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ABSTRACT: Workplace bullying (WPB) has been identified as an insidious 
aspect of the contemporary work environment (Einarsen, Höel, Zapf, & Cooper, 
2003).  The present study had three related aims (i) to determine current and prior 
personal experience of WPB among a sample of 295 adults returning to tertiary 
education, (ii) to further explore the ‘work environment hypothesis’ (Einarsen, 
Raknes, & Matthiesen, 1994; Mc Guckin, Lewis, & Shevlin, under review) as 
an antecedent in the WPB process by examining the relationship between the 
‘psychosocial workplace’ and exposure to WPB (Varhama & Björkqvist, 2004a, 
b; Varhama et al., 2010), and (iii) to explore the relationship between exposure 
to WPB and salient work and life attitude variables (Mc Guckin et al., under 
review).  Overall, 32.4% (n = 93) of the respondents had been bullied in the pre-
vious 6 months, 42.1% (n = 120) had witnessed colleagues being bullied during 
this period, and 56.8% (n = 162) had been bullied in their previous career.  The 
collective influence of the hypothesised antecedent variables (i.e., ‘Challenge’, 
‘Social Climate’, ‘Leadership’, ‘Work Control’, ‘Work Load’, ‘Role Conflict’, 
and ‘Role Ambiguity’) explained a significant proportion of the variance in re-
lation to self-reported personal experience of workplace bullying.  Exposure to 
workplace bullying was significantly related to impaired ‘work and life attitu-
des’.
Keywords: workplace, bully, victim, non-traditional, students.

Experiencias de bulling en el lugar de trabajo entre estudiantes ‘no tra-
dicionales’: ¿Motivos de preocupación para la empresa y la educación?

ABSTRACT: El bullying en el lugar de trabajo (WPB) ha sido identificado 
como un aspecto insidioso de los ambientes de trabajo contemporáneos (Einar-
sen, Höel, Zapf, y Cooper, 2003). El presente estudio tuvo tres objetivos (i) de-
terminar la experiencia previa y actual de bullying en el trabajo entre una muestra 
de 295 adultos que retomaron la educación terciaria, (ii) profundizar en la ‘hipó-
tesis del ambiente de trabajo’ (Einarsen, Raknes, y Matthiesen, 1994; Mc Guc-
kin, Lewis, y Shevlin, under review) como un antecedente en el proceso de WPB, 
examinando la relación entre ‘el ambiente psicosocial en el lugar de trabajo’ y 
la exposición a WPB (Varhama & Björkqvist, 2004a, b; Varhama et al., 2010), y 
(iii) explorar la relación entre la exposición al WPB y las variables de actitudes 
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más sobresalientes hacia la vida y el trabajo (Mc Guckin et al., under review).  
En general, 32.4% (n = 93) de los participantes se había visto acosado en los 6 
meses previos, 42.1% (n = 120) habían sido testigos del acoso de colegas durante 
el mismo periodo, y el 56.8% (n = 162) se habían visto acosados en su trayectoria 
profesional anterior. La influencia colectiva de las variables antecedentes hipo-
tetizadas (i.e., ‘Desfío’, ‘Clima Social’, ‘Liderazgo’, ‘Supervisión del Trabajo’, 
‘Carga de Trabajo’, ‘Conflicto de Rol’, y ‘Ambigüedad de Rol’) explicó una 
importante proporción de la varianza en relación con la experiencia personal 
autoinformada de bullying en el lugar de trabajo. La exposición al bullying en el 
trabajo estuvo significativamente relacionada con la insatisfacción de actitudes 
hacia la vida y el trabajo.
Keywords: lugar de trabajo, bully (Acosar), victima, estudiantes no tradicionales.

In the ever changing workplace, good interpersonal relationships with fellow 
colleagues and superiors are vital.  From an employee’s perspective, such posi-
tive working relationships are fundamental to physical health and psychological 
well-being.  From an employer’s perspective, these relationships are important 
in the form of increased productivity, reduction in absenteeism, and avoidance 
of costly court cases.  Research has demonstrated that bullying behaviours re-
present one form of extreme negative social interaction at work (Vartia, 1996).  
Indeed, on an international level, workplace bullying has been recognised as a 
serious problem in the working environment (see Einarsen, Höel, Zapf, & Coo-
per, 2003). 

Knowledge regarding the prevalence of workplace bullying has been provi-
ded through detailed research studies in many European countries (e.g., Sweden: 
3.5% [Leymann, 1996]; Norway: 10% [Vartia, 1991]; Finland: 16% [Björkqvist, 
1992]; Austria: 17.5% - 26.6% [Niedl, 1995]).  In the UK, whilst Höel, Cooper, 
and Faragher (2001) report an incidence rate of 10.6%, Rayner (1997) reported 
a rate of 14%.  In Ireland, the Health and Safety Authority’s ‘National Survey of 
the Task Force’ (2001) found that 7% of respondents reported being the victim of 
workplace bullying within the preceding 6 month period (N = 5,252).

Whilst research endeavors have sought to explore the nature, incidence, co-
rrelates, and prevention of workplace bullying among various occupational grou-
pings (e.g., nurses [Mc Guckin, Lewis, & Shevlin, under review], prison officers 
[Vartia & Hyyti, 2002]), as well as those individuals that have been forcibly-
excluded from the workforce (i.e., bullied out of the employment: O’Moore, 
Seigne, McGuire, & Smith, 1998), Mc Guckin et al. (under review) argue that 
similar attention is required in relation to those individuals that have been self-
excluded from the workplace (e.g., returning tertiary education students), so as 
to further understand the sequelae of the phenomenon.  
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Non-traditional students returning to tertiary education: the focus of the cu-
rrent research

The traditional unidirectional link between education and the workplace, 
whereby students leave education to participate in the workforce, has been repla-
ced with a bi-directional model that sees a greater emphasis on life-long learning 
within a learning society.  This change is also reflected in the evidenced larger 
numbers of workers returning to education after having left to participate in the 
workforce.  This has been seen, for example, within the UK (Thomas, 2001) and 
Ireland (Higher Education Authority, 2009).  In Ireland, for example, the number 
of mature (23+) new entrants to tertiary education courses increased by 6.1% 
between 2006/2007 and 2007/2008.  Indeed, across the European ‘Higher Edu-
cation Arena’, there has been consensus that the criteria for access and admission 
to higher education courses be modernised so that they are suitably flexible and 
attractive so as to widen participation opportunities for adult learners (e.g., the 
UK Department for Education and Skills’ 2003 policy on ‘The Future of Higher 
Education’).  This cross-national level of governmental commitment has also 
been matched by the growing impetus amongst adult ‘non-traditional students’ 
(Dill & Henley, 1998) themselves to make this return to education.  Indeed, in 
times of economic uncertainty, many in the workforce seize the opportunity to 
re-skill themselves for the new requirements of the economy and secure better 
employment prospects.  However, what is unclear is whether the decision to exit 
the workforce and return to higher education is related to personal experience of 
workplace bullying.

Whilst previous research has explored the nature, incidence, correlates, and 
prevention of workplace bullying among various cohorts of workers and school 
students, thus far there has been scant attention paid to the workplace experien-
ces and personal motivations of students who decide to exit the workforce, either 
full- or part-time, to increase their education at tertiary level (Mc Guckin et al., 
under review).

In an American study of mistreatment at work among 59 young workers 
attending college courses, all respondents reported exposure to some kind of 
mistreatment at their current workplace (Keashly, Trott, & MacLean, 1994).  Ap-
proximately 14% reported experiencing at least 10 different kinds of abusive 
events in their current work situation.  

Among 1,137 mature students sampled at one English university, Rayner 
(1997) found that just over half (53%) of the sample reported being bullied ‘at 
some time during their working life’.

In response to Mc Guckin et al. (under review) regarding the dearth of re-
search in this important area, the current research explores the personal expe-
riences of workplace bullying among a sample of returning tertiary education 
students.
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‘Cause’ and ‘effect’ in workplace bullying

Like bully/victim problems among school pupils (Barker et al., 2008; Bruns-
tein Klomek et al., 2007; Cook et al., 2010; Hodges & Perry, 1999; Kaltiala-
Heino, Rimpela, Rantanen, & Rimpela, 2000; Lund et al., 2009; Rigby, 2001, 
2002; Salmivalli, 2001), knowledge of the salient ‘cause’ and ‘effect’ variables in 
relation to workplace bullying has increased dramatically over the past number 
of years.  In terms of causal factors, Zapf (1999) argues that the organization, the 
social system, a certain perpetrator, and the victim have to be considered as po-
tential causes of workplace bullying.  In support, Einarsen (1999) has identified 
the important roles of (i) the victim’s personality and (ii) psychosocial factors.  
For example, Björkqvist, Österman, and Hjelt-Bäck (1994) identified (i) compe-
tition concerning status and job positions, (ii) envy, and (iii) the aggressor being 
uncertain about his/her self as causal factors in workplace bullying episodes.  
Negative consequences have been particularly evident with regard to individuals 
in terms of their health (Niedl, 1996; O’Moore et al., 1998) and also their level of 
job satisfaction (Einarsen & Raknes, 1997).  In addition, research has highlighted 
the negative effects for organizations caused by workplace bullying: for exam-
ple, higher absenteeism, higher turnover, higher intent to leave, and earlier reti-
rements (Leymann, 1996; Rayner, 1997).  Indeed, the link between bully/victim 
status in the schoolyard and subsequent bully/victim status in the workplace has 
recently been examined (Smith, Singer, Höel, & Cooper, 2003).

Antecedents of workplace bullying: The role of the work environment

In relation to the identification of antecedent variables in the bullying pro-
cess, Einarsen, Raknes, and Matthiesen (1994) report that whilst other causal 
models of workplace bullying have been identified (e.g., victim / bully persona-
lity: Brodsky, 1976; Coyne, Seigne, & Randall, 2000; Leymann, 1992; Olweus, 
1991; Thylefors, 1987), the causal model that has received most public attention 
in Scandinavia emphasises the quality of the organization’s work environment 
(as perceived by the employees) as the main determinant of such behaviours (Ei-
narsen, 1996; Leymann, 1992; Seigne, 1998; Vartia, 1996; Vartia & Hyyti, 2002; 
Zapf, Knorz, & Kulla, 1996).  Among a sample of 2,215 Norwegian members of 
six labour unions, Einarsen et al. (1994) tested the role of variables hypothesised 
as being part of the ‘work environment hypothesis’ (i.e., ‘Challenge’, ‘Social 
Climate’, ‘Leadership’, ‘Work Control’, ‘Work Load’, ‘Role Conflict’, and ‘Role 
Ambiguity’).  Einarsen et al. (1994) found that experience of bullying and ha-
rassment correlated significantly with ‘lack of constructive leadership’, ‘elevated 
level of role conflict’, ‘dissatisfaction with social climate’, and ‘lack of possibili-
ties to monitor and control one’s own work’.  These findings were also consistent 
among observers of bullying incidents.  

Whilst not directly testing Einarsen et al.’s (1994) ‘work environment 
hypothesis’, other studies have provided support for the notion that varying as-
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pects of the work environment act as antecedent variables in the bullying pro-
cess (Breen & Mc Namara, 2004; O’Moore et al., 1998; Vartia, 1996; Vartia 
& Hyyti, 2002; Zapf et al., 1996).  In their research exploring antecedent and 
outcome variables among a sample of UK and Irish nurses (N = 205), Mc Guc-
kin et al. (under review) directly tested Einarsen et al.’s (1994) seminal ‘work 
environment hypothesis’.  Whilst finding support for the role of ‘Work Challen-
ge’, ‘Social Climate’, and ‘Role Ambiguity’, the results also demonstrated that 
‘Leadership’, ‘Work Control’, ‘Work Load’, and ‘Role Conflict’ were the least 
important predictors – a direct contradiction of Einarsen et al.’s (1994) results.  
In concluding, Mc Guckin et al. (under review) asserted that whilst Einarsen et 
al.’s (1994) ‘work environment hypothesis’ was a useful conceptualisation, their 
results highlighted the need for further research to explore other potential antece-
dent variables in the bullying process.  Considering that the purpose of research 
designed to identify antecedent ‘trigger’ variables in the bullying process is to 
aid ‘risk assessment’ and ‘risk management’ in terms of intervention and pre-
vention (Cox, 2005), Mc Guckin et al. (under review) suggest that aspects of the 
‘psychosocial work environment’ (e.g., conflict, burnout, work harassment, work 
atmosphere, work stress, sexual harassment, and alcohol abuse) may also act as 
antecedent variables in the bullying process.  Varhama and Björkqvist (2004a, b) 
and Varhama et al. (2010) have demonstrated the relationship between workpla-
ce bullying and these aspects of the psychosocial work environment among sam-
ples of Finnish, Polish, and Spanish employees.  One of the aims of the present 
research is to extend this previous research by exploring the relationship between 
these hypothesised psychosocial work environment variables and experiences of 
bullying behaviours.

Effects of workplace bullying: Work and life attitudes

Brodsky (1976) alerted us to the fact that “the effects of harassment upon 
its victims can be devastating” (p. 38).  As a serious source of social stress, 
exposure to workplace bullying has been demonstrated to be associated with 
impaired health and well-being, as well a reduction in positive attitudes to work 
and life attitudes (Björkqvist et al., 1994; Breen & Mc Namara, 2004; Brods-
ky, 1976; Einarsen, 2000; Einarsen, Matthiesen, & Skogstad, 1998; Einarsen & 
Raknes, 1997; Einarsen, Raknes, Matthiesen, & Hellesøy, 1996; Kivimäki et al., 
2003; Leymann, 1988; Leymann & Gustafsson, 1996; Lynch & O’Moore, 2004; 
Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2002; O’Moore et al., 1998; Quine, 1999; Thylefors, 
1987; Voss, Floderus, & Diderichsen, 2001; Zapf et al., 1996).  Indeed, whilst 
Kivimäki et al. (2003) and Voss et al. (2001) report that workplace bullying has 
been related to a 25% to 90% increase in the risk of recorded sickness absence, 
Leymann (1990a, 1992) has claimed that work harassment is a major cause of 
suicide.  Thus, in conjunction with assessing the possible role that the psychoso-
cial work environment may have in the bullying process, it is also necessary to 
assess the work and life attitudes of victims of such behaviours.
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In their research exploring the role of the ‘work environment hypothesis’ in 
the bullying process, Mc Guckin et al. (under review) also explored whether ex-
perience of workplace bullying was predictive of self-reported attitudes towards 
various aspects of work and personal-life (i.e., job satisfaction, organizational 
commitment, interpersonal trust at work, work involvement, intrinsic job moti-
vation, self-rated anxiety, life satisfaction).  Results from their research demons-
trated the overwhelming effects of workplace bullying in relation to ‘Work In-
volvement’, ‘Intrinsic Job Motivation’, ‘Life Satisfaction’, ‘Interpersonal Trust 
at Work’, ‘Self Rated Anxiety’, ‘Job Satisfaction’, and ‘Interpersonal Trust at 
Work’.  One of the aims of the present research is, therefore, to explore the rela-
tionship between previous experience of victimization in the workplace and the 
quality of work and life attitudes of these returning tertiary students.

Study aims

The study had three aims. Firstly, to record the incidence and experiences of 
workplace bullying among a sample of ‘non-traditional’ students who have retur-
ned to tertiary level education.  Secondly, to supplement previous research that 
has explored the role of the ‘work environment hypothesis’ in the bullying pro-
cess by examining the ‘psychosocial workplace’. Thirdly, to explore the relation-
ship between personal experience of workplace bullying and attitudes towards 
various aspects of work and personal-life.

METHOD

Respondents

Respondents were 295 non-traditional (i.e., ‘mature’) full- and part-time un-
dergraduate students studying psychology.  The full-time students (28.5%, n = 
84) were recruited at Magee College, University of Ulster, Northern Ireland.  The 
part-time students (71.5%, n = 211) were Open University (UK) students and 
were recruited at a course required residential school (the students were predo-
minantly residents of the British Isles).  The full-time students were either still 
engaged with their employer or had recently exited the workforce.  The timing 
of the survey administration at the start of the academic year accommodated the 
need for these respondents to be able to reflect upon the requirement to answer 
questions regarding their experiences in the workforce during the previous six 
months.  The part-time students were all studying concurrently with their daily 
employment and were, thus, able to answer questions relating to the specified 
time reference period for reflection upon events occurring in their workplace.  
Whilst 17.2% (n = 50) of respondents were male, 82.8% (n = 240) were female.  
Five respondents declined to answer this question.  The mean age was 36.20 
years (SD = 10.06).  Just over two fifths (41.6%, n = 113) held positions that 
could be classified as supervisory, clerical, or skilled manual.  Just over one tenth 
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(10.3%, n = 28) could be classified as semi- / unskilled workers or casual / low 
grade workers.

Instruments administered

All respondents completed a questionnaire booklet containing three sections:

Section 1

To determine personal experience of bullying behaviour, respondents were 
introduced to Einarsen et al.’s (1994, p. 387) definition of bullying before com-
pleting three bullying related questions:

 (i) “Based on the above definition, do you think that you have been subjected 
to bullying behaviour in your workplace during the last 6 months?”  Response 
options ranged from ‘No’, through ‘Seldom’, ‘Now and Then’, ‘About Once a 
Week’, ‘Many Times’, to ‘Not Applicable’ (e.g., that the respondent worked in 
isolation from colleagues).

(ii) Have you seen others being subjected to bullying at your workplace du-
ring the last six months?  Response options were: ‘No’, ‘Yes’, and ‘Not Appli-
cable’.

(iii) “Have you ever been bullied (at any time) in your career?”  Response 
options were: ‘No’ and ‘Yes’.

Section 2

Respondents were asked to complete measures hypothesised to represent an-
tecedent variables (i.e., psychosocial work environment) in the bullying process.

(i) The Work Atmosphere Scale (Björkqvist & Österman, 1992b): Across a 
five-point scale (0 = ‘Never’ to 4 = ‘Very Often’), respondents assess how they 
feel about 14 aspects of their workplace at the time of administration.  Examples 
of items include: ‘Everybody gets the appreciation (s)he deserves’ (Item 2) and 
‘There are people checking on others’ working hours, although it is none of their 
business’ (Item 6).  Internal stability has been demonstrated for a Portuguese 
adaption of the Scale by dos Santos Palazzo, Carlotto, and de Castro (2012) 
(Cronbach α = 0.67).  In the current study, the scale demonstrated acceptable 
internal consistency (Cronbach α = 0.61).

(ii) The Work Stress Symptom Scale (Björkqvist & Österman, 1992c): Across 
a five-point scale (0 = ‘Never’ to 4 = ‘Very Often’), respondents are asked if, due 
to stress, have they suffered from any of the 10 symptoms during the last 12 
months.  Examples of items include: ‘Weariness and feebleness’ (Item 3) and 
‘Reduced self-confidence’ (Item 10).  Internal stability has been demonstrated 
for the Scale by Lin (2007) (Cronbach α = 0.98 for victims; Cronbach α = 0.95 
for non-victims).  In the current study, the scale demonstrated acceptable internal 
consistency (Cronbach α = 0.93).
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(iii) The Psychosocial Workplace Inventory (Björkqvist & Österman, 1992d) 
defines what is meant by the key terms in the inventory (i.e., conflict, burnout, 
work harassment, sexual harassment, and alcohol abuse) and then asks whether 
the respondent has had experiences of this and to what degree (on three levels 
of severity).  The validity of the Inventory has been demonstrated by Björkqvist, 
Österman, Ingo, and Varhama (2007).  In the current study, the Work Harassment 
Scale demonstrated acceptable internal consistency (Cronbach α = 0.97).

Section 3

Respondents were asked to complete measures hypothesised to represent 
outcome variables (i.e., work and life attitudes) in the bullying process.

 (i) Work and Life Attitudes: Scales designed to assess various components 
of work and life attitudes were drawn from Warr, Cook, and Wall’s (1979) Work 
and Life Attitudes Survey (i.e., Work Involvement, Intrinsic Job Motivation, Job 
Satisfaction, Self-Rated Anxiety, and Life Satisfaction) and Cook and Wall’s 
(1980) supplement to Warr et al.’s (1979) compendium (i.e., Interpersonal Trust 
at Work and Organizational Commitment).  The Work Involvement Scale (e.g., 
‘Having a good job is very important to me’: Item 2), Intrinsic Job Motivation 
Scale (e.g., ‘I feel a sense of personal satisfaction when I do this job well’: Item 
1), Interpersonal Trust at Work Scale (e.g., ‘I can trust the people I work with to 
lend me a hand if I need it’: Item 5), and Organizational Commitment Scale (e.g., 
‘I am quite proud to be able to tell people who it is I work for’: Item 1) were sco-
red on a 5-point response format, ranging from 1 ‘Strongly Disagree’ to 5 ‘Agree 
Strongly’ (higher scores indicative of greater levels of the concept).  Whilst the 
5-point response formats for the Job Satisfaction Scale (e.g., ‘Your opportunity 
to use your abilities’: Item 8) and the Life Satisfaction Scale (e.g., ‘The way you 
spend your leisure time’: Item 4) ranged from 1 ‘Very Dissatisfied’ to 5 ‘Very 
Satisfied’ (higher scores indicative of greater levels of the concept), the 5-point 
response format for the Self-Rated Anxiety (e.g., ‘Not having enough money for 
day to day living’: Item 1) scale ranged from 1 ‘Not Concerned’ to 5 ‘Very Wo-
rried’, with higher scores indicative of greater levels of self-rated anxiety.  The 
scales have all demonstrated adequate psychometric properties (Bond & Bunce, 
2000; Hermann, 2008; Warr et al., 1979).  For cultural and / or applicability rea-
sons, certain items from the Interpersonal Trust at Work Scale, the Organizatio-
nal Commitment Scale, the Life Satisfaction Scale, and the Self-Rated Anxiety 
Scale were removed for the current research.  In the current study, the Work 
Involvement, Intrinsic Job Motivation, Job Satisfaction, Self-rated Anxiety, Life 
Satisfaction, Interpersonal Trust at Work, and Organizational Commitment sca-
les demonstrated acceptable internal consistency (Cronbach α = 0.71, 0.84, 0.92, 
0.74, 0.84, 0.69, 0.61 respectively).

(ii) Self-esteem: Respondents completed measures of ‘state’ self-esteem (Sta-
te Self-Esteem Scale: Heatherton & Polivy, 1991) and ‘trait’ self-esteem (Self-
Esteem Scale: Rosenberg, 1965).
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Heatherton and Polivy’s (1991) 20-item State Self-Esteem Scale asks respon-
dents to rate how they feel ‘right now’ in relation to their self-worth in the do-
mains of Academic Performance, Social Evaluation, and Appearance (e.g., Item 
1: ‘I feel confident about my abilities’).  Scored on a scale ranging from 1 ‘Not 
at All’ to 5 ‘Extremely’, responses are averaged to arrive at a unitary state self-
esteem score with higher overall scores reflective of higher states of self-esteem.  
Heatherton and Polivy (1991) conclude that their development studies “... pro-
vide some evidence that the SSES is psychometrically sound.” (p. 899).  In the 
current study, the scale demonstrated acceptable internal consistency (Cronbach 
α = 0.92).

Rosenberg’s (1965) Self-Esteem Scale is a brief and easily administered 10-
item unidimensional measure of global self-esteem (e.g., Item 5, reverse scored: 
‘I feel that I do not have much to be proud of’).  Scored on a scale ranging from 
1 ‘Strongly Disagree’ to 4 ‘Strongly Agree’, responses are averaged to arrive at 
a unitary trait self-esteem score with higher overall scores reflective of higher 
levels of self-esteem.  Diverse studies have demonstrated the reliability and vali-
dity of the instrument (e.g., Fleming & Courtney, 1984; Keith & Bracken, 1996; 
Silber & Tippett, 1965; Wylie, 1989).  In the current study, the scale demonstra-
ted acceptable internal consistency (Cronbach α = 0.91).

Design and procedure

All measurement instruments were compiled into one questionnaire booklet 
for ease of completion by the respondent.  Questionnaires were distributed and 
collected at each education location by the same researcher so as to maintain 
consistency, encourage participation, and answer any questions.  Anonymity was 
assured by indicating that no information should be included that may identify 
either the respondent, the organization, or any other persons or places.  Respon-
dents were assured of their right to withdraw at any time.

Analysis

Multiple linear regression using the Enter method and logistic regression 
analyses were conducted in a series of stages so as to explore the study hypothe-
ses.

RESULTS

Personal experience of bullying

The first aim of the current research was to explore the incidence of personal 
experience of bullying behaviours.  Whilst approximately one-third of respon-
dents (32.4%, n = 93) reported that they had been bullied in the ‘previous six 
months’ (i.e., either ‘seldom’, ‘now and then’, ‘about once a week’, or ‘many 
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times’), 42.1% (n = 120) reported that they had witnessed a colleague being bu-
llied during this time-reference period.  Additionally, 56.8% (n = 162) reported 
that they had been bullied previously in their career.

Psychosocial workplace

The second aim of the current research was to explore whether the hypothesi-
sed antecedent variables (i.e., work harassment, sexual harassment, atmosphere, 
stress, conflict, burnout, and alcohol abuse) would be significantly associated 
with personal experience of bullying behaviours.  Each of these variables were 
included in three multiple regressions (Linear regression for variable [i] and bi-
nary logistic regressions for variables [ii] and [iii]) using the ‘Enter’ method so 
as to explore the collective and individual influence of these variables on each 
of the three predicted outcome variables: (i) ‘Do you think that you have been 
subjected to bullying behaviour in your workplace during the last six months?’, 
(ii) ‘Have you seen others being subjected to bullying at your workplace during 
the last six months?’, and (iii) ‘Have you ever been bullied [at any time] in your 
career?’.

First, the collective influence of the hypothesised antecedent variables on 
the first of the predicted outcome variables (i.e., having been bullied in the pre-
vious six months) was 0.38 (adjusted r2).  Whilst the collective influence of these 
hypothesised antecedent variables explained a significant proportion of the va-
riance in the outcome variable, statistically significant relationships were un-
covered in relation to work harassment, both on The Work Harassment Scale 
(Björkqvist & Österman, 1992a) (Standardized b = 0.49, p < 0.01), and The Psy-
chosocial Workplace Inventory (Björkqvist & Österman, 1992d) (Standardized b  
= -0.17, p < 0.01) (See Table 1).

Table 1. Linear Regression Parameters for Predicting the Outcome ‘Been Bu-
llied in the Last Six Months’

Second, in relation to the second predicted outcome variable (i.e., having 
seen others being subjected to bullying behaviour at work during the previous six 
months), the collective influence of the hypothesised antecedent variables was 
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significant (χ2 = 77.85, df = 14, p < 0.001).  Statistically significant relationships 
were uncovered in relation to enquiries about ‘exposure to work harassment’ 
(Wald χ2 = 18.87, df = 3, p < 0.001), and ‘conflicts in the workplace’ (Wald χ2 

= 14.09, df = 2, p < 0.01) (See Table 2).  In relation to ‘exposure to work ha-
rassment’ odds ratios (eb) for Level 1 (4.96), Level 2 (8.04), and Level 3 (6.06), 
those exposed to work harassment were up to 8.04 times more likely to have seen 
others being bullied in the last 6 months compared to those not exposed to work 
harassment.  Similarly, ‘conflicts in the workplace’ odds ratios (eb) for Level 1: 
Quite Difficult (3.54) and Level 2: Very Difficult (7.68) conflicts exposure indi-
cated that those exposed to conflict in the workplace were up to 7.68 times more 
likely to have seen others being bullied in the last 6 months compared to those 
not exposed to conflicts above the usual level.  

Table 2. Logistic Regression Analysis Parameters for Predicting the Outcome 
‘Seen Others Being Subjected to Bullying Behaviour at Work During the Pre-

vious Six Months’

Third, in relation to the third predicted outcome variable (i.e., having been 
bullied previously in their career), the collective influence of the hypothesised 
antecedent variables was significant (χ2 = 116.86, df = 14, p < 0.001).  Statisti-
cally significant relationships were found in relation to Work Harassment (Wald 
χ2  = 35.65, df = 3, p < 0.001) (Björkqvist & Österman, 1992d), ‘conflicts in the 
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workplace’ (Wald χ2  = 6.42, df = 2, p < 0.05) (Björkqvist & Österman, 1992d), 
‘work stress symptoms’ (Wald χ2  = 5.65, df = 1, p < 0.05) (Björkqvist & Öster-
man, 1992c), and ‘alcohol abuse’ (Wald χ2  = 8.15, df = 2, p < 0.05) (Björkqvist 
& Österman, 1992d) (See Table 3).  In relation to ‘exposure to work harassment’ 
odds ratios (eb) for Level 1 (27.34), Level 2 (33.33), and Level 3 (17.26), those 
exposed to work harassment were up to 33.33 times more likely to have seen 
others being bullied previously in their career compared to those not exposed to 
work harassment.  Similarly, ‘conflicts in the workplace’ odds ratios (eb) for Le-
vel 1: Quite Difficult (2.59) and Level 2: Very Difficult (0.72) conflicts exposure 
indicated that those exposed to conflict in the workplace were up to 2.59 times 
more likely to have been bullied previously in their career compared to those not 
exposed to conflicts above the usual level.  In relation to ‘work stress symptoms’ 
odds ratio (eb), those showing more stress symptoms were 1.07 times more likely 
to have been bullied previously in their career compared to those showing less 
symptoms of stress.  Finally, ‘alcohol abuse’ odds ratios (eb) for Level 1: absence 
due to hangover (0.03) and Level 2: appeared drunk at times in the workplace 
(3.54) indicated those reporting drunkenness in the workplace were 3.54 times 
more likely to have been bullied previously in their career compared to those not 
reporting issues related to alcohol abuse.  

Table 3. Logistic Regression Analysis Parameters for Predicting the Outcome 
‘Been Bullied Previously in Their Career’
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Work and life attitudes

The third aim of the current research was to explore whether respondents’ 
answers to the three questions regarding personal experience of bullying beha-
viour would be predictor variables in relation to outcome variables related to 
‘Work and Life Attitudes’ (i.e., work involvement, intrinsic job motivation, job 
satisfaction, self-rated anxiety, life satisfaction, interpersonal trust at work, orga-
nizational commitment, and self-esteem (trait and state).

Thus, respondents’ responses regarding these variables were regressed upon 
responses to the three questions relating to personal experience of bullying beha-
viours in the workplace using a series of linear regressions.

The collective influence of the hypothesised predictor variables (i.e., the three 
questions relating to personal experience of bullying behaviours in the workpla-
ce) on the hypothesised outcome variables was explored.  It was found that these 
predictor variables explained a significant proportion of the variance in relation 
to Work Stress (Björkqvist & Österman, 1992d) (adjusted r2 = 0.22), Self-Esteem 
(trait: Rosenberg, 1965) (adjusted r2 = 0.02), Self-Esteem (state: Heatherton & 
Polivy, 1991) (adjusted r2 = 0.06), Job Satisfaction (Warr et al., 1979) (adjusted r2 
= 0.16), Self-Rated Anxiety (Warr et al., 1979) (adjusted r2 = 0.08), Interpersonal 
Trust at Work (Cook & Wall, 1980) (adjusted r2 = 0.11), and Life Satisfaction 
(Warr et al., 1979) (adjusted r2 = 0.05).

In relation to the first of these predictor variables (i.e., having been bullied in 
the previous six months), statistically significant relationships were uncovered 
in relation to Work Stress (Björkqvist & Österman, 1992d) (Standardized b  = 
0.28, p < 0.01), Self-Esteem (trait: Rosenberg, 1965) (Standardized b  = -0.14, p 
< 0.05), Job Satisfaction (Warr et al., 1979) (Standardized b = -0.25, p < 0.05), 
Self-Rated Anxiety (Warr et al., 1979) (Standardized b  = 0.17, p < 0.05), and 
Interpersonal Trust at Work (Cook & Wall, 1980) (Standardized b  = -0.26, p < 
0.01).

In relation to the second of these predictor variables (i.e., having seen others 
being subjected to bullying during the last six months), a statistically significant 
relationship was uncovered in relation to Self-Esteem (state: Heatherton & Poli-
vy, 1991) (Standardized b  = -0.14, p < 0.05).

In relation to the third of these predictor variables (i.e., having been bullied 
previously in career), statistically significant relationships were uncovered in re-
lation to Work Stress (Björkqvist & Österman, 1992d) (Standardized b  = 0.25, p 
< 0.01), Job Satisfaction (Warr et al., 1979) (Standardized b  = -0.19, p < 0.01), 
Self-Rated Anxiety (Warr et al., 1979) (Standardized b  = 0.18, p < 0.01), and 
Life Satisfaction (Warr et al., 1979) (Standardized b  = -0.16, p < 0.05).

DISCUSSION

In extending previous research in the area, the current study had three related 
aims.  First, to explore the level of personal experience of workplace bullying 
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among a sample of adults returning to either full- or part-time tertiary education.  
Second, to examine the relationship between the ‘psychosocial work environ-
ment’ and personal experience of workplace bullying.  Third, to examine the re-
lationship between personal experience of workplace bullying and salient ‘work 
and life attitudes’.

In terms of personal experience of workplace bullying, 32.4% of respondents 
had been bullied in the ‘previous six months’, a further 42.1% had witnessed a 
colleague being bullied during this time-reference period, and 56.8% had been 
bullied previously in their career.  Directly comparable data (46.9%, 55.1%, 
57.6%) provided by Mc Guckin et al. (under review) from their research among 
nurses demonstrates that personal experience of workplace bullying among this 
more occupationally diverse sample was also a significant experience of work-
ing life.  These data are higher than the American data reported by Keashly et 
al. (1994) and the English data reported by Rayner (1997).  Indeed, compared 
to previous national level studies (e.g., Sweden, Norway, Finland, Austria, UK, 
Ireland), these data demonstrate the significantly high level of personal exposure 
to workplace bullying among the respondents.  For example, utilising a directly 
comparable time-reference period (6 months) in their national study in Ireland, 
the Health and Safety Authority (2001) found that 7% of respondents reported 
being the victim of workplace bullying.  It is possible that the higher rates of 
experience found in this study are in some way indicative of a substantial dif-
ference in experiences, expectations, and attitudes regarding the workplace by 
those who have either a need or confidence to leave the workplace and seek 
mobility through educational qualifications.  Further research would be required 
among workers to determine how various sub-groups view the workplace and 
the expectations they have of it (e.g., psychological contract).  Considering the 
increasing return rate to tertiary education of ‘non-traditional students’, and the 
differing demands placed upon on university structures by these students (Dill & 
Henley, 1998) (e.g., student services, counselling support), university managers 
should be cognisant of the prior experiences, both positive and negative, these 
students bring with them to their college career.  Indeed, employers who seek 
to maintain good staff relations and retention, especially in times of economic 
downturn, should also be cognisant of the role that workplace bullying may play 
in the decision making process regarding the choice to return to tertiary educa-
tion.  Whilst these data highlight the high level of personal experience of work-
place bullying among returning tertiary students, future research may wish to 
include other suitably robust measures that can appropriately assess experience 
of workplace bullying (e.g., the Leymann Inventory of Psychological Terroriza-
tion: Leymann, 1990b [see Cowie, Naylor, Rivers, Smith, & Pereira, 2002 for 
a review]; the Negative Acts Questionnaire-Revised: Einarsen & Höel, 2001; 
Einarsen & Raknes, 1997; Höel et al., 2001), as well as theoretically derived 
measures to aid understanding of how individuals decide to return to education 
(e.g., Theory of Planned Behaviour: Ajzen, 1991).

The second aim of the current research was to extend previous research that 



117

© Psy, Soc, & Educ, 2013, Vol.5, Nº2

Mc Guckin et al. Workplace bullying and ‘non-traditional’ students

has explored the role of the work environment hypothesis in the workplace bu-
llying phenomenon (e.g., Einarsen et al., 1994; Mc Guckin et al., under review) 
by examining the relationship between the psychosocial workplace and personal 
experience of workplace bullying.  The current research found that the collective 
influence of the hypothesised antecedent variables (i.e., work harassment, sexual 
harassment, atmosphere, stress, conflict, burnout, and alcohol abuse) explained a 
significant proportion of the variance in relation to self-reported personal expe-
rience of workplace bullying (i.e., been bullied in the previous six months, wit-
nessed bullying in this period, been bullied previously).  This data confirms and 
extends the previous work of Varhama and Björkqvist (2004a, b) and Varhama et 
al. (2010) who have highlighted the role of the ‘psychosocial work environment’ 
in workplace bullying among samples of Finnish, Polish, and Spanish emplo-
yees. Indeed, these data also confirm the suggestion by Mc Guckin et al. (under 
review) that as well as the ‘work environment hypothesis’, the ‘psychosocial 
work environment’ may also act as antecedent in the bullying process.  Future 
research in the area should seek to fully explore the role of both the ‘work envi-
ronment hypothesis’ and the ‘psychosocial work environment’ simultaneously.  
Such research could fruitfully identify the most salient variables within each of 
these propositions.  Such an answer would be beneficial in that a more parsimo-
nious solution could be identified for future research endeavors that seek inclu-
sion of more predictive ‘a priori’ antecedent variables.

In an extension of the work of Mc Guckin et al. (under review), the third aim 
of the current research was to explore whether personal experience of workplace 
bullying was predictive of the individual’s work and life attitudes.  The collec-
tive influence of the hypothesised predictor variables (i.e., the three questions 
relating to personal experience of bullying behaviours) explained a significant 
proportion of the variance in relation to self-reported work and life attitudes (i.e., 
work stress, state self-esteem, job satisfaction, self-rated anxiety, interpersonal 
trust at work, life satisfaction).  Of the three predictor variables, it was found 
that ‘personal’ experience of bullying had a more direct impact on work and life 
attitudes than experience of ‘witnessing’ the harassment of others.  This data 
confirms and extends the previous work of Mc Guckin et al. (under review) who 
have demonstrated the impact of personal experience of workplace bullying on 
these significant work and life attitudes.  In doing so, the current research sup-
ports Brodsky’s (1976) early warning that “the effects of harassment upon its 
victims can be devastating” (p. 38).  Future research should seek to explore other 
contemporary issues for those in the workforce (e.g., work-life balance).  Indeed, 
future research should also seek to explore the possible ‘spill-over effect’ of the 
consequences of workplace bullying to the individual’s home and family life.

With the ‘widening participation’ agenda in tertiary education, increasing 
numbers of adults are returning to life-long learning programmes of study that 
are designed to be transferrable and portable throughout the European higher 
education arena.  Coupled with a volatile employment market, the traditional fo-
cus of such institutions on the learning and personal requirements of ‘traditional’ 
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students should be further developed so as to be cognisant of the requirements 
of these returning ‘non-traditional’ students.  Indeed, in recognition of the toxic 
nature of some workplaces, employer and worker representative groups should 
continue to strive for policy and practice agreement regarding the issue of work-
place bullying.  Such agreement may aid in the fostering of open and harmonious 
workplaces that are productive for business and worker alike.  Indeed, whilst 
some such liaisons between these stakeholders and government have taken place 
(e.g., Ireland’s Social Partnership approach), only robust, identifiable, and imple-
mented laws and procedures for dealing with workplace bullying will offer the 
worker the protection from harm and harassment that they deserve in relation to 
the protection of their dignity at work (Forde & Mc Guckin, 2009).

In conclusion, these findings provide further data regarding the incidence of 
workplace bullying and the relationships between such personal experience and 
potential ‘trigger’ factors in the psychosocial work environment, as well as the 
insidious effects of exposure to such behaviours on the workforce.  Such fin-
dings are a cause for concern for employers (e.g., health and safety, retention, re-
cruitment), business organizations (e.g., Institutes of Directors, Trades Unions), 
and tertiary education institutions (e.g., pastoral care, student support).
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