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Introduction: Previous research demonstrates that workplace bullying impacts the welfare of victimized em-
ployees, with further consequences for the organization and profession. There is, however, a paucity of informa-
tion relating to the bullying directed at risk and safety professionals. The present study was conducted to address
this issue. Method: Risk and safety professionals (N = 420) completed the Negative Acts Questionnaire — Revised
and Brief Cope, and reported the extent to which they had been pressured to make or amend a risk or safety based
decision. Results: Those experiencing workplace bullying were more likely to engage in a range of coping behav-
iors, with exposure to work-related and personal bullying particularly influential. Workplace bullying also pre-
dicted pressure to make or change a risk or safety based decision. Work related and physically intimidating
bullying were particularly important for this aspect of professional practice. Conclusions: Findings are discussed

Decision-making with regard to current practice and the support available to risk and safety professionals. Practical applications:

Victimization Risk and safety professionals require additional support in relation to workplace bullying and specifically guid-
ance to resist pressure to make or change a risk or safety based decision.

© 2018 National Safety Council and Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction commonly bullied by supervisors and the leadership style adopted by

Workplace bullying, often termed aggression, mobbing, emotional
abuse, undermining, or incivility, refers to a wide range of negative be-
haviors targeted at an employee. These behaviors may include criticism,
allocating unfair workloads, social exclusion (formally or informally),
asking a person to complete low status work, facial expressions
(e.g., rolling eyes, glaring), personal insults, denying opportunities for
professional development, and undermining authority (Kivimaki,
Elovainio, & Vahtera, 2000). Relatively subtle behaviors are commonly
performed at the early stages of the bullying process, which then esca-
late (particularly if unchallenged) and later involve behaviors that are
less open to interpretation.

A range of organizational factors may contribute to the incidence of
workplace bullying, such as a lack of resources, job insecurity, and
restructuring (e.g., De Cuyper, Baillien, & De Witte, 2009; Skogstad,
Matthiesen, & Einarsen, 2007). Furthermore, employees based in large
organizations, masculine professions, or harsh environments
(e.g., extreme temperatures) are most likely to experience workplace
bullying (e.g., Baillien, Neyens, & De Witte, 2008). Victims are most
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the supervisor may be particularly important. For example, findings
suggest that those adopting autocratic, authoritarian, passive, and
laissez-faire styles are more likely to perpetrate or accept workplace
bullying (e.g., Skogstad, Einarsen, Torsheim, Aasland, & Hetland, 2007).
Previous research has documented the extent to which workplace
bullying impacts on a range of physical and psychological health condi-
tions (e.g., Kreiner, Sulyok, & Rothenhausler, 2008; Reknes et al.,, 2014).
Hence, those exposed to workplace bullying are more likely to be absent
from work. The relationship between workplace bullying and employee
wellbeing may be further exacerbated by the reduced confidence
(Randle, 2003), self-esteem (Longo & Sherman, 2007), and use of legal
or illegal substances (Normandale & Davies, 2002) which frequently
occur in response to workplace bullying. The manner in which an em-
ployee responds to workplace bullying varies though relatively few
studies have investigated this area of workplace bullying. The coping
behaviors adopted are expected to influence the extent to which victims
are distressed by their experience and obtain the necessary support.
Substantial variation occurs with regard to workplace bullying
across organizations and sectors. Hence, it is not possible to extrapolate
findings from one sector to another. At present, there is a paucity of in-
formation addressing the workplace bullying experienced by risk and
safety professionals. These employees may be particularly vulnerable
if the organization or employees engage in unsafe practice. Indeed, re-
searchers have documented the relationship between ‘whistleblowing’
and workplace bullying or retaliatory behavior (Bjorkelo, 2013). This
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retaliation may be informal and unofficial (De Maria & Jan, 1997) or for-
mal and official (Cortina & Magley, 2003) and includes a range of behav-
iors such as ostracism or poor appraisal.

The present study investigates experiences of workplace bullying in
risk and safety professionals, in particular the extent to which work-
place bullying influences coping behavior and pressure to make or
change risk and safety decisions.

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Participants

Risk and safety professionals were recruited via email from the Inter-
national Institute of Risk and Safety Management (IIRSM) membership
list. Of those emailed (N = 7133), 2700 members opened the email, and
420 completed the survey (Men: n = 381, Women: n = 39). Hence the
final sample represents 5.89% of those emailed and 15.56% of those
accessing the survey. Participants were most commonly aged 51-
60 years (39.3%), 35-50 years (33.1%), or 61 years and over (20.7%). Rel-
atively few participants were aged 29-35 years (5.5%), or 22-28 years
(1.4%). Participants were most frequently employed in large organiza-
tions with over 500 employees (52.4%), followed by those with fewer
than 25 employees (18.6%), 151-500 employees (17.1%), 76-150 em-
ployees (6.3%), and 25-75 employees (5.6%).

2.2. Materials and procedure

Participants provided a range of demographic and occupational in-
formation (e.g., age, gender) and completed the Negative Acts Question-
naire - Revised (Einarsen, Hoel, & Notelaers, 2009) and Brief Cope
(Carver, 1997). Participants were also asked to report the extent to
which they had been pressured to make or change a risk or safety
based decision on a five-point scale from 1 = never to 5 = daily.

The Negative Acts Questionnaire — Revised (Einarsen et al., 2009) is a
22-item measure of exposure to bullying in the workplace. The ques-
tionnaire contains three sub-scales: Work-Related Bullying; Personal
Bullying; and Physically Intimidating Forms of Bullying. Participants re-
ported the extent to which they had been subject to a range of behaviors
in their place at work during the previous six months on a five-point
scale from 1 = never to 5 = daily. Example items include “Being humil-
iated or ridiculed in connection with your work” (Personal Bullying) and
“Threats of violence or physical abuse or actual abuse” (Physically Intimi-
dating). Higher scores indicate more frequent workplace bullying.
Cronbach's alphas were acceptable in the present study: Work-Related
Bullying (ov = .861); Personal Bullying (o« = .923); Physically Intimidat-
ing Forms of Bullying (a0 = .774).

The Brief Cope (Carver, 1997) is a 28-item measure of coping behav-
ior. Two items measure each form of coping behavior: Self-Distraction;
Active Coping; Denial; Substance Use; Use of Emotional Support; Use of
Instrumental Support; Behavioral Disengagement; Venting; Positive
Reframing; Planning; Humor; Acceptance; Religion; and Self-Blame.
Participants respond to each item on a four-point scale from 1 = I
haven't been doing this at all to 4 = I've been doing this a lot. Example
items include “I've been getting help and advice from other people” (Use
of Instrumental Support) and “I've been using alcohol or other drugs to
help me get through it” (Substance Use). Higher scores indicate greater
use of the coping behavior and Cronbach's alphas were acceptable in
the present study for all except the behavioral disengagement and pos-
itive reframing subscales: Self-Distraction (oc = .601); Active Coping (o
= .837); Denial (o« = .822); Substance Use (0. = .944); Use of Emo-
tional Support (ae = .791); Use of Instrumental Support (oe = .817); Be-
havioral Disengagement (o = .429); Venting (o = .708); Positive
Reframing (o« = .361); Planning (o« =.902); Humor (o« = .824); Accep-
tance (o = .759); Religion (v = .924); Self-Blame (o = .762).

3. Results

Participants provided information relating to workplace bullying
(work related, personal, and physically intimidating), coping behavior
(self-distraction, active coping, denial, substance use, emotional sup-
port, instrumental support, behavioral disengagement, venting, positive
reframing, planning, humor, acceptance, religion, and self-blame), and
pressure to make or change a risk or safety based decision. Descriptive
statistics and correlations between variables are displayed in Table 1.

A series of standard linear multiple regressions were conducted. The
three workplace bullying subscales formed the predictor variables and
coping behavior and pressure to make or change a decision were the
outcome variables. Analyses revealed that workplace bullying predicts
each form of coping investigated. Work related bullying was a signifi-
cant individual predictor alone of substance use, humor, and self-
blame whilst personal bullying was a significant individual predictor
alone of denial, emotional support, instrumental support, and religion.
Work related bullying and personal bullying were each significant indi-
vidual predictor of self-distraction, active coping, behavioral disengage-
ment, venting, positive reframing, and acceptance. Each workplace
bullying behavior investigated (work related, personal, and physically
intimidating) predicted the use of planning. In all cases, greater expo-
sure to workplace bullying related to increased coping behavior.

Multiple regressions further indicated that workplace bullying
(work related bullying, personal bullying, physically intimidating bully-
ing) predicted being pressured to make or change a risk or safety based
decision. Work related and physically intimidating bullying were signif-
icant individual predictors but personal bullying was not, such that
those exposed to work related bullying and physically intimidating
forms of bullying were more likely to be pressurized. These data are
shown in Table 2.

4. Discussion

Risk and safety professionals reported their experiences of work-
place bullying, coping behavior, and the degree to which they had
been pressurized to make or change risk or safety based decisions.
Risk and safety professionals experiencing workplace bullying were
more likely to engage in a range of coping behaviors than those who
were not victim to bullying. Exposure to work-related bullying
(e.g., being given tasks with unreasonable deadlines, having opinions ig-
nored, excessive monitoring of work) predicted increased use of self-
distraction, active coping, substance use, behavioral disengagement,
venting, positive reframing, planning, humor, acceptance, and self-
blame. Personal bullying (e.g., being ignored or excluded, exposure to
insulting or offensive remarks, being the subject of excessive teasing
or sarcasm) predicted greater use of self-distraction, active coping, de-
nial, emotional support, instrumental support, behavioral disengage-
ment, venting, positive reframing, planning, acceptance, and religion.

Findings indicate there were relatively few differences between em-
ployee responses to work related and personal bullying. Substance
abuse, humor, and self-blame (which occurred in response to work-
related bullying only) and denial, emotional support, instrumental sup-
port, and religion (which were predicted by personal bullying only)
were exceptions to this. Hence, interventions intended to address vic-
tim responses to workplace bullying may address work related and per-
sonal bullying together. Physically intimidating bullying (e.g., invasion
of personal space, threats of violence, actual abuse) predicted increased
planning behavior only, suggesting that professionals exposed to this
form of bullying sought to actively address the bullying (e.g., through
formal complaint or seeking alternative employment).

Behaviors such as active coping and engaging emotional or instru-
mental support may be beneficial to the victimized employee, though
further research is required to assess the success or failure of these re-
sponses. Other coping behaviors could however be regarded as mal-
adaptive. For example, substance use may impair judgment, lead to
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