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WAYS OF EXPLAINING WORKPLACE BULLYING: A REVIEW OF 

ENABLING, MOTIVATING, AND PRECIPITATING STRUCTURES AND 

PROCESSES IN THE WORK ENVIRONMENT 

 

This paper summarizes literature explaining workplace bullying and focuses on 

organisational antecedents of bullying. In order to better understand the logic behind 

bullying, a model discussing different types of explanations is put forward. Thus, 

explanations for and factors associated with bullying are classified into three groups, 

i.e. enabling structures or necessary antecedents (e.g. perceived power imbalances, low 

perceived costs, and dissatisfaction and frustration), motivating structures or incentives 

(e.g. internal competition, reward systems, and expected benefits), and precipitating 

processes or triggering circumstances (e.g. downsizing and restructuring, 

organisational changes, changes in the composition of the workgroup). The paper 

concludes that bullying is often an interaction between structures and processes from 

all three groupings. 
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EXPLAINING WORKPLACE BULLYING: A REVIEW OF ENABLING, 

MOTIVATING, AND PRECIPITATING STRUCTURES AND 

PROCESSES IN THE WORK ENVIRONMENT 

 

During the past decade bullying has received growing attention in organization 

research. Researchers have reported alarming findings about the negative consequences 

associated with bullying, both for the individuals and the organizations concerned. As 

for the effects on the organization, bullying has been shown to be associated with higher 

turnover and intent to leave the organization, higher absenteeism, and decreased 

commitment and productivity (Hoel, Einarsen & Cooper, 2003; Keashly & Jagatic, 

2003). In addition, for the victim bullying has been reported to result in both lower 

levels of job satisfaction, psychosomatic symptoms and physical illness, and possible 

expulsion from the labour market (Hoel & Cooper, 2000; Keashly & Jagatic, 2003; 

Leymann, 1996; Vartia, 2001). Thus, bullying is most costly both for organizations and 

the society as a whole (cf. Leymann, 1992a). What is more, whereas substantive task 

conflict has been shown to increase performance under certain circumstances, affective 

relationship conflict, which bullying usually is, does not have such positive effects 

(Jehn, 1995).  

The severe negative outcomes have made workplace bullying and other forms of hostile 

interpersonal behaviours issues of great public interest and have led a growing number 

of researchers to study them. Researchers have made several attempts to more precisely 

define the concept and nature of workplace bullying (e.g. Leymann, 1996; Liefooghe & 

Mackenzie Davey, 2001), to describe the prevalence and forms of bullying (e.g. 

Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Hoel & Cooper, 2000; Leymann, 1992a; O'Moore, 2000), 

and to identify personality traits and organizational factors associated with bullying and 
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aggression (e.g. Aquino, Grover, Bradfield & Allen, 1999; Coyne, Seigne & Randall, 

2000; Einarsen, Raknes & Matthiesen, 1994; Neuman & Baron, 1998; Vartia, 1996; 

Zapf, Knorz & Kulla, 1996). However, although a number of empirical studies have 

been conducted to examine the correlation between bullying and certain work 

environment factors, few studies have discussed in more detail the organizational 

dynamics behind bullying, i.e. how and why these organizational conditions and 

processes may contribute to it.  

The aim of this paper is thus to summarize literature on work environment factors 

explaining workplace bullying and to build a model discussing in more depth the role of 

the different factors that contribute to the process. To gain a richer understanding of 

bullying and hostile interpersonal behaviours insights from European research on 

bullying and mobbing are combined with North American research on anti-social, 

incivil or aggressive interpersonal behaviour in the workplace.  

This paper begins with an attempt to define and delineate workplace bullying. 

Thereafter, explanations for bullying are sought and a model is put forward, classifying 

structures and processes associated with bullying into three groupings, enabling 

structures or necessary antecedents; motivating structures or incentives; and 

precipitating processes or triggering circumstances. 

 

WHAT IS WORKPLACE BULLYING? 

In this article bullying is defined as repeated and persistent negative acts towards one 

or more individual(s), which involve a perceived power imbalance and create a hostile 

work environment (cf. Einarsen, 1996; Hoel & Cooper, 2000; Zapf et al., 1996). 

Bullying is thus a form of interpersonal aggression or hostile, anti-social behaviour in 

the workplace. Several terms have been used to describe various aspects of 
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interpersonal aggression (see Keashly & Jagatic, 2003). Here a few of these related 

concepts are identified. The characteristics of bullying and contrasts to related concepts 

are discussed in more detail later.  

As for the term bullying it can be noted that is has predominantly been used by 

researchers in the UK and Ireland (e.g.  Hoel & Cooper, 2000;  O’Moore, 2000; Rayner, 

1997), Australia (e.g. McCarthy, 1996; Sheehan, 1996) and Northern Europe (e.g. 

Einarsen, 1996; Salin, 2001; Vartia, 1996), whereas German researchers (e.g. Zapf et 

al., 1996) have used the term ‘mobbing’ for the same phenomenon. In North America 

related and partly overlapping phenomena have been studied under a plethora of 

different names. These terms include 'employee abuse' (e.g. Keashly, 1998), 'workplace 

aggression' (e.g. O'Leary, Griffin & Glew, 1996; Neuman & Baron, 1998), 

'victimization' (e.g. Aquino et al., 1999), ‘interpersonal deviance’ (e.g. Bennett & 

Robinson, 2003), ‘social undermining’ (e.g. Duffy, Ganster & Pagon, 2002) and 

'workplace incivility' (e.g. Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Cortina, Magley, Williams & 

Langhout, 2001). All of these are used to describe forms of interpersonal aggression and 

hostile workplace behaviours and do to varying extents overlap with the term bullying, 

although some differences are identified later. 

As for the contents of bullying, it may consist of and encompass a number of different 

negative behaviours such as social isolation or silent treatment, rumours, attacking the 

victim’s private life or attitudes, excessive criticism or monitoring of work, withholding 

information or depriving responsibility, and verbal aggression (Einarsen, 1996; 

Keashly, 1998; O'Moore, 2000; Zapf et al., 1996). Compared to some general literature 

on victimisation and violence, acts of physical violence tend to be rather rare in 

bullying. However, bullying is interpersonal by nature, thus being a narrower concept 

than  anti-social or deviant workplace behaviour, which may also involve acts directed 
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towards the organization (Giacalone & Greenberg, 1997; Robinson & Bennett, 1995). 

What is more, bullying typically takes place between members of the organization, in 

contrast to other forms of interpersonal violence and aggression, which may involve 

outsiders.  

The major difference between ‘normal’ conflict and bullying is not necessarily what and 

how it is done, but rather the frequency and longevity of what is done. Einarsen & 

Skogstad (1996) and Vartia (1996) stress that bullying is repeated, persistent and 

continuous behaviour; typically single negative acts are not considered bullying. In 

contrast with literature on workplace aggression (Neuman & Baron, 1998) and social 

undermining (Duffy et al., 2002), intent is typically not part of the definition, but 

instead the subjective perception of the victim is stressed (cf. Hoel & Cooper, 2001). 

The emphasis has been on the target’s own perceptions, since it can be assumed that 

many of the reported consequences of bullying, such as ill-health, reduced commitment 

and decreased productivity, are strongly associated with the target’s own evaluation of 

the situation.  

Bullying is typically targeted towards one or a few selected victims, rather than being a 

form of more generalized workplace incivility. What is more, not all acts that can be 

used as bullying tactics are necessarily perceived as negative per se. For example, 

isolated occasions of being given tasks below one’s level of competence, being given a 

tight deadline or not being asked to join colleagues for lunch or another social event 

would most likely been seen as normal and neutral features of work life. However, such 

acts may become negative, and thus bullying, when they are used in a systematic 

manner over a longer period of time, resulting in an unpleasant and hostile work 

environment. Furthermore, bullying shows many similarities with sexual harassment in 

workplaces, even if the sexual element is missing. The concept of ‘hostile work 
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environment’ has been adopted from existing definitions of sexual harassment (cf. Pryor 

& Fitzgerald, 2003), showing that both phenomena are different forms of work 

harassment, which have severe consequences for the well-being and job satisfaction of 

the target.  

Moreover, bullying has been seen as involving a power imbalance or a ‘victim-

perpetrator’ dimension, i.e. the target is subjected to negative behaviour on such a scale 

that he or she feels inferiority in defending him- or herself in the actual situation 

(Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Keashly, 1998). Conflicts between parties of perceived 

equal strength are thus not considered bullying (Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Vartia, 

1996). Formal power differences are a possible source of such an imbalance in power, 

but in contrast to for example ‘petty tyranny’ (Ashforth, 1994) bullying is not limited to 

vertical aggression from supervisors towards subordinates. As power imbalances can 

also be the consequence of other individual, situational or societal characteristics (cf. 

Cleveland & Kerst, 1993), the required power differences can also arise among peers. In 

some cases even subordinates, especially if acting in a group, may muster enough power 

to bully a supervisor. In addition, it should be noted that power imbalances may also 

evolve over time and that the bullying process itself may give rise to further increasing 

power imbalances.  

 

WAYS OF EXPLAINING WORKPLACE BULLYING 

Several attempts to explain the occurrence of workplace bullying have been made. 

Whereas some researchers have focused on personality traits of perpetrators and victims 

(e.g. Coyne et al., 2000), others have emphasized the role played by deficiencies in the 

work environment (e.g. Einarsen, 1996; Leymann, 1992a; Vartia, 1996; Zapf et al., 

1996). What is more, group processes, such as scapegoat processes, have been brought 
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up by some researchers (e.g. Thylefors, 1987). However, to a growing extent 

researchers are acknowledging that bullying and other forms of aggression often are the 

result of an interaction between individual and situational factors (Aquino et al., 1999; 

Neuman & Baron, 1998; O'Leary-Kelly et al., 1996; Zapf, 1999).  In addition, the 

individual and the organization may exert mutual influence on each other, both in the 

sense that an individual may acquire aggressive tendencies in a certain environment and 

in the sense that the work environment and the work culture may be influenced by a 

certain aggressive individual (O’Leary-Kelly et al., 1996). 

Thus, bullying is seldom explained only by one factor alone, but is rather a multi-causal 

phenomenon (Zapf, 1999). What is more, bullying can often be described as a self-

reinforcing or spiralling process, building on vicious circles (cf. Andersson & Pearson, 

1999). In addition, bullying and other forms of antisocial behaviour may also cascade 

and spawn secondary bullying spirals, either through modelling or displacement (cf. 

Pearson, Andersson & Porath, 2000). Thus, during the bullying process many different 

factors may interact and be part of the explanation. By reviewing different kinds of 

explanations for workplace bullying we can better understand the logic behind the 

process. Hence, in this paper explanations of and factors associated with bullying 

behaviour are classified into three groups.  

Firstly, necessary antecedents of bullying, i.e. enabling structures and processes, are 

discussed. Secondly, incentives for bullying colleagues or supervisors, i.e. motivating 

structures and processes, are presented. Finally, triggering circumstances, i.e. 

precipitating processes, are reviewed1. As shown in Figure 1 bullying can be 

                                                 

1 This framework is based on Boddewyn (1985) who has used it to classify theories on foreign 

investment and divestment into theories dealing with conditions, motivations, and precipitating 

circumstances.  
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understood as the result of  an interaction between these three groupings of explanators, 

or at least two of them. As argued by Boddewyn (1985): ‘something […] does not 

usually happen unless it is possible, beneficial and triggered’. Conditions in themselves 

may not usually lead to bullying, but act as enabling factors if there is an additional 

motivator or trigger present. Similarly, motivating and precipitating factors do not result 

in bullying, unless the conditions are right. In addition, attention should be drawn to the 

double significance of the enabling factors, which simultaneously act as a foundation 

and as a filter. The enabling factors can provide fertile soil for bullying, making the 

environment conducive to bullying. In addition, when there are motivating and/or 

precipitating structures or processes present, the existence or lack of enabling 

conditions in the organization will affect whether bullying is possible or not.   

Hoel & Cooper (2001) have pointed out that factors on many different levels may 

contribute to bullying and have discussed possible explanations in terms of individual 

dyadic, group, organizational, and societal factors. Since this paper is written mainly 

from a management perspective, the emphasis is on work environment factors, i.e. 

organizational factors and to some extent group level factors. Whereas management has 

little control over individual characteristics except in recruitment and promotion 

decisions, work environment factors are to a higher degree under the control of 

management, who may exert considerable influence for example on structure, reward 

systems and job design. Thus, although other factors beside organization level factors 

can be most relevant for understanding both why bullying occurs in the first place and 

why certain individuals are singled out, a thorough discussion of these factors is outside 

the scope of the paper.  

 

------------INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE------------ 
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Enabling structures and processes 

Enabling structures and processes include conditions that make it possible for bullying 

to occur in the first place, i.e. factors that provide fertile soil for bullying. These 

conditions include a perceived power imbalance between the possible victim and 

perpetrator(s), low perceived costs for the perpetrator, and dissatisfaction and 

frustration in the work environment. 

Perceived power imbalance 

Already when defining bullying it was argued that bullying is a very specific type of 

conflict, pushing the concerned individual into a helpless and defenceless position, thus 

involving a victim-perpetrator structure (e.g. Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Leymann, 

1996; Vartia, 1996). This indicates that a perceived power imbalance is a prerequisite 

for bullying to occur, since without it the person towards whom the aggression is 

directed could withstand the direct or indirect attacks and retaliate, thus preventing the 

bullying from beginning.  

The importance of power structures and power imbalances in organizations can partly 

explain the large number of victims being bullied by supervisors. In many countries 

supervisors appear to make up a clear majority of all bullies or instigators of incivility 

(e.g. Cortina et al., 2001; Hoel & Cooper, 2000; Knorz & Zapf, 1996; O'Moore, 2000; 

Zapf et al., 1996). However, perceived power imbalances are not necessarily due to 

formal power differences, but can also be created by situational and contextual 

characteristics (cf. Cleveland & Kerst, 1993). Thus, for example power differences 

associated with traditional gender roles and minority status may also affect bullying 

behaviour, as it can be assumed that women and minorities are perceived to have less 
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power and status. In many countries women seem to report somewhat more 

victimisation than men (Aquino & Bradfield, 2000; Cortina et al., 2001; Hoel & 

Cooper; 2000; Zapf et al., 1996). What is more, employees in particularly exposed and 

visible situations, for example minorities, are more likely to become victims of bullying. 

This is supported by the finding that both members of 'non-white' ethnic groups (Hoel & 

Cooper, 2000) and handicapped employees whose salaries are being subsidised by the 

state (Leymann, 1992b) show higher victimisation rates. Organizational power 

differences are thus often connected with societal power differences and bullying often 

overlaps with related phenomena such as sexism or racism in the workplace (cf. Hearn 

& Parkin, 2001). This means that organizational policies and practices regarding 

discrimination of vulnerable groups and minorities are important in the creation or 

prevention of power imbalances in the organization. 

The importance of power imbalances is further supported by the finding that bullying 

appears to be particularly prevalent in total institutions, such as the army and prisons, 

where dominance and power imbalances are strongly emphasized (cf. Ashforth, 1994; 

Ireland, 2000). Similarly, Archer (1999) found a high level of bullying in the U.K. Fire 

Service, which he described as a ’para-military’ organization, characterised by rank 

structure, a highly authoritarian leadership style and  a strong emphasis on conformity. 

In organizations where there are strong power imbalances there thus appears to exist a 

particular form of institutionalised bullying. Also in general a very autocratic style of 

management can be conducive to bullying (Hoel & Cooper, 2000; O'Moore, 2000; 

Vartia, 1996). 
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Low perceived costs 

In addition to power imbalances, another prerequisite for bullying to occur is that the 

perpetrator assesses the costs  of bullying as being relatively small. It can be argued that 

in some cases bullying can actually be described as an individually rational rent-seeking 

behaviour, based on a cost-benefit analysis (e.g. Kräkel, 1997). The costs then involve 

for example the risk of getting a reprimand, being dismissed, or being socially isolated 

and punished by colleagues. 

The importance of perceived low costs and risks can be illustrated by the fact that 

bullying has been shown to be more frequent in large (Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; 

Leymann, 1992a) and bureaucratic organizations (Thylefors, 1987). Einarsen & 

Skogstad (1996) have pointed out that the size and length and formality of  decision-

making processes in these companies make the individual less visible, thus reducing the 

risks for the perpetrator of being caught, punished or socially condemned.  

In addition, there seems to be an association between bullying and leadership style. A 

laissez faire style of leadership or ‘weak' or ‘inadequate’ leadership on higher levels in 

the organization seem to be conducive to bullying among colleagues (Einarsen et al., 

1994; Hoel & Cooper, 2000; Leymann, 1996). Thus, bullying seems to flourish when 

upper management abdicate responsibility and do not intervene in bullying. The 

relationship between bullying and weak leadership can be explained in terms of low 

perceived costs. Since it can be assumed that weak leaders seldom intervene in bullying 

situations, weak leadership further reduces the risk for the perpetrator being caught and 

condemned.  
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What is more, organizational culture may also be used to explain workplace bullying. In 

some organizations bullying and other forms of harassment seem to be more or less 

'permitted' as the way things are done. Already in 1976, Brodsky (1976: 83) stated that 

'for harassment to occur, harassment elements must exist within a culture that permits 

and rewards harassment'. If there is no policy against bullying, no monitoring policy, 

and no punishments for those who engage in bullying, it might interpreted as if the 

organization accepts it, and a possible perpetrator will perceive the costs and dangers of 

bullying as very low. In some organizations, bullying may also be seen as an efficient 

means of accomplishing tasks. A quest for excellence - regardless of the costs - may 

also contribute to an acceptance of bullying. For example, the abusive behaviour of 

some top chefs can partly be attributed to such quests (cf. Johns & Menzel, 1999).  

Similarly, some cultures may even celebrate the appearance of toughness (Neuman & 

Baron, 1998).  

What is more, modelling and imitation may influence the prevalence of bullying (cf. 

O’Leary-Kelly et al., 1996; Robinson & O’Leary-Kelly, 1998). Bullying seems to 

flourish where new managers are socialised into a culture that treats bullying as a 

'normal' and acceptable way of getting things done. Social learning theory suggests that 

individuals who operate in a work environment where others are rewarded for 

aggressive behaviour are more likely to engage in similar acts themselves (Bandura, 

1973). Bullying can also be an initiation ritual or part thereof. The fact that many 

victims consider complaining about bullying to be an act of disloyalty further 

emphasizes the potential strength and impact of the socialisation process (Hoel & Salin, 

2003).  

Further, Pearson et al. (2000) argue that with increasing informality and casual 

behaviour in organizations, it may be more difficult for some employees to distinguish 
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what constitutes ‘proper’ and ‘professional’ interpersonal behaviour. Perceived hostility 

and injustice can also start escalating processes and a desire to reciprocate, thereby 

resulting in spirals of incivility or aggression (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). 

Desensitizing processes may further lower the costs and dangers of bullying. The 

occurrence of violence and bullying may be a self-strengthening process in the sense 

that violence in the work community may become increasingly naturalised and taken-

for-granted (Hearn & Parkin, 2001).  

In addition to ‘permitting’ bullying and ‘tough’ management, in some organizations the 

organizational culture may be characterised by a heavy reliance on jokes and banter, 

which may boarder upon bullying. For example, in tough male-dominated shop floor 

environments certain negative acts, such as humiliating jokes and 'funny surprises', can 

be part of the everyday life and an accepted part of the culture (Collinson, 1988; 

Einarsen & Raknes, 1997). However, this kind of humour can easily go sour and turn 

into bullying, if the target for some reason cannot defend himself or take the jokes 'as a 

man'.   

Dissatisfaction and frustration 

In addition to a perceived power imbalance and low perceived costs, dissatisfaction and 

frustration with the working situation and the organizational climate have also been put 

forward by other researchers as conditions that may provide a good starting point for 

bullying and other forms of anti-social behaviour. This includes organizational 

constraints and a lack of control over one’s own job (Einarsen et al., 1994; Spector, 

1997; Vartia, 1996; Zapf et al., 1996), lack of clear goals (Vartia, 1996) and role 

conflict and ambiguity (Einarsen et al., 1994; Spector, 1997). It has been hypothesised 

that factors in the physical work environment, such as crowding, uncomfortable 

temperatures and noise, may contribute to dissatisfaction and aggression at work 
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(O’Leary-Kelly et al., 1996). Dissatisfaction and lack of clarity and control may lead to 

more irritation, lower tolerance, and a search for more stimulating activities, thereby 

providing the necessary conditions for bullying. 

Furthermore, dissatisfaction with the social climate and the internal communication has 

been used to explain bullying. For example, Einarsen et al. (1994) and Vartia (1996) 

found a significant correlation between bullying and low satisfaction with the social 

climate. Moreover, deficient internal communication, i.e. poor information, lack of 

mutual conversations about tasks and goals, and a poor communication climate have 

been shown to correlate with bullying (Vartia, 1996).  

Finally, a high degree of stress may also be conducive to dissatisfaction and bullying. 

Studies have shown that people with a high work-load, time pressure and a hectic work 

environment report more bullying (Appelberg, Romanov, Honlasalo & Koskenvuo, 

1991; Einarsen et al., 1994; Hoel & Cooper, 2000). The effects of stress can thus partly 

be explained by the fact that stress increases job dissatisfaction and lowers aggression 

thresholds for the concerned individuals, and partly by the fact that it does not allow for 

time-consuming conflict solving. Thus, as argued by Pearson et al. (2000) intensified 

feelings of time pressure allow little time for the polite ‘niceties’ of business life, so 

increasing the risk for harsh and spiralling interpersonal conflicts. 

 

Motivating Structures and Processes 

In the former section structures and processes that provide good conditions for bullying 

were discussed. Although these, or at least some of these, may be necessary to explain 

bullying, they are seldom sufficient explanations. In addition to these conditions, there 

are certain motivating circumstances that can actually make it rewarding to harass 
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others in the workplace. Such motivational factors include high internal competition, 

certain forms of reward systems, and expected benefits for the perpetrator.  

Some researchers have argued that bullying is not necessarily an irrational behaviour 

among frustrated workers, but that it can sometimes be explained as rent-seeking 

behaviour, i.e. behaviour that strives to enlarge the allocation and proportion of existing 

profits to a certain individual (e.g. Kräkel, 1997). Thus, if the necessary conditions are 

in place, for example, a perceived power imbalance and low perceived cost, and the 

perpetrator feels that he may actually benefit from bullying, he may engage in such 

behaviour.  

There are several instances where it might be individually ‘rational’ or rewarding to 

bully a colleague or a subordinate. First of all, high internal competition and a 

politicised climate seem to make an organization particularly prone to bullying 

(O'Moore, 2000; Salin, 2003; Vartia, 1996). Secondly, the reward system may 

contribute to bullying. For example, if an organization promotes an employee who has 

succeeded by manipulating or harming a colleague, it is providing an incentive for 

others to do the same (O'Leary-Kelly et al., 1996). In addition, the reward system may 

give an employee an incentive to bully a colleague if the remuneration is based on 

relative ranking of the employees (Kräkel, 1997). By sabotaging the work performance 

of a colleague, the perpetrator may improve his own ranking. Similarly, work pressures 

and performance evaluations primarily based on quantity of production may have a 

negative effect on group cohesion, as this induces increased perceptions of internal 

competition (Klein, 1996). What is more, bullying can be used to discipline colleagues 

who are to perceived as violating established production norms and raising the barrier 

for others (Kräkel, 1997; Neuman & Baron, 1998). Finally, if an employee is evaluated 

and remunerated based on the performance of the team he belongs to he may want to 
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‘punish’ and expel very low performing team members. In this respect teamwork may at 

times lead to oppressive control from peers (Sewell & Wilkinson, 1992). Similarly, the 

introduction of collective bonus systems may reinforce some workers’ concern to 

discipline their colleagues (Collinson, 1988). 

Employees may not only achieve higher pay, increased promotion opportunities, and 

improved performance appraisal as a result of engaging in bullying activities. For 

example, it has been argued that insults, which often play on hidden desires or 

vulnerabilities, can be a means both for establishing a pecking order and for allowing 

for a certain mobility within it (Gabriel, 1998). Similarly, among prison inmates 

bullying has also been reported to be a means of achieving status (Ireland, 2000). 

Similar processes can most probably also be found in some work environments. 

What is more, the reward system and expected benefits may not only contribute to 

horisontal bullying, but may also contribute to vertical bullying, i.e. bullying from 

superiors. The reward system may encourage supervisors to try to get rid of very high or 

low performing subordinates (cf. Kräkel, 1997). First of all, a supervisor might perceive 

a very talented subordinate as a rival and a threat to his own career, and might therefore 

try to expel or sabotage the work performance of the subordinate. However, supervisor-

subordinate bullying may also occur in the opposite case (Kräkel, 1997). When a 

superior knows that his own rating is based on the performance of his subordinates, a 

low performing subordinate might be perceived as a liability for the department. Thus, 

the superior may then hope that bullying or constant harassment will lead the 

subordinate to either request a transfer or leave the organization. The Banking, 

Insurance, and Finance Union (BIFU) in the UK has argued that 'the increased pressure 

on staff and managers to meet targets - especially unofficial targets - creates an 

environment in which intimidation and victimisation are almost unavoidable'. In line 
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with this they take a very negative attitude towards performance-related pay and argue 

that such policies can 'virtually institutionalise’ the practice of workplace bullying  

(Labour Research 1994, p. 16, in Lee, 2000).  

Similarly, Zapf & Warth (1997) have discussed that bullying may be ‘personnel work 

by other means’. Thus, bullying can be used to expel a certain unwanted employee, 

whom it otherwise would be difficult to lay off. What is more, according to Lee (2000) 

MSF believes that bullying can be used as a way of getting rid of staff without making 

redundancy payments. As it is often more problematic within the public sector to lay off 

a certain employee due to more bureaucratic rules, this could also explain why several 

studies have reported somewhat higher bullying prevalence rates within the public than 

the private sector (O'Moore, 2000; Salin, 2001). 

 

Precipitating Processes  

In the two earlier sections structures and processes that can be classified as conditions 

or motivations were discussed. Although the enabling structures and processes explain 

why certain organizations and situations constitute more fertile soil for bullying and the 

motivating structures and processes explain why it can be rewarding to bully a 

colleague or subordinate, there are additional processes that often act as the actual 

triggers of bullying. Such precipitating processes are typically related to changes of the 

status quo and may include, for example, downsizing, other organizational changes and 

changes in the composition of the workgroup.  

Research has shown that restructuring, downsizing and other crises are important 

changes that often precipitate bullying in organizations. Cost cutting, restructuring and 

reengineering seem to be significantly related to expressions of hostility and 
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obstructionism (Baron & Neuman, 1996; Hoel & Cooper, 2000; McCarthy, 1996; 

Sheehan, 1996). Restructuring and downsizing lead to the elimination of layers and 

positions, thereby compressing promotion opportunities, increasing workloads and 

internal competition, and lowering job security. This in turn leads to higher pressures 

and more stress, lowering thresholds for aggression and increasing the potential benefits 

of ‘eliminating’ threats and burdens. What is more, downsizing and reengineering may 

result in general feelings of uncertainty and powerlessness. As argued by Ashforth 

(1989) and Bennett (1998) employees who feel powerless are more likely to engage in 

destructive or interpersonally deviant behaviour. Such deviant behaviours may have a 

retributive or corrective function, i.e. be motivated by an attempt to restore justice or a 

sense of control. Employees may thus try to elevate their own status by lessening other 

employees’ prestige through belittling, rumours or other negative acts (cf. Bennett 

1998).     

Not only crises, but also other organizational changes can increase the prevalence of 

bullying. For example, a move towards new, flatter, decentralised structures reduces the 

number of managerial posts, thereby potentially increasing competition and enhancing 

the incentives to impede or eliminate competitors (Kräkel, 1997). Similarly, the 

delegation of control to semi-autonomous teams may affect co-worker relations 

negatively (cf. Hodson, 1997; Kräkel, 1997). The delegation of control also involves 

delegating sanction mechanisms to group members, without the power being 

institutionally regulated. This in combination with increased cooperation requirements 

and team-based compensation may further motivate employees to punish and expel low 

performing colleagues and other ‘non-desirable’ team members. 

In addition, changes in management or in the composition of the work group have also 

been reported to increase the risk for bullying (Hoel & Cooper, 2000; O’Moore, Seigne, 
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McGuire & Smith, 1998; Rayner, 1997). For example, in a study by O’Moore et al. 

(1998) almost two thirds of the victims stated that the bullying commenced after the 

promotion of the perpetrator or the arrival of a new manager. However, also other 

changes in the workgroup may precipitate bullying. For instance, increased workplace 

diversity in terms of age, gender and ethnicity has been associated with higher 

frequencies of workplace aggression (Baron & Neuman, 1996). The differences may 

cause difficulty in interpersonal communication, or lead to mutual stereotyping, which 

in turn may trigger more aggressive behaviour. 

 

 

CONCLUSION  

In this paper structures and processes contributing to workplace bullying have been 

classified into three groupings: enabling, motivating, and precipitating structures and 

processes. The enabling structures were described as the necessary antecedents or the 

factors providing fertile soil for bullying. This category included a perceived power 

imbalance, low perceived costs, and dissatisfaction and frustration. The motivating 

structures described under what circumstances it might actually be rational for an 

individual to bully someone. This category included the reward system and expected 

benefits of eliminating threats or burdens. Finally, precipitating or triggering processes 

were discussed. These triggers included restructuring and downsizing, other 

organizational changes, and changes in the composition of the workgroup and 

management.   

Bullying can thus be understood as the result of an interaction between these three 

groupings of explanators, or at least two of them. For bullying to occur enabling 

conditions must be in place and there must be additional motivating or triggering 
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factors. There might also be further interaction effects between the three groupings, for 

example so that restructuring can lead to higher internal competition, thereby 

strengthening the motivation to bully and eliminate ‘competitors’. The enabling factors 

can be thought of as a filter, which determine whether motivating or triggering factors 

can actually give rise to bullying in a certain work environment and situation. In terms 

of a particular dimension of perceived power imbalance, a weaker party cannot bully a 

stronger party although he might have strong incentives, and similarly possible 

perpetrators will most likely refrain from such behaviour despite expected benefits if 

they feel that the risks and costs of being caught and punished are too high. 

Nonetheless, this framework should not be seen as a final, complete model for 

explaining workplace bullying, but rather as a preliminary attempt to provide a richer 

picture of the mechanisms involved.  

What is more, this framework builds on several different studies, which have been 

based on different ontological and epistemological assumptions, thus making some of 

the findings somewhat difficult to reconcile. The vast majority of the studies reviewed 

for this article have been conducted as survey studies measuring the respondents’ 

exposure to pre-defined negative behaviours, e.g. by using scales such as the Negative 

Acts Questionnaire (Einarsen & Raknes, 1997; Hoel & Cooper, 2000; Salin, 2001),  or 

the Workplace Incivility Scale (Cortina et al., 2001). In addition, some qualitative 

studies on bullying and hostile interpersonal behaviours have been carried out (e.g. 

Archer, 1999; Knorz & Zapf, 1996; Lewis, 1998; O’Moore et al., 1998). Case studies 

on, for example, the effects of organizational restructuring (Sheehan, 1996) and 

masculinity and conflict on the shop floor (Collinson, 1988) have further contributed to 

our understanding of the dynamics of bullying.  
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However, the present emphasis on surveys based on positivist assumptions limits our 

understanding of workplace bullying. First of all, using surveys makes it difficult to 

capture patterns and escalation processes, and surveys seldom provide enough data to 

identify the subjective meanings and experiences of the targets (cf. Keashly & Jagatic, 

2003; Lewis, 1998). In addition, the fact that most studies on bullying have relied on 

cross-sectional data and correlational designs makes it difficult to separate antecedents 

from consequences and to examine the importance of vicious circles (cf. Einarsen et al., 

1994). As most of the surveys have been conducted among respondents who are 

presently employed, those who have been so severely traumatised by bullying that they 

have left work life are typically excluded from the studies. In addition, we have very 

limited information about the perpetrators of bullying and their perspective on bullying, 

as there are both practical and ethical considerations that make it difficult both to 

approach and study this group (cf. Rayner & Cooper, 2003).    

To further increase our understanding of the processes and factors leading to bullying, 

more qualitative, interpretivist and longitudinal studies should be encouraged. In 

addition, Bennett & Robinson (2003) have suggested that for example event sampling 

methodology, critical incident method, and peer reports may provide additional useful, 

in-depth data for increasing our understanding of hostile interpersonal behaviours. 

What is more, although a few researchers have depicted superior-subordinate bullying 

as a product of current HRM or other organizational practises (e.g. Lewis & Rayner, 

2003; Liefooghe & Mackenzie Davey, 2001) or as a reflection of the nature of the 

employment relationship (e.g. Ironside & Seifert, 2003), critical studies on workplace 

bullying still seem to be scarce and should be further encouraged. For example, such 

studies may provide alternative views on how bullying is not only a negative and 

dysfunctional behaviour from the point of view of the organization, but may actually be 
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used to elicit wanted behaviour from employees and increase productivity within 

systems of domination. Such a perspective may also provide further insights on the 

relationship between power and bullying, and the societal context and the societal 

relations within which bullying is defined and recognised (cf. Hearn & Parkin, 2001).  

What is more, it should be kept in mind that bullying can be related to different aspects 

of the work environment in different kinds of organizations (Einarsen et al., 1994). For 

example, Einarsen et al. (1994) reported a stronger relation between dissatisfaction with 

leadership and bullying for administrative workers interacting with their superiors on a 

daily basis than for teachers who work rather independently. Thus, different work 

environment characteristics are of different importance for bullying in different 

professions. 

Regardless of sector and function studied it should always be remembered that bullying 

is a complex process, where a number of different structures and processes interact. In 

addition to the three groups of enabling, motivating and precipitating structures and 

processes in the work environment, factors on other levels should also be taken into 

consideration in a complete analysis of the causes of bullying. A more complete model 

should thus also incorporate processes and factors on the individual, dyadic, and 

societal levels. For instance, certain target or perpetrator characteristics may lead to or 

reinforce perceived power imbalances, thereby enabling bullying. For example, positive 

correlations between victimization on one hand and negative affectivity, low self-

determination, and aggressiveness on the other have been reported (Aquino et al., 1999; 

Aquino & Bradfield, 2000). Similarly, some victim characteristics such as dependence, 

instability, introversion and conscientiousness can further affect perceptions of power 

differences and lessen the risks of the target being able to retaliate efficiently (Coyne et 

al., 2000).   
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Furthermore, an increasing number of researchers are pointing to larger societal forces, 

such as globalization and liberalising markets, an ever-increasing struggle for 

efficiency, and performance-related reward systems, that may lead to an increase in 

bullying (Lee, 2000; McCarthy, 1996; Sheehan, 1996). McCarthy (1996: p. 48) further 

argues that 'pressures generated by these forces lower the threshold at which managers, 

particularly those operating at the limits of their skills competencies, might adopt 

bullying behaviours - even if involuntarily'. Such forces may thus affect all three 

groupings of explanations. Firstly, they may facilitate bullying by reducing the costs 

and risks associated with bullying, as bullying is turned into 'acceptable' and 'normal' 

behaviour. Secondly, these forces may increase the 'value' of bullying as a way of 

eliminated 'burdens' and 'threats' when internal competition increases. Thirdly, they may 

increase stress and lower the threshold for aggression, thereby triggering bullying.  

To gain a broader understanding of bullying also factors outside the organization must 

be taken into consideration. An examination of societal forces and changes that enable, 

motivate and trigger bullying is thus an important venue for further research in the area.     
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FIGURE 1 - WORK ENVIRONMENT FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO 
BULLYING 
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Figure 1. Enabling, motivating and precipitating structures and processes in the work 
environment. 
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