable to other occupational groups that are more gender and age balanced, which
limits the generalizability of the results. Although the findings were in line with theoretically
derived hypotheses, there is a need for further validation of our findings in other work con-
texts. However, when the day-to-day relationship between involvement in interpersonal con-
flicts and exposure to workplace bullying are found in this seemingly highly resilient sample,
it is plausible that these relationships would be even stronger in more common, representative
samples.

Practical implications

Based on the results of the present study, it seems clear that the presence of interpersonal con-
flicts in the workplace may provide a fertile ground for bullying to develop, as increased expo-
sure to bullying behaviors is detected already at the same day. The findings suggest that
managers and HR personnel should be aware that acts of bullying may show up in daily conflict
episodes and potentially escalate if not managed early on. Hence, management interventions
should aim to reduce interpersonal conflicts, for instance, by offering conflict management
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training and having conflict management procedures in place. Yet, it is neither realistic nor
desirable not to have conflicts at all at the workplace. Results of the present study also show
that some employees, due to individual disposition, may be extra at risk in such situations. This
information may first and foremost be relevant for those in counseling roles, such as health and
safety representatives, who often counsel in such cases, as they may make the involved parties
aware that their own responses and behavior also influence whether the conflict escalates or
de-escalates. However, managers should handle all such cases in the same way, irrespectively of
personality. Lastly, our findings show that even though trait anger may be a risk factor for con-
flict escalation and bullying, it is particularly so in the presence of interpersonal conflicts at
work, which underlines the importance of continuously striving to create and uphold a strong
conflict management climate, where conflicts are managed early and in a good and fair manner
(Einarsen et al., 2018; Zahlquist et al., 2019). Furthermore, organizations always need to put in
place policies and procedures in order to build up a solid organizational infrastructure to handle
all individual complaints of bullying in a proper way (Einarsen et al., 2017). Written
antibullying policies commonly include a definition of bullying, along with a statement that
such behavior is unacceptable, information regarding roles and responsibilities of management
and other parties, as well as complaint procedures (see also Einarsen & Hoel, 2008; Rayner &
Lewis, 2020; Zapf & Vartia, 2020).

Conclusion

The present study sheds light on the role of time in the conflict-bullying relationship, by apply-
ing a daily diary design in a study among naval cadets. The findings support the well-
established theoretical link between interpersonal conflicts and exposure to bullying behaviors,
by demonstrating that this relationship occurs already in the initial phase of conflict escalation.
Thus, the present study suggests that interpersonal conflicts have an immediate effect on expo-
sure to bullying behaviors. In addition, the results show that the association between interper-
sonal conflict and exposure to bullying behaviors is stronger for those with a high score on trait
anger, compared with those with a low score on this disposition. Yet, the risk is there for all.
The study contributes to a greater theoretical understanding of the interaction of situational
and individual antecedents in predicting bullying behaviors on a day-to-day basis. Hence, in
order to ensure employee well-being and prevent workplace bullying, organizations should
strive to manage conflicts in the initial phase of escalation, and at the same time be aware that
some employees are at particular risk due to individual predispositions.
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