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Workplace Bullying: The Role of Psychosocial Work Environment Factors Michelle R. Tuckey, Maureen F. Dollard, Patrick J. Hosking, and Anthony H. Winefield University of South Australia



Utilizing reports from both observers and direct targets, the authors examined the role of psychosocial work environment factors in workplace bullying, focusing on the moderating effects of control and support resources against job demands. Our sample was 716 Australian frontline police officers who completed an anonymous mail survey. In a direct test of Job DemandControl-Support theory, the authors found that increased levels of bullying (as assessed by targets and observers) were associated with potentially high stress situations: as job demands increased and as support and control resources decreased. Also, consistent with previous research, most perpetrators were ranked higher than the target, reflecting the role of power in facilitating bullying. Our research is unique in finding evidence for moderating factors within the psychosocial environment and suggests risk assessment of the work environment as an avenue for bullying prevention. Future research should examine more closely the mechanisms underlying bullying within stressful work environments and the reciprocal effect of witnessing and experiencing bullying on psychosocial working conditions. Keywords: workplace bullying, police, job demands, job control, social support



Workplace bullying can be defined as behaviors— occurring repeatedly and regularly over a period of time—that harass, offend, socially exclude, or adversely affect the work of an employee (Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf, & Cooper, 2003). The negative effects of bullying for targets have been extensively documented. Bullying has been linked to higher levels of psychological Michelle R. Tuckey, Maureen F. Dollard, Patrick J. Hosking, and Anthony H. Winefield, Work & Stress Research Group, Centre for Applied Psychological Research, School of Psychology, University of South Australia. This research was supported by Grant LP0562310 from the Australian Research Council and from The Police Association Victoria and the Police Association of South Australia. Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Michelle Tuckey, School of Psychology, Magill Campus, University of South Australia, GPO Box 2471, Adelaide, South Australia 5001, Australia. E-mail: [email protected] 215 International Journal of Stress Management 2009, Vol. 16, No. 3, 215–232
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distress (e.g., Agervold & Mikkelsen, 2004; Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2002; Vartia, 2001), poorer general health (Hoel & Cooper, 2000), decreased job satisfaction (e.g., Agervold & Mikkelsen, 2004; Hoel & Cooper, 2000), increased absenteeism (Price-Spratlen, 1995), and decreased organizational commitment (Hoel & Cooper, 2000). In addition, research has shown that the effects of observing bullying may be similar to actually being bullied (Hoel & Cooper, 2000; Vartia, 2001). There are also strong organizational imperatives to combat bullying, such as the legal risks and financial consequences (e.g., Comcare, 2006; Earnshaw & Cooper, 1996; Leymann, 1990). In light of the alarming consequences at a personal and organizational level, the primary aim of the present study was to explore the role of the psychosocial work environment in the onset of bullying in a test of the Job Demands-Control-Support (DCS) Model (Karasek & Theorell, 1990) so as to give insights for prevention. A major contribution of our research is the consideration of observer reports of bullying, not just reports from targets, to study the connection between bullying and the psychosocial work environment.



The Psychosocial Work Environment and Bullying



Researchers have emphasized the ambient work environment as an important risk factor for bullying (e.g., Vartia, 1996). Studies have shown that targets (compared with those not bullied) consistently report unfavorable working conditions such as high levels of role conflict, poor leadership and supervisory behavior, lack of information flow, and a negative social climate (e.g., Coyne, Smith-Lee Chong, Seigne, & Randall, 2003; Einarsen, Raknes, & Matthiesen, 1994; Rayner, 1997; Vartia, 1996; Zapf, Knorz, & Kulla, 1996). In contrast, no differences have been found on ratings of positive aspects of the work environment (Coyne et al., 2003). In addition to poor working conditions, a stressful work environment has been commonly cited as a major cause of workplace bullying (e.g., Einarsen et al., 1994; Leymann, 1996; Zapf et al., 1996). We investigated this link in more depth using the DCS model (Karasek & Theorell, 1990) as a foundation for theory-driven predictions. The DCS theory highlights the role of the psychosocial work environment, specifically the interaction of work pressure demands with job control and social support, in determining strain outcomes. The original DemandControl (DC) model assumes that jobs can be classified in terms of two dimensions: job demands and control. Job demands require action and therefore represent a source of effort. Control refers to decision latitude; the freedom to make decisions and control when and how activities are
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performed during the workday. Jobs that are high on both dimensions are classified as “active” (or challenging), whereas jobs low on both dimensions are classified as “passive” (or lacking in stimulation). Jobs that have low demands and high control are “low strain” (or not taxing). Finally jobs with high demands and low control are classified as “high strain” (or stressful) and most likely to underlie poor employee health outcomes. Adverse impacts are especially expected when the high demands—low control combination is exacerbated by a lack of social support (in so called ‘iso-strain’ jobs). Put another way, the DCS model assumes that poor outcomes will result when job demands are not adequately offset by job control and support resources. To date, evidence indirectly links high job demands and low job resources to bullying. After removing bullied employees from the analysis (to eliminate the possibility that self-reports of the work environment were affected by exposure to bullying), Agervold and Mikkelsen (2004) found that job demands and management style best discriminated between departments with the highest, middle, and lowest levels of bullying. Other studies have shown that bullied employees, relative to others, tend to report higher job demands such as time pressure, haste, and workload (Hoel & Cooper, 2000; Vartia, 1996; Zapf, 1999), and lower resources in the form of autonomy/ control (e.g., Agervold & Mikkelsen, 2004; Vartia, 1996; Zapf, 1999). In line with this evidence, we predicted that targets of bullying would report higher job demands and lower job control and support resources than those employees who were not bullied (Hypothesis 1). But the evidence has not been entirely consistent (Hoel & Salin, 2003), nor consistently supported by observer reports (e.g., Vartia, 1996). The existing literature assessing the relationship between bullying and the psychosocial work environment has examined the separate effects of an exhaustive “laundry list” of potentially important variables. Rather than continuing to follow this approach, we think the key to explaining the link between a stressful work environment and bullying may lie in an analysis of levels of job demands and job resources (cf. Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). Drawing on the theoretical perspective of the DCS model, a core issue in need of exploration is the association between bullying and the interaction between levels of demands and resources. Moderating factors are very important for understanding work stress in the DCS model, in particular the capacity for control over when and how to do the work to ease the burden of high job demands, and the social support to buffer against negative health and well-being outcomes. To date, research based on this model has related job characteristics to employee health. Our research instead looked at the connection between working conditions and patterns of behavior within the work environment (that can, in turn, influence health). The process is not an individual one, where individual employee
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outcomes are determined by working conditions, but rather involves the (potential bullying) relationship between two (or more) parties. The DCS model suggests that the effortful process of dealing with demands, without the ability to exercise skills or make decisions to manage the demands effectively, and lacking social support to offset strain, creates tension and anxiety that over the long-term leads to the development of illness and disease processes. We extended this model to propose that this combination of working conditions also influences employee interactions, with bullying an expected outcome. At least three mechanisms may be involved (see also Hoel & Salin, 2003; Salin, 2003). Bullying relationships may develop through: (a) increased arousal, anger, aggression, and a lowered threshold for conflict; (b) attempts to quell employee reactions to stressful working conditions; and (c) the projection of negative behaviors down the line. We thus tested the DCS model as a predictor of bullying outcomes and hypothesized a three-way interaction such that the positive relationship between demands and bullying would be buffered in the presence of high levels of control and high support (Hypothesis 2). It is also plausible to assume that negative evaluations of the psychosocial work environment may arise as a result of bullying. Even though observers may not be able to provide interrater reliability for individual accounts of bullying (cf. Einarsen et al., 2003), we propose that they are a potential validation sample of substantive interest (cf. Vartia, 1996). If the work environment is an important risk factor for bullying, observers of bullying should also report a poorer environment in terms of the same psychosocial factors: high job demands, low job control, and low support. Consequently, we expect Hypotheses 1 and 2 to hold using data from those employees who had observed bullying. Observer reports have rarely featured in the literature and thus represent a major contribution of our research. The Current Study: Bulling Within a Police Organization



We tested our hypotheses in a police sample, where little is known about the nature and prevalence of bullying. Police agencies have a clear and extended hierarchical structure, authoritarian management practices, a strict code of discipline, and heavy emphasis on role and rank. In such organizations, the concept of a “pecking order” seems to be an inherent part of the culture. Bullying in these workplaces is likely to be perpetrated in this pecking order of seniority (Paice, Aitken, Houghton, & Firth-Cozens, 2004), thereby representing one way of maintaining the social hierarchy (Phillips, 2003). When bullying serves a social function in this way, lower prevalence rates might be expected; perhaps workers are more accepting of negative behaviors as a form of discipline.
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Another line of argument suggests that policing may be a high-risk occupation for bullying, based on the organizational structure, maledominated base,1 and culture of police organizations. Evidence shows that bullying is more prevalent in cultures endorsing masculine values, where there are greater differences in power and status between people in the hierarchy and where more authoritative management styles are used (Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2001). Studies have found higher bullying prevalence (e.g., Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996) and greater exposure to negative acts (e.g., Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2001) in male-dominated organizations, and a higher percentage of targets, especially male targets, report being bullied by men (e.g., Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Hoel, Cooper, & Faragher, 2001; Rayner, 1997). Data we located on the issue, from the subsample of 483 police officers in Hoel and Cooper’s (2000) nationwide study, revealed a prevalence rate of 12% (and 29% within the previous 5 years), as compared with 10.5% (and 24.4%) for the entire sample. This prevalence figure for police seems high in comparison to estimates of 7%–10% in a range of international studies (e.g., Di Martino, 2002; Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Hoel et al., 2001; Salin, 2001). However, despite these differences in baseline prevalence, a supervisor or manager was the perpetrator in the majority of cases (81%) of police bullying in Hoel and Cooper’s (2000) study, consistent with a wealth of findings from a range of occupations where 50% to 90% of victims reported having experienced bullying from a superior (e.g., Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Hoel & Cooper, 2000; O’Moore, Seigne, McGuire, & Smith, 1998; Rayner, 1997). The hierarchical structure of an organization inevitably means that some workers have less formal hierarchical power than others; these workers are therefore more vulnerable to bullying (Hodson, Roscigno, & Lopez, 2006). To shed more light on bullying in policing, we examined the prevalence and position of the perpetrator and target within the formal organizational structure in addition to testing our hypotheses regarding the psychosocial work environment.



METHOD Participants and Procedure



An anonymous mail survey was sent to a random sample (N ⫽ 3,000) of frontline police officers from an Australian police organization. The sample 1 In 2002, women represented 23.5% of sworn police officers and 34.5% of the total police workforce across Australia (Australian Institute of Criminology, 2003).
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was drawn from the Police Association member database. The sample comprised all Sergeants and Senior Sergeants, and 50% of all Probationary Constables, Constables, Senior Constables, and Leading Senior Constables working in Victorian metropolitan and regional uniform police stations. To protect confidentiality, the research packs were mailed to each member’s home address by the Police Association. Completed surveys were returned by 716 police officers (615 men, 101 women; response rate ⫽ 24%) whose ages ranged from 22 to 64 years (M ⫽ 42.0, SD ⫽ 8.4) and held the ranks of: Probationary Constable, n ⫽ 40 (5.6%); Constables, n ⫽ 81 (11.3%); Senior Constables, n ⫽ 197 (27.5%); Leading Senior Constables, n ⫽ 50 (7.0%); Sergeants, n ⫽ 273 (38.1%); and Senior Sergeants, n ⫽ 75 (10.5%). Distribution of the sample in terms of rank and proportion female was representative of the police service in Victoria (see data from the Australian Institute of Criminology, 2003). The approval of the Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of South Australia was obtained prior to commencing the study.



Measures



Job Demands Job demands were measured using 16 items from the Demand-Induced Strain Questionnaire (DISQ; de Jonge et al., 2004), tapping three different types of demands: cognitive demands (e.g., “Make complex decisions”); emotional demands (e.g., having “To control emotions to complete tasks”); and physical demands (e.g., “Perform a lot of physically strenuous tasks”). Participants responded on a 5-point Likert scale, from 0 (very rarely/never) to 4 (very often/always).



Job Control and Social Support Resources Eight items from the DISQ measured job control over the work situation, including “The opportunity to vary complex tasks with simple tasks” (cognitive) and “To be able to defuse emotionally heated interactions with others” (emotional) and “To be able to take a break when things get physically strenuous” (physical). Support was assessed via six items also from the DISQ measuring cognitive, emotional, and physical support available in the work situation, such as “Get help with solving complex tasks” (cognitive) and “Will get emotional support from others when a threatening situation occurs
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at work” (emotional), and “Have help when tackling physically strenuous tasks” (physical). The same 5-point response scale was used. Confirmatory Factor Analysis using AMOS 17.0 software showed that a two-factor model, where job control items represented one latent factor and the social support items were hypothesized to load on a second factor, resulted in a significant improvement in model fit over a one-factor model where all resource items were forced to load on one common factor: ⌬2(3) ⫽ 496, p ⬍ .001.



Exposure to Bullying Workplace bullying was measured subjectively (cf. Mikkelsen & Einarsen, 2001) by providing a definition of bullying and obtaining reports of the degree of self-reported victimization. We used a definition that had been recently adopted in the organization after extensive negotiations between management and police officer representatives (The Police Association Victoria). Bullying was defined as “unreasonable, unacceptable, or inappropriate behavior that is intimidating, insulting, offensive, degrading, or humiliating.” Participants were then asked to rate the frequency with which they had personally experienced bullying at work within the last 12 months according to the definition, on a 5-point Likert scale: 0 (very rarely/never), 1 (rarely), 2 (sometimes), 3 (often), and 4 (very often/always). Participants also indicated, on the same 5-point scale, the frequency with which they had observed others in the workplace being bullied in the last 12 months with respect to the same definition. Finally, participants were asked to specify the rank of the main perpetrator of the bullying relative to the target (i.e., higher, lower, or the same rank).



Statistical Analyses



We conducted t tests to explore differences in the psychosocial work environment (job demands, control, and support) for each type of bullying exposure (Hypothesis 1). To test the DCS model as a predictor of bullying, multiple regression analysis was conducted to examine the main and interaction effects of job demands, control, and support (Hypothesis 2) separately for target and observer reports. Finally, chi-square analysis was used to investigate perpetrator rank.
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Descriptive Statistics



Table 1 presents descriptive statistics, internal consistency reliabilities, and intercorrelations for the psychosocial work environment factors and measures of bullying experienced and observed. As shown, all scales had acceptable reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha values all greater than or equal to .80. The measure of job demands was positively correlated with, and measures of control and support resources negatively correlated with, reports of experiencing and observing bullying. Finally, there was a strong positive correlation between reports of having observed and having directly experienced bullying. To understand the context better, Table 2 shows the frequency with which officers reported having experienced or observed bullying within the past 12 months. Of the 716 participants, 42 (5.9%) indicated that they had experienced bullying often or very often/always in the past 12 months. Moreover, 46 (6.7%) participants reported having observed other officers being bullied often or very often/always in the past 12 months. Table 2 also presents data regarding the rank of the perpetrator in the formal organizational structure relative to that of the target. It illustrates that perpetrators of bullying were significantly more likely to be ranked above the target, 2(2) ⫽ 53.90, p ⬍ .001. This finding was confirmed by reports from observers, 2(2) ⫽ 47.40, p ⬍ .001. Psychosocial Characteristics of the Work Environment Linked to Bullying



Initially, t tests were conducted to examine differences on the psychosocial work factors (job demands, and control and support resources) between those officers who were targets of frequent bullying and other officers, as well as officers who had frequently witnessed bullying compared to other Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, Internal Reliabilities, and Intercorrelations of Study Variables Variable 1. 2. 3. 4. 5.



Job demands Job control Job support Experienced bullying Observed bullying



Mean



SD



1



2



3



4



5



2.67 1.97 2.13 0.59 0.86



0.48 0.66 0.67 0.96 0.99



(.88) ⫺.32ⴱⴱⴱ ⫺.28ⴱⴱⴱ .15ⴱⴱⴱ .18ⴱⴱⴱ



(.85) .65ⴱⴱⴱ ⫺.21ⴱⴱⴱ ⫺.22ⴱⴱⴱ



(.80) ⫺.25ⴱⴱⴱ ⫺.24ⴱⴱⴱ



— .63ⴱⴱⴱ



—



Note. Where applicable, reliability coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha) given in parentheses on the diagonal. ⴱⴱⴱ p ⬍ .001.
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Table 2. Police Officer Reports of Experienced or Observed Bullying Within the Past 12 Months and Rank of the Perpetrator Experienced bullying
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Prevalence and rank categorization Frequency of exposure to bullying Very rarely/never Rarely Sometimes Often Very often/always Perpetrator’s rank Same as the target Higher than the target Lower than the target



Observed bullying



n



%



n



%



462 127 76 29 13



65.3 18.0 10.7 4.1 1.8



342 162 145 40 6



49.2 23.3 20.9 5.8 0.9



2 34 2



5.3 89.5 5.3



4 32 1



10.8 86.5 2.7



officers. Means, standard deviations, and t test results are presented in Table 3. As expected (Hypothesis 1) we found, on average, significantly higher perceptions of demands, and significantly lower perceptions of control and support resources for those with frequent exposure to bullying either as a target or as a witness compared to others. The majority of these differences were medium effect sizes (as per Cohen’s d; Cohen, 1992). To examine Hypothesis 2, specifically how the job components combine together in a direct test of the DCS theory, we conducted hierarchical multiple regression analysis separately for reports of experienced and observed bullying. The predictor variables were centered prior to computing the interaction terms (cf. Aiken & West, 1991). At Step 1, job demands, control, and support were entered; followed by the two-way interaction terms at Step



Table 3. Differences Between Targets of Bullying (and, Separately, Witnesses to Bullying) and Other Officers on Psychosocial Aspects of the Work Environment Type of exposure and psychosocial factor Experienced bullying Job demands Job control Job support Observed bullying Job demands Job control Job support a



Targeted officers Mean (SD)



Other officers Mean (SD)



df



t



Cohen’s da



2.86 (0.54) 1.62 (0.89) 1.66 (0.59)



2.66 (0.47) 2.00 (0.65) 2.16 (0.70)



682 650 651



2.56ⴱ ⫺3.39ⴱⴱ ⫺2.95ⴱⴱ



0.37 ⫺0.49 ⫺0.78



2.93 (0.49) 1.70 (0.65) 1.84 (0.59)



2.65 (0.47) 2.00 (0.65) 2.15 (0.67)



669 639 651



3.86ⴱⴱⴱ ⫺2.83ⴱⴱ ⫺2.95ⴱⴱ



0.58 ⫺0.46 ⫺0.49



Criteria for small, medium, and large effect sizes are 0.20, 0.50, and 0.80 respectively (Cohen, 1992). p ⬍ .05. ⴱⴱ p ⬍ .01. ⴱⴱⴱ p ⬍ .001.



ⴱ
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2; and the three-way interaction term at Step 3. Table 4 summarizes the regression statistics for bullying that was directly experienced and bullying that was observed. For the measure of experienced bullying, when the psychosocial work environment factors were entered at Step 1, ⌬R2 was significant showing a significant main effect associated with job support (as shown in Table 4). At the second step, the two-way interaction terms were not significant nor was the three-way interaction term at the third step (p ⫽ .12). For the measure of observed bullying, ⌬R2 was significant at Step 1 as the psychosocial characteristics were entered, with support again having a significant main effect. The two-way interaction effects did not add any variance; however, the three-way interaction effect was significant. As shown in Figure 1, in support of Hypothesis 3, the positive association between demands and bullying was reduced at high levels of control in the context of high support. When there was either low support or low control, the positive relationship between demands and bullying persisted. Specifically, each of the B values for the simple slopes as depicted in the figure were significant except the high control— high support slope, and the significance of the low control—low support slope was p ⫽ .06. We note that the pattern of relationships in the final models was identical in direction for both types of exposure— experienced and observed—and that the hypothesized three-way interaction effect supporting Hypothesis 2 was observed as statistically significant for one measure and at p ⫽ .12 for the other measure. Several authors have noted the difficulty of detecting significant moderator effects in regression analysis (e.g., Frese, 1999; Giardini & Frese, 2006). Following the arguments of McClelland and Judd (1993), it can



Table 4. Predicting Experienced and Observed Bullying From Job Demands and Resources, and Their Interactions Dependent variable (B) Experienced bullying



Independent variable Job demands (D) Job control (C) Job support (S) D⫻C D⫻S C⫻S D⫻C⫻S R2 ⌬R2 F model ⴱ



p ⬍ .05.



ⴱⴱ



Observed bullying



Step 1



Step 2



Step 3



Step 1



Step 2



Step 3



.08 ⫺.06 ⫺.19ⴱⴱⴱ



.08 ⫺.06 ⫺.19ⴱⴱⴱ .00 ⫺.02 .00



.11ⴱ ⫺.08 ⫺.21ⴱⴱⴱ .01 ⫺.02 .00 ⫺.04 .08 .00



.11ⴱⴱ ⫺.07 ⫺.16ⴱⴱ



.12ⴱⴱ ⫺.07 ⫺.16ⴱⴱ ⫺.03 ⫺.03 ⫺.06



.17ⴱⴱⴱ ⫺.10 ⫺.20ⴱⴱⴱ ⫺.01 ⫺.02 ⫺.06 ⫺.07ⴱⴱ .09 .02ⴱⴱ



p ⬍ .01.



.08 .08 .08ⴱⴱ .00 F(7, 602) ⫽ 7.47ⴱⴱⴱ ⴱⴱⴱ



p ⬍ .001.



.07 .08 .07ⴱⴱ .00 F(7, 593) ⫽ 8.60ⴱⴱⴱ
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1.4



Mean Observed Bullying



This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers. This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.



1.2 1.0 0.8 0.6 Low Control - Low Support (Slope = 0.13^)



0.4



Low Control - High Support (Slope = 0.23*)



0.2



High Control - Low Support (Slope = 0.25*) High Control - High Support (Slope = 0.06)



0.0 Low Demands



High Demands



Figure 1. The relationship between demands and observed bullying at high and low levels of



control at both high support, and low support. Note. ^ p ⬍ .06.



ⴱ



p ⬍ .05.



be useful to report results (as marginally significant) that reach a more liberal criterion, particularly in this area where there are multiple causes at different levels of analysis (see Einarsen et al., 2003), although clearly such results must be treated with caution. On this basis, we believe that there is tentative support for the three-way interaction between demands, control, and support in explaining the combination of psychosocial factors most likely to be associated with bullying.



DISCUSSION



In an Australian police sample we examined the link between psychosocial characteristics of the work environment and bullying. We used the DCS model as a framework to form and test hypotheses regarding the role of job demands and moderating roles of control and support resources. In addition to examining self-reports of victimization, we assessed observer reports of bullying at work as a source of data triangulation, and as a factor of interest in its own right, regarding psychosocial work environment determinants of bullying.
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Bullying Prevalence, Characteristics of Targets and Perpetrators, and Consequences



Approximately 6% of officers in our sample either experienced or observed bullying on a frequent basis (i.e., often or very often/always) over the past 12 months. This percentage is similar to prevalence figures obtained in other Australian (e.g., Di Martino, 2002; Northern Territory Government, 2005) and international studies (e.g., Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; Hoel et al., 2001; Salin, 2001). These data indicate that policing does not appear to be a high risk occupation for bullying. As highlighted in the Introduction, bullying in policing may be a way of maintaining the pecking order and enforcing discipline within the hierarchy. So it would be interesting to compare the number of police officers who self-report being targets, as compared with those who meet objective criteria for bullying based on a checklist of negative behaviors experienced (cf. Leymann, 1996) to shed more light on which negative behaviors are used by police supervisors and whether they are perceived as a form of discipline rather than as a form of victimization in this occupational context. Regardless, the figure we obtained indicates that bullying remains a problem within this Australian work context. It is a low frequency, but high cost event (Victorian WorkCover Authority, 2007). We also found that bullying behavior was significantly more likely to be perpetrated by an officer who was ranked above the target than by an officer at the same or a lower rank. This pattern, validated by officers who observed bullying, is consistent with many other studies (e.g., Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996; O’Moore et al., 1998; Rayner, 1997) and suggests that bullying may function as a method for the perpetrator to assert and maintain interpersonal power (cf. Craig & Pepler, 2003). As reflected in bullying definitions, power imbalance between the bully and the victim is an essential factor underpinning bullying. In this study, the organizational hierarchy is a formal power base; some employees have the capacity to influence others through their legitimate position (cf. French & Raven, 1959). Informal bases of power may also contribute to the development of bullying at work (de Ferranti & Tuckey, 2007), such as having greater organizational knowledge or a more expansive social network. More detailed study is needed regarding the formal and informal bases of power that facilitate bullying and the processes through which this occurs, so as to understand the interplay between the relationship dynamics of bullying situations and broader organizational structures and social systems. Psychosocial Work Environment Factors



The major contribution of this study comes from our examination of the links between psychosocial factors within the police work environment and
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bullying. We found that reported levels of job control and support resources were lower, and reported job demands higher, for officers who had frequently been exposed to bullying than for other officers. As the multiple regression analyses showed, however, the combination of all three job characteristics must be taken into consideration when trying to understand the role of the psychosocial work environment in bullying. Here our research was unique in examining potential moderating factors. Based on the DCS model, we predicted that a specific pattern of work environment arrangements would be associated with increasing exposure to bullying: an imbalance between levels of job demands, control, and job support. Broadly in line with our predictions, we found a significant threeway interaction effect for police officers’ reports of observing bullying. Although not statistically significant, we found an identical pattern for self-reports of direct exposure. The results indicated that the frequency of observable bullying behaviors may be moderated by increasing worker control under conditions of high support (cf. de Jonge, Mulder, & Nijhuis, 1999). The classic demand ⫻ control interaction and its association with bullying was seen when levels of support were high. Specifically, results showed that when job support was high, the relationship between job demands and bullying flattened out at high levels of control. The results are similar to other findings that reveal the classic demand ⫻ control interaction, predicting improved health outcomes for workers facing high demands under conditions of high control when support is high (e.g., Dollard & Winefield, 1998; Landsbergis, Schnall, Deitz, Friedman, & Pickering, 1992; Macklin, Smith, & Dollard, 2006). Our findings also support Schaubroeck and Fink’s (1998) argument that adverse effects from high demands may occur if either support or control is high and the other low. When support was low the relationship between demands and bullying was not reduced by high control. In other words, taking our data in combination with the results of previous research suggests that bullying is likely to occur in demanding work environments where either resource—support or control—is low.



Practical Implications



To recap, the most stressful psychosocial work environment combination presaged bullying, supporting the notion that bullying has its basis, in part, in the work environment (see also Hoel & Salin, 2003; Salin, 2003). At a broader level, monitoring key psychosocial work environment variables may provide a basis for predicting when and where bullying is likely to occur (cf. Dollard, Skinner, Tuckey, & Bailey, 2007). A major implication of the study
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is that in demanding work environments the prevention of bullying requires high levels of job resources, both control and support. In addition to improving individual outcomes, job (re)design may have the potential to minimize negative behaviors that form the basis of bullying. Stressful working conditions (such as the combination of high demands, low job control, and low support) may provide fertile soil for negative interactions in three ways, by (a) raising employee arousal and lowering the threshold for anger, aggression, and conflict within a work group; (b) increasing the likelihood that employees will voice concerns, which may be met with punitive (i.e., bullying) responses by superiors; and (c) triggering the projection of anger, frustration, and tension down the line from managers to subordinates and across work groups from one employee to another. These mechanisms may operate between a supervisor and a subordinate or between colleagues and, if the pattern of negative behavior continues, may eventually develop into a bullying relationship. Future research should focus on these mechanisms so as to inform specific evidence-based interventions.



Strengths and Limitations



A strength of the present research was that observer reports functioned as a source of data triangulation. Nevertheless, there are two important issues to consider. First, given the cross-sectional design, even observer reports do not allow us to rule out the possibility of reverse causation: that bullying may contribute to a negative work environment. Zapf (1999), for example, argued that bullying can adversely affect the social climate and lead to a decrease in social support, which together disrupt the flow of communication. In turn, pressure (i.e., job demands) and uncertainty can increase, responsibility (e.g., control) can decrease, and other organizational problems can arise. Hence, both targets and observers might report high demands, low control, and/or low support as a result of experiencing or witnessing bullying. At the individual level, the experience of being treated in a negative manner over a prolonged period of time may foster perceptions of (or reflect the reality of) the lack of available social support. Indeed, the three-way interaction was statistically significant for observer reports, but the main predictor for target reports was lack of support. As bullying is a social, relationship-based stressor that threatens the target’s legitimate position in the organization, these reports probably reflect the “reality” that job support was much less accessible for direct targets. Second, the moderate positive association between the two self-report measures of bullying may be interpreted as lending weight to our central idea: officers who reported having been a target also saw others being bullied,
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consistent with a widespread toxic work environment rather than isolated cases of bullying. On the other hand, it is possible that targets of bullying felt more comfortable reporting that others were bullied too; it may be easier to report negative behaviors happening to others but not acknowledge those directed at the self. Of course with cross-sectional self-report data, it is impossible to distinguish between these two competing interpretations. More work is needed to understand the reciprocal influences between bullying and the psychosocial work environment, and the processes by which witnessing bullying leads to outcomes. Future studies should incorporate longitudinal designs and isolate larger clusters of witnesses and targets for separate analysis. Finally, measurement is still problematic when studying workplace bullying. Different methods can yield vastly different prevalence results (see Zapf, Einarsen, Hoel, & Vartia, 2003) which is not surprising given the variation in definitions, behaviors, and response scales, and cut-off points employed for categorization of targets, observers, and nontargets. Hence in every study (including this one), prevalence estimates and comparisons between targets, observers, and others are at least partly a function of methodology. Although our measure differed slightly from those used in previous studies, it still captured the core aspects of bullying (repeated negative acts, prolong duration, and power imbalance) and had a clear advantage in terms of validity because the participants had gained a clear understanding of the behavior in question through the extensive consultation process that led to construction of the bullying definition within the organization (cf. Einarsen & Skogstad, 1996).



Future Directions



A major focus of our research was the association between global job demands and resources (i.e., those applicable to a range of jobs) and police officers’ reports of experiencing and observing bullying. Different findings may have emerged had more detailed demands and resources, as they relate specifically to policing, been explored. Further, although we were able to increase knowledge about the prevalence of bullying within policing and, especially, the role of work environment determinants, we did not set out to examine whether the nature of bullying is inherently different in this occupation. An interesting question for future research, especially given the unique structural, cultural, and demographic features of police organizations, would be to examine whether bullying within policing is characterized by different forms and patterns of bullying behaviors. In addition to the need for longitudinal studies of the mechanisms underlying bullying and the recipro-
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cal influences between bullying and work environment factors (highlighted above), future research may therefore consider comparing occupations to ascertain other pathways to bullying. Indeed, other psychosocial work environment characteristics need to be explored. For example, competition for achievement, promotion, and work tasks have been cited by targets as major ¨ sterman, & causes of bullying in a number of studies (e.g., Bjo¨rkqvist, O Hjelt-Ba¨ck,1994; Vartia, 1996).
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