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Abstract: Although workplace bullying is a well-researched phenomenon, the specific way it unfolds
in higher education institutions (HEI) remains largely underdiscussed. Based on the outcomes of
a survey conducted across HEI in Pakistan, by reference to structural equation modeling, using
Amos-20, this paper not only adds to our understanding of the scope and features of bullying in
HEI, but also suggests strategies employers and victims could employ to cope with the adverse
implications of bullying. The key findings of this research are: (i) a positive correlation exists between
the degree of workplace bullying and strain levels; (ii) more frequently than not, female employees,
younger employees, and employees in junior positions are victims of bullying; (iii) bullying and
strain can be fully mediated only when both emotion-focused and problem-focused coping strategies
are employed in synergy. In brief, although research findings elaborated in this paper draw from the
specific case of HEI in Pakistan, this paper makes a case for more research, vigilance and action to
understand the scale of the phenomenon in academia and to undertake concerted action to mitigate
its adverse impact on specific individuals and HEI themselves.

Keywords: workplace bullying; HEI; coping strategies; administration; sustainability

1. Introduction: Understanding the Specificity of Bullying in HEI

Workplace bullying is the systematic, repetitive, and intended undesirable behavior of one employee
or group of employees directed at another employee or group of employees. Such behavior might
consist of public humiliation and condemnation, social segregation, verbal exploitation, intimidation,
inaccurate allegations, ignoring someone for a long period of time, and repeated reminders of someone’s
errors [1]. Workplace bullying is also referred to as abuse in the workplace, mobbing, harassment, and
mistreatment [2–4]. Often, bullying is a reflection of a systemic malfunction of a given institution rather
than of direct personal animosities. Considering the spread of the phenomenon and the adverse effects
it generates for both victim employees and the employer, research on workplace bullying thrives [5–7].

In the debate on workplace bullying, higher education institutions (HEI), unfortunately, do
not constitute an exception. Bullying in HEI is common, even if it is rarely discussed openly. This
notwithstanding, academic research on bullying in HEI is still nascent. Today, perhaps as never before,
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HEI are exposed to a variety of challenges, including issues of financing, curriculum development,
student retention, work load management, and talent management [8]. The degree of strain that is
thus created in HEI institutions is immense. In this context, bullying in HEI constitutes a yet another
challenge that effectively undermines the efficiency and sustainability of HEI. Several interconnected
layers of the problem can be identified; these include the implications for the individuals affected,
for students, for the organizational culture, and as a result, for the entire institution as well as for
the process of teaching and learning. Taken together, these implications, some of which are further
explored in this paper, prompt very serious questions directly related to the broader debate on smart
sustainable education [9].

Given the perceived scope and scale of the phenomenon in HEI, and its relative absence from
academic research, the objective of this paper is to make a case for the need of a thorough, systematic
study of bullying in HEI. This paper draws from the outcomes of a survey conducted across HEI
in Pakistan. It employs structural equation modeling, Amos-20, to examine the mediating role of
coping strategies (both emotion-focused and problem-focused strategies) on the relationship between
workplace bullying and bullying strain. Even if this paper employs the case of Pakistan, clearly the
problem is endemic to HEI worldwide. In this view, more effort is needed to examine, understand and
prevent bullying in HEI [3,5,6]. The reminder of this paper is structured as follows. Following the
literature review, the methodological framework and key findings of the research are outlined. In the
next step, the latter are discussed in detail. Conclusions follow.

2. Literature Review

To prevent workplace bullying, it is important to understand the setting in which it takes place.
The typical HEI environment is intrinsically susceptible to bullying. Particularly, hierarchical structure,
faculty evaluations based on subjective performance measures, and the (sometimes) competing goals
of teachers and administrators are the chief reasons for the increased prevalence of bullying in HEI
than other organizations. For example, a large-scale study conducted on 779 educators revealed that
46.5 percent had been subjected to bullying [10]. HEI possess an atypical environment; partly because
most HEI managers and senior administrators come from an academic background and have little or no
formal training or education in effective management styles. Owing to these distinctive characteristics,
it is vital to explore how employees interact in such settings, with peers, superiors and subordinates.
Furthermore, some employees face more bullying than others. Studies conducted on gender issues
report that female employees had more exposure to bullying [2–8]. Previous studies have shown that
young employees, and employees with less experience and a relatively lower level of education, also
had more exposure to bullying in higher education institutes [8–10]. Previous studies have identified
that higher education institutions present a higher risk of workplace bullying. Furthermore, it has been
argued that university administrators and heads of faculty are hesitant to admit that there is any form
of bullying in their institution because it may perceive to be a result of their own poor management or
leadership [11]. Though the contributing specific factors have not been thoroughly investigated, it can
be concluded that bullying in HEI has become a problem that is too costly to ignore.

The direct cost of bullying is brain drain, which is a serious loss of economy to any developing
country. Brain drain is becoming a serious issue for Pakistan. It is reported that in 2013, 2.7 million
Pakistanis left the country in the preceding five years to find better work opportunities because of lack
of resources and positive organizational culture which is free of bullying and harassment [12]. This
is an alarming condition as Pakistan is losing its human capital rapidly which directly impacts the
development of our economy. Furthermore, Pakistan’s higher education sector is challenged because
of serious budget cuts in the past three years. Consider that the budget for all universities of Pakistan
has been cut down by more than 60 percent over the past three years [13]; with such limited resources,
HEI cannot afford failing productivity related to employees’ disengagement and turnover.

A British survey involving 5000 employees also reported that over one million workdays were lost
because 1 in 10 employees had stress stemming from bullying [14]. Supporting the point regarding cost,



Sustainability 2019, 11, 2244 3 of 11

Namie and Namie [15] reported that bullying cost American institutions close to US$64 billion annually
due to employee disengagement and turnover. However, no such statistics are available for Pakistan.
The importance of studying the phenomenon of bullying is demonstrated by its severe negative effects
on teachers’ psychological and physical health. The victims of bullying experience physical ailment
(e.g., heart disease, sleep problems, headaches), psychological problems (e.g., depression, anxiety),
and behavioral strain (e.g., aggressive behavior, sudden crying) [10,11]. Bullied employees are more
likely to have poor relations with co-workers and even the family members. Such serious individual
consequences, in turn, lead to severe institutional outcomes, as bullied employees experience a low
level of job satisfaction and are much more likely to leave the institution. Furthermore, when an
institution has the reputation of being a hostile work environment, recruitment can be challenging,
which can cause skills deficiency [11].

Coping is the constant cognitive and behavioral effort to deal with particular straining, stressful,
and overbearing internal and/or external demands. Coping with workplace bullying consists of the
victim’s emotional and behavioral efforts to reduce or master the demands created by an extremely
stressful bullying situation [3,16–18]. Researchers have studied coping, particularly in relation to
exposure to bullying, and describe two main types of coping, namely problem-focused coping
and emotion-focused coping [19]. Problem-focused strategies are employed to alter the source of
stress. Carver [20] identified planning and taking active action as problem-focused coping strategies.
Emotion-focused strategies are employed to reduce the emotional distress associated with the stressful
situations [20]. Talking with friends and seeking emotional support are examples of emotion-focused
coping. Emotion-focused strategies use an individual’s cognitive abilities to arrive at a solution that
might not be achievable when they are feeling overwhelmed.

Despite widespread recognition of the issue, workplace bullying in HEI largely remains an
under-studied area of research. In the context of Pakistan, in recent years the prevalence of workplace
bullying has generally risen [21]. The scarcity of studies on this issue and the deleterious effects are
the motivation for this study. Another strong rationale for conducting the research is the fact that
demographic variables such as age, education, marital status, and particularly gender are significant.
However, the association between bullying and demographic variables remains largely unexplored,
especially in the context of HEI in the developing world. Furthermore, workplace bullying in HEI is
a serious phenomenon, yet the management strategies adopted and adapted by the bullied faculty
members have not been thoroughly investigated [22]. Therefore, the objectives of this study were
threefold: (i) to explore the scale of the phenomenon of bullying in HEI in Pakistan, (ii) to identify
which groups are more vulnerable to bullying in HEI; (iii) to establish what types of coping strategies
victims can employ to counter bullying most efficiently.

3. Methodological Framework

3.1. The Sample

A sample of 400 faculty members (men = 200, women = 200) was selected from seven large
public sector universities of Punjab, one of the highly populous provinces of Pakistan. The sample
was selected using convenience sampling because workplace bullying is a very sensitive issue and a
random sampling was difficult. The age of participants was from 23 to 60 years (M = 33.40, SD = 8.0).
It was ensured carefully that the sample will include young as well as experiences teachers. Most of
the participants were married (75%). The base line of academic qualification of the sample was sixteen
years of education. 20% participants held master’s degree, 65% held MS/M.Phil degrees, whereas 15%
participants were Ph.Ds. 55% of participants had more than five years of teaching experience. Only
those university teachers who had at least one year of work experience were included. The sample
selection was challenging yet provided us an authentic pool of representative sample for the study.
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3.2. Measures

3.2.1. Workplace Bullying Scale (WBS)

Participants’ exposure to bullying was assessed on the workplace bullying scale (WBS). This scale
was developed in the cultural context of Pakistan [23]. It consists of 21 items. All items are written in
a behavioral form, and none specifically uses the word “bullying”. Sample items include spreading
rumors about someone’s private life, persistent criticism, withholding necessary information that may
affect someone’s professional life, and so on. Cronbach’s alpha of Workplace Bullying Scale 0.87 [24],
0.87, and 0.77, for Person-related bullying, and work-related bullying respectively indicate that WBS
is internally consistent. Scoring was on a five-point Likert rating scale, where ‘Never’ scored 1 and
‘Daily’ scored 5.

3.2.2. COPE Inventory

The COPE Inventory was developed to assess the coping strategies employed in the event of
exposure to bullying [25]. The inventory consists of 28 items and features two types of coping strategies:
problem-focused coping strategies (comprising 10 items, e.g., taking action to make the situation better,
seeking advice or help from other people about what to do); and emotion-focused coping strategies
(comprising 11 items, e.g., acceptance of problem, seeking social support). The Cope Inventory is scored
on a four-point rating scale ranging from 1, “I usually don’t do this”, to 4, “I do this a lot”. Cronbach’s
alpha achieved in this study is 0.86 and 0.79, respectively, for problem-focused and emotion-focused
coping strategies. A higher score indicates a more rigorous use of coping strategies.

3.2.3. Workplace Bullying Strain Scale (WBSS)

To assess bullying strain, the Workplace Bullying Strain Scale (WBSS) was used [25]. It consists of
33 items. Sample items are “I feel a lack of interest in my office work”, “These days I feel depressed
about the problems in my job”, and “I have trouble falling and staying asleep”. It is on a five-point
scale ranging from 1, “Never”, to 5, “Always”. Respondents scoring highly on the WBSS show a
greater bullying strain. Cronbach’s alpha acquired from this data is 0.90.

3.2.4. Procedure

After obtaining written permission from the universities’ management, the researchers contacted
the teachers individually. Only those employees who agreed formally to take part in the research were
included. Written Informed consent was taken. All participants were informed about the nature and
aim of the study. Written guidelines were individually provided on filling out the questionnaires:
a demographic information form; the WBS questionnaire; the WBSS questionnaire; and a coping
questionnaire. Initially, 521 university teachers were invited, and 400 teachers returned the completed
questionnaires. All participants were assured that the information provided by them would be
kept confidential.

4. Key Findings

Descriptive statistical means and standard deviations of the demographic variables were described.
To assess the internal consistency of the questionnaires, reliability analyses were run and Cronbach’s
alphas of all scales and subscales were obtained. Pearson’s correlation analysis was conducted to assess
the associations among the study variables. Mediation analysis was run to identify the relationship
between bullying and strain in the presence of coping [26,27]. T-test and analysis of variance (ANOVA)
were used to assess group differences that related to demographic variables. Cohen’s d was calculated
as an effect size for t-tests [28].

Table 1 showed the alpha coefficient of all scales used in this study is satisfactory indicating all
measures are internally consistent. Furthermore, all study variables have relationship in the proposed
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direction. Bullying is positively correlated with strain and problem-focused and emotion-focused
coping, while coping is negatively correlated with strain.

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, Cronbach’s alpha, and Pearson correlations of variables.

Variables 1 2 3 4

1. Bullying - - - -
2. Problem-focused coping 0.40 ** - - -
3. Emotion-focused coping 0.44 ** 0.88 ** - -

4. Strain 0.25 ** −0.14 ** −0.21 ** -
Mean and SD 53.84 ± 10.63 23.72 ± 10.26 22.60 ± 10.11 92.14 ± 25.75

Cronbach’s alpha 0.87 0.86 0.79 0.84

** P < 0.01.

The results (see Table 2) showed that female employees (M = 58.79, SD = 10.88), (t (398) = −10.50,
p < 0.000), d = 1.05, and unmarried employees (M = 51.30, SD = 12.48), (t (398) = −14.53, p < 0.000),
d = 1.70 were more bullied. Employees working on a contract basis (M = 51.30, SD = 12.48),
(t (398) = −15.93, p < 0.000), d = 2.12 and with less work experience (M = 51.30, SD = 12.48),
(t (398) = −8.72, p < 0.000), d = 0.83 also had more exposure to workplace bullying.

Table 2. Demographic characteristics of sample by workplace bullying.

Variables M (SD) t (398) P Cohen’s d

Gender
Male 48.90 (7.67) −10.50 0.001 1.05

Female 58.79 (10.88)
Marital status

Married 50.1 (8.74) −14.53 0.001 1.70
Unmarried 64.60 (8.17)

Nature of job
Permanent 50.30 (8.63) −15.93 0.001 2.12

Contract 67.10 (6.86)
Work experience

>5 years 50.30 (12.48) −8.72 0.001 0.83
<5 years 59.02 (8.02)

The results (see Table 3) showed a significant difference between the groups on the basis of age
and WBSS rank: younger employees F (3, 396) = 73.10, p = 0.000, η2 = 0.21 and employees on lower
grades were more bullied F (3, 396) = 72.09, p = 0.000, η2 = 0.35.

Table 3. Analysis of variance to compare teachers’ scores on bullying scale by age and rank (N = 400).

Variable Source of
Variance Df SS MS F P η2

Age Between-group 3 9627.57 5379.99
Within-group 396 35,460.12 73.10 73.59 0.000 0.21

Total 399 45,087.69

Rank Between-group 3 16,139.98 5379.99
Within-group 396 28,947.71 72.09 73.59 0.000 0.35

Total 399 45,087.69

Mediation Analysis

Analysis by structural equation modeling, using Amos-20, was conducted to assess the mediating
role of coping strategies (both emotion-focused and problem-focused strategies, see Figure 1) on the
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relationship between workplace bullying and bullying strain. Table 4 presents the preliminary model
fit of the estimates.
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Figure 1. Preliminary model to assess the mediating role of emotion-focused and problem-focused
coping on the relationship between workplace bullying and bullying strain.

Table 4. Fit indices for exposure to bullying, problem-focused and emotion-focused coping, and
bullying strain (N = 400).

Model X2 Df χ2/df CFI GFI NNFI RMSEA SRMR

Initial M 108.00 1 108.100 0.91 0.86 0.75 0.09 0.08
Final M 0.07 1 0.07 99 1 0.97 0.03 0.05

Initial M = initial model, Final M = final model, χ2 = hi square change, DF = degree of freedom,
CFI = comparative fit index, GFI = goodness of fit index, NNFI = non-normed fit index, RMSEA = root
mean square error of approximation, SRMR = standardized root mean square

Table 4 shows the results of the fit indices for exposure to workplace bullying, problem-focused
and emotion-focused coping, and bullying strain. The absolute fit for the model was χ2/df = 0.07
p < 0.001. The fit indices were considered to provide an indication of a good fit of the data to the
tested model.

To test the model, our criterion for a good fit to the data was the fit indices. We examined the
model fit in a single, key step, comparing the indices of relative and absolute fit (GFI > 0.90, CFI > 0.90,
NNFI > 0.90, RMSEA < 0.05, and SRMR < 0.08). Because chi-square is extremely sensitive to sample
size, researchers use numerous fit indices to assess a model. The results from our preliminary model
(Table 4) showed that it did not offer a good fit to the data, according to the fit indices suggested by
Bentler [27]. So, modifications were made (see Figure 2). The modified indices proposed covariance
between the error terms of the problem-focused and emotion-focused coping strategies. Covariance
between both types of coping was drawn on a theoretical basis, as well.
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Figure 2. Revised model for the mediating role of emotion-focused and problem-focused coping on the
relationship between workplace bullying and bullying strain.

Applying Arbuckle’s criteria [29], covariance was drawn only when the chi-square change was
4 or larger. On this second attempt, the indices of relative and absolute fit (GFI, CFI, NNFI, and
RMSEA) matched, and were good enough to fit the data (Table 4 and Figure 2). Furthermore, the direct
and indirect effects of exposure to workplace bullying, problem-focused and emotion-focused coping,
and bullying strain in a 5000-strong bootstrapped sample of university teachers were examined [30,31]
(see Table 5 and Figure 2).

Table 5. Standardized direct, indirect, and total effects of workplace bullying on bullying strain
(N = 400).

Predictor Outcome Direct Effect Indirect Effect Total P

Bullying Strain 0.34 −0.09 0.25 0.211
Bullying Problem-focused coping 0.40 0.00 0.20 0.001
Bullying Emotion-focused coping 0.43 0.00 0.35 0.001

Problem-focused coping Strain 1.44 0.00 1.43 0.001
Emotion-focused coping Strain 1.11 0.00 1.11 0.001

The results of the indirect effects (mediated) showed that problem-focused and emotion-focused
coping strategies acted as significant mediators on the relationship between workplace bullying and
bullying strain.

5. Discussion

Our study revealed a significant positive correlation between workplace bullying and bullying
strain, meaning that employees who experienced more bullying reported an increased level of strain.
Our findings are in accord with previous research [32]. Furthermore, workplace bullying is significantly
and positively correlated with problem-focused and emotion-focused coping. Problem-focused and
emotion-focused strategies are negatively correlated with bullying strain, meaning that the more that
they are used by employees, the less the employees will experience bullying strain.
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Another purpose of our research was to establish the effects of demographic variables on workplace
bullying. In Pakistan, as a result of reforms aimed at including women in the labor force, considerable
increase of female faculty members has been observed over the past years. Sadly, bullying in HEI is a
much more frequent experience for female faculty members (35% of which experienced bullying in
the workplace), than for male faculty members (25% correspondingly). There are no straightforward
explanations of this gender difference. One plausible way of explaining it though is by hinting to
socialization differences among men and women. In case of Pakistan, one might argue girls tend to
be trained to be less self-assertive, less hostile and more kind as compared to men. Regarding age,
our results are similar to results obtained in previous studies [33–35] that found that younger staff

experienced more bullying behavior. Accordingly, in our study, we divided the sample into four age
groups (26–30, 31–40, 41–50, and 51–60 years). There is a significant difference between these age
groups. The findings showed that most of the bullied individuals were under 30 years of age. These
findings are in accordance with those of Rayner [36]. Moreover, the workers were classified into two
groups: those with less than five years of work experience; and those with more than five years of work
experience. In line with the findings of this study, senior employees and those in permanent positions
were not victims of bullying as much as less-experienced workers. These findings are consistent with
previous results [20–25]; perhaps highly educated employees in senior posts protect themselves from
bullying by virtue of their power. It was also hypothesized that unmarried teachers are bullied more
than their married colleagues. The findings support our hypothesis. Our findings are consistent with
previous findings that showed that marital status is significantly correlated to exposure to workplace
bullying and bullying strain [16–18,37]. This may be due to the culture in Pakistani society. In short,
from both the findings of our study and the existing literature, there is a strong relationship between
an employee’s demographic variables and workplace bullying.

Previous studies have revealed that both problem-focused and emotion-focused coping approaches
act as a mediator in the relationship between workplace bullying and bullying strain, but no study
has presented the best mediation model [38,39]. Thus, our study filled this research gap by testing
and presenting the best mediation models by using Amos 20.00. The results showed that both
problem-focused and emotion-focused coping (see Table 5 and Figure 2) fully mediated the relationship
between exposure to bullying and employee strain, thus perhaps emotion-focused coping strategies
enhance our ability to overcome strain. Furthermore, employing an emotion-focused coping strategy
may help employees to enter into a better state of mind before deploying a problem-focused strategy.
In this way, emotion-focused coping helps to manage emotions and to explore solutions, and both
types of strategies work better jointly. Our results are aligned, as reported in previous studies [16,40].

Limitations

The main limitation of this research is that the data were collected by self-reporting, a method
that may have caused under-reporting of workplace bullying due to the social taboo. Therefore, it is
suggested that future investigations use other methods, for instance focus groups and interviews, in
addition to a self-report questionnaire, so that comprehensive information about the frequency, severity,
and consequences of bullying can be collected; however, this does not undermine the significance that
such large data was collective from a well representative sample for a first time in a systematic manner
to achieve certain research objectives which could not be possible in a qualitative research. The study
sustains at least some generalizability and its statistics can be used as reference point for Pakistani HEI
workplace bullying.

6. Conclusions

Although bullying in HEI is a common problem, the issue and its implications have garnered a
rather negligible attention in the literature. This paper, by focusing explicitly on the case of Pakistan
and its HEI offers an insight into bullying in HEI. The sample used for the purpose of this study is
suggestive of the scale and nature of bullying in HEI, not only in Pakistan. Our study confirmed that
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the prevalence of workplace bullying is high in HEI in Pakistan. Bullying has adverse effects on the
victim employee and the employing institution [4–7,16–18,41], as well as on the entire economy if
employee disengagement, brain-drain and related losses in productivity are accounted for.

The data collected for the purpose of this study and research based on it have substantial empirical
value. In other words, this study offers a direct insight into the scale, scope and demographics of
bullying in HEI in Pakistan. The findings of this study are also explicit as regards the most efficient
strategies aimed at coping with bullying in HEI. This study suggests that both problem-focused and
emotion-focused coping strategies should be used simultaneously to address the diverse implications
of bullying. Emotion-focused coping strategies help employees to handle the feelings of distress that
occur in the result of bullying experience and problem-focused strategies help to find out the solution
of bullying problem. So, employees who use coping strategies, not only reduce their strain that occur
in the result of bullying but also may reduce exposure to workplace bullying.

This study has the potential of serving as a guide for administrators to develop regulatory
frameworks at their respective HEI designed to prevent bullying and mitigate its implications. Clearly,
the road from research findings to administrative/regulatory considerations is long. For instance,
although, the number of universities in Pakistan increased from 59 in 2002 to 188 in 2017, very little
attention has been paid so far to establish policies to address the phenomenon of bulling. We hope that
the outcomes of this research will add to the momentum to address the situation where the students’
‘best days of their lives’ come at the price of our faculty members experiencing the worst days of theirs.
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