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ABSTRACT 

In the United States, laws have been passed in most states protecting individuals from 

harassment, sexual harassment, assault, stalking and discrimination.  However, employees are 

still recipients of unprofessional communication in which they are abused verbally, intimidated, 

and, in general, made to feel inadequate.  As a result, some employees quit their jobs or develop 

major health problems.  In some instances, they commit suicide or homicide at work.   

Psychologists in America who examined these workplace behaviors concluded that the 

deliberate and repeated verbal aggression coupled with ridicule or harassing and intimidating 

strategies caused mental and physical harm.  They called the phenomenon workplace bullying, a 

term that was already in use in England and other countries. 

Focusing on supervisor-employee communication, this study explored elements/symbols 

that would lead to a definition of workplace bullying from a communication perspective.  The 

theory of symbolic interactionism laid a foundation for the study.  Qualitative methods were 

used:  a focus group interview, individual interviews, and textual research.  The focus group, 

consisting mainly of HR experts who worked in or were associated with Florida state 

government, proposed several themes, including lack of dignity and lack of respect, themes that 

were aggregated as unprofessional communication.  Other themes that emerged were verbal 

abuse, power, subtle communication, and lack of recourse.  Lack of recourse was viewed as 

powerlessness, or lack of support.  Interviews with employees who had resigned or retired as 

well as interviews with current employees revealed the powerlessness employees felt when faced 

with unprofessional communication, verbal abuse, power, and subtle communication.  A search 

through newspapers, academic journals, and professional journals provided interpretations from 

national and international organizations which supported the themes that emerged from the 

interviews.  Overall, the study showed that workplace bullying occurred when employees lacked 

recourse.   

A link between workplace bullying and workplace violence was noted.  Vignettes used in 

the study pointed to some situations that ended in workplace violence when employees lacked 

recourse.    

The study proposed a definition of workplace bullying and recommended that 

management provide employees with recourse to stem occurrences of workplace bullying, an 

action that would also result in a decrease in workplace violence. 
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PART  ONE 

CHAPTER  1 - INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

The use of negative communication at work is of international concern.  In Australia, and 

some European countries, legislators have enacted and enforced laws that warn employers 

against using communication that causes misery in the workplace (Namie & Namie, 2003).  In 

the United States and England, laws have been promulgated in an effort to provide safe, secure 

and just work environments.  These laws are enforced through organizations responsible for 

employees’ health and safety and agencies responsible for protecting against discrimination.  In 

the United States, laws have been passed in most states protecting individuals from harassment, 

sexual harassment, assault, stalking and discrimination.   

However, employees still complain that they are abused verbally, intimidated, and, in 

general, made to feel inadequate (Daniel, 2002).  Situations in which employees are subjected to 

verbal attacks and to harassing and intimidating behaviors occur frequently in organizations 

(Namie & Namie, 2003; Malloy, 1998; Hochheiser, 1998, Hornstein, 1996).  Incidents that have 

non-fatal endings leave employees frustrated; some quit their jobs or develop major health 

problems.  Researchers who recently began examining these workplace behaviors conclude that 

the deliberate and repeated verbal aggression coupled with ridicule or harassing and intimidating 

strategies cause mental and physical harm which they regard as a complex phenomenon—

workplace bullying (Middleton-Moz & Zawadski, 2002; Davenport, Schwartz, & Elliott, 2002; 

Topchik, 2001; Namie & Namie, 2003; Malloy, 1998; Hochheiser, 1998, Hornstein, 1996; 

NiCarthy, Gottlieb, & Coffman, 1993).  

They adopted the term “workplace bullying” from their counterparts in England, Europe, 

Canada, Australia, and other countries around the world where research has led to legal and 

legislative interventions to highlight and prevent workplace bullying.  However, American 

researchers have been slower than their counterparts around the world to investigate the nature of 

workplace bullying.  While research into workplace problems in America has led to legal and 

legislative action to control assault, sexual harassment, stalking, and discrimination, workplace 

bullying has not been recognized in America as a unique phenomenon.  In fact, the United States 

is viewed as being “at least twenty years behind [other countries] on focusing on workplace 
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bullying” (Namie & Namie, 2003, p. 99).  For some time now, requests for relief from the 

workplace bullying have not been very successful in the courts (Yamada, 2000).   

Psychologists Drs. Gary and Ruth Namie formed The Campaign Against Bullying after 

Dr. Ruth Namie personally experienced severe bullying at work (Namie & Namie, 2003).  In 

2002, the organization, which helps to “raise public awareness (of bullying) and initiate a 

national dialogue . . . create and promote solutions for individuals and workplaces” (Namie & 

Namie, 2003, p. x), was renamed the Workplace Bullying and Trauma Institute. 

Human Resource (HR) professionals are also interested in workplace bullying.  

Responses to a poll of 480 HR professionals showed that bullying “is definitely an HR issue” 

(Dunn, 2000, p. 1).   

Statement of the Problem 

This interest in workplace bullying has generated studies about “the types of bullies that 

exist, the tactics they use, the targets they tend to seek out, and the individual and systemic 

consequences of their behavior” (Yamada, 2000, p. 1).   There is need to discover what 

elements/symbols constitute workplace bullying and whether workplace bullying is a unique 

phenomenon.  Many people have differing points of view as to what constitutes workplace 

bullying, a situation which, in my opinion, stems from the scant research on the communication 

elements/symbols that are associated with workplace bullying.  For example, some people 

believe that power is the main factor and agree with Namie & Namie (2003) that workplace 

bullying is: 

the repeated, malicious verbal mistreatment of a Target (the recipient) by a 

harassing bully (the perpetrator) that is driven by the bully’s desire to control the 

Target (p. 3). 

Others locate workplace bullying in a multitude of negative conditions arising out of verbal and 

nonverbal communication.  They believe, as Ramsey (2002) does, that workplace bullying is: 

Any behavior that frightens, threatens or intimidates another person qualifies as 

bullying.  Besides physical force, the most common types of bullying include:  

verbal abuse, written, spoken or implied threats, name-calling and racial slurs, 

vandalism, put-downs (p. 2)  

Yet others believe that punitive communication, linked to the exercise of power, is the 

hallmark of the bully at work.  Like Middleton-Moz & Zawaldski (2002), they believe 
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that workplace bullying is: 

Cruelty deliberately aimed at others with the intent of gaining power by inflicting 

psychological and/or physical pain (p. xiv). 

Another point of view is that workplace bullying is about the manager-employee 

communication.  In England, Glendinning (2001) posits that workplace bullying is: 

A management style that uses “repeated aggressive behavior that deliberately 

causes physical or psychological torment” (pp. 3-4). 

He adds that it is also: 

The repeated, less favorable treatment of a person by another in the workplace, 

which may be considered unreasonable and inappropriate workplace practice.  It 

includes behavior that intimidates, offends, degrades, or humiliates a worker, 

possibly in front of co-workers, clients or customers (pp. 3-4). 

In Australia, some people agree with O’Hagan (2002) that workplace bullying is: 

Workplace behaviour [sic] that is inappropriate, unreasonable, humiliating, 

denigrating, that offends and intimidates, and affects health, wellbeing and 

undermines productivity (p. 1) 

As stated earlier, research is needed to understand workplace bullying and whether it is 

indeed a unique phenomenon.  A cogent definition of workplace bullying would provide a model 

that could be used for further studies in the field of communication.  Through this exploratory 

research for such a definition, this researcher joins with others across disciplines in seeking out a 

better understanding of workplace bullying. 

Scope of the Study 

This study explores perceptions of workplace bullying held by state employees in Florida 

as it searches for elements that constitute workplace bullying.  Discussions with employees in 

state agencies who have either been traumatized by negative communication at work or those 

who have borne witness to such events are considered central to the search for a definition of 

workplace bullying.  The study also researches multiple documents that provide perceptions 

from a broader population including private organizations and graduate students.  Local, 

national, and international perspectives are provided through document research.  Expanding the 

study to include these perspectives validates the perspectives obtained during interviews (Patton, 

2002; Babbie, 2001; Stake, 1995).   
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This phenomenological study looks for themes (Babbie, 2001) that would identify the 

phenomenon of workplace bullying and identify those themes as unique.  An exploratory study, 

it seeks an understanding of workplace bullying.  The study also provides a model for future 

studies, descriptive or explanatory.  Descriptive studies, as Babbie (2001) points out, will 

chronicle events that answer questions of what, where, when, and how while explanatory studies 

will curiously ask, why.  This study seeks to discover: 

a) elements/symbols that could determine whether workplace bullying 

existed contrary to the viewpoint that what some people perceive as 

workplace bullying is merely a management style that relies on force, 

power and control (Calleja, 2000);  

b) trends or patterns that are unique to workplace bullying contrary to a 

viewpoint that workplace bullying is another label for harassment, sexual 

harassment, stalking, or discrimination, and  

c) a method to assess workplace bullying (Babbie, 2001) that employers 

could use to pinpoint incidences of workplace bullying and create policies 

to reduce this type of communication.     

Need for the Study from a Communication Perspective 

Despite the varied attitudes toward workplace bullying, some researchers believe that a 

conceptual framework is emerging across disciplines (Yamada, 2000) and researchers in the field 

of communication need to contribute to that framework.  Researchers in disciplines other than 

communication have already investigated negativity in the workplace through theories such as 

incivility, disrespect, retaliation and violence.  For example, Kimmel (2001), studying in the field 

of business education, cites Anderson and Pearson (1999), in defining incivility as “low intensity 

behavior with an ambiguous intent to harm the target, in violation of workplace norms for mutual 

respect” (p. 5).  However, contributions from the field of communication might be the catalyst 

that engages the attention of lawmakers across America. 

This study was undertaken to seek out an operational definition that could heighten 

interest in the field of communication.  For example, one of the elements believed to constitute 

workplace bullying is authoritative power.  Yet Guy (1990), referring to the federal government, 

points out that middle managers ultimately hold little power and control.  Communication 

researchers can elucidate this issue by examining varying perspectives that attend the 
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phenomenon called workplace bullying.   

Research into all levels of verbal communication at work could help to convince 

lawmakers that workplace bullying should be outlawed.  Investigations by some researchers in 

other disciplines over the past decade (Baron, 1993; Gross, 1998) concur with the notion that 

“verbal abuse is violence” (Barr, 2002, p. 2), an opinion expressed by a British consultant in 

anger management when he referred to incidents where “managers call employees at all hours 

and scream obscenities at them” (p. 2).  This clearly suggests the need for research into verbal 

communication to facilitate deeper investigations when complaints of workplace bullying are 

made. 

Additionally, there is need for research from a communication perspective into symbols 

cast in the literature as antecedents to workplace trauma or workplace violence.  In this study, 

workplace violence does not include domestic violence or robbery or any instance where a 

person not employed by the organization harms a manager or employee.  Psychologist Hornstein 

(1996) found that disrespect, expressed verbally and non-verbally, were toxins in organizations 

causing employees to resign, or commit suicide, or plan homicides.  Kimmel (2001) stated that 

respect, dignity, and equal treatment was on the decrease in organizations and coined the term 

“organizational civility” (p. viii) as he supported the need for its re-emergence at work.     

Another need for this study in the field of communication is evidenced when tragedies, 

such as the tragedy of September 11, 2001, occur.  As people searched for answers to the “9/11” 

tragedy, they reflected on workplace behavior primarily to ensure that terrorists were not among 

them (Berkowitz, 2002, p. 1).  In so doing, they also reflected on their communication.  Yet, 

three years later, even with this focus on how people communicate, employees are still getting ill 

from work-related stress or are still committing suicide and/or homicide due to work-related 

issues.  Communication researchers should investigate reasons why people are still suffering 

trauma and not maximizing their potential at work.   

Multiple changes have occurred in organizations worldwide, especially since the 1980s 

when the works of writers such as Drucker (1973), Ulrich (1997), Peters & Austin (1985), and 

Osborne (1990) caused organizations to recast their training curricula and examine 

organizational artifacts such as management practices and employee empowerment.  However, it 

would seem that workplace bullying still occurs.   Statistics are not readily available in the 

United States of America, but a recent study of 53,000 employees across 70 organizations in 
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England found that one in 10 employees reported bullying against them in the previous six 

months (“Law is needed to prevent bullying,” 2003, p. 1). 

Significance of the Study 

Exploring how people interpret and assign meanings to the communication they call 

workplace bullying will add to the existing knowledge base on communication in organizations, 

communication that undermines employer-employee relationships and, in some cases, leads to 

violent endings.   The absence of a definition for workplace bullying presents a gap in the 

literature in the field of communication.  Additionally, as this study explores various aspects of 

workplace bullying in order to craft a definition, attitudes and beliefs about organizational 

communication will be illuminated. 

In addition to theory, this study also serves a pragmatic function.  With specific 

constructs providing information about workplace bullying, organizations can inform employees 

not only about plans to foil violence at work, for example, through open discussions and relevant 

training, but also about a level of communication that would no longer be tolerated at work, 

plans that would include enforcement of organizational policies.   

Another important aspect of this study is that the link between workplace bullying and 

workplace violence, suggested by some researchers, was continually reviewed as elements 

emerged that were associated with workplace bullying.  Having a conceptual framework for 

workplace bullying, therefore, will add not only to the literature on workplace bullying and 

communication in organizations, but also to the literature on violence at work.  It brings to the 

fore little-discussed intrapersonal and interpersonal communication that are a) antecedents for 

reduced production, b) cause costly employee turnover, and c) are primary antecedents when 

workplace violence occurs.  I say “little-discussed” because, as interviewees stated and the 

literature shows, workplace violence, like workplace bullying, is often discussed in terms of the 

employee being the perpetrator.  Policies and rules are directed at employees as can be seen in 

any employee manual in any organization.  The discussion that should ensue must, of necessity, 

include people at all levels of the organization and policies should apply to everyone.   

Organization of the Study

This study is set out in three parts as it seeks an understanding of workplace bullying. 

Part One, divided into three chapters, sets the parameters of the study, reviews the 

literature, and sets out the methodology used.  Chapter 1 introduces the study, discussing the 
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rationale for the study, describing the problem, expressing a need for communication researchers 

to study this phenomenon, and discussing the significance of the study.  Chapter 2 is a review of 

the literature.  Since the literature on workplace bullying is scant in the field of communication, 

sources outside the field of communication are also reviewed.  Books and articles written by 

researchers like Gary and Ruth Namie, who energized the study of workplace bullying in 

America, add to insights by those better known in the field of communication (like Infante whose 

seminal work illuminates research on verbal aggression).  The theory of symbolic interaction is 

introduced as the framework of the study.  The claim that social interactions are central to how 

people interpret and assign meanings is discussed.  Chapter 3 sets out the methodology used to 

seek out a definition for workplace bullying, to determine if workplace bullying is a unique 

phenomenon, and to develop a process to help prevent or eliminate workplace bullying.  First, 

focused interviews—group and individual—are discussed in a historical context.  Second, a 

description of the focus group interview method is followed by a description of the individual 

interview method.  Lexis-Nexis, ProQuest, and Wilson OmniFile databases are then described 

and the method to be used to scrutinize the documents is discussed.  The data analysis strategy 

follows.  Blumer’s methodological approach to symbolic interactionism is discussed as a forum 

for triangulating the data.  

Part Two explains the data gathering process which is accomplished through focused 

interviews—focus group and individual—and textual research.  It consists of Chapters 4, 5, and 

6.  Chapter 4 explains how the focus group interview method is used and examines the data 

collected at the focus group interview; it discusses the themes that emerge.  The strengths and 

weaknesses of this approach, in this context, are also discussed.  Chapter 5 explains how the 

individual interview method is used, how interviewees are selected, and the type of interview 

questions or statements.  Chapter 6 examines the data collected through textual research.  

Descriptive summaries of the data collected from three databases—Lexis-Nexis, ProQuest, and 

Wilson Omnifile—present differing interpretations that people have of workplace bullying and 

the meanings they assign to those interpretations.  They also provided data on workplace 

violence, interpersonal communication ranging from body language to issues of civility. 

In Part Three, the discussions in Chapters 4, 5, and 6 are triangulated a) in order to 

validate the data and provide balanced answers to the research questions and b) to provide a 

model for further studies about workplace bullying in the field of organizational communication.  
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This section consists of Chapters: 7 and 8.  In Chapter 7, assertions about workplace bullying in 

response to the research questions are brought together and discussed within the context of 

symbolic interactionism.  A definition of workplace bullying, suggesting that “lack of recourse” 

is at the heart of workplace bullying, is proposed.   Chapter 8 takes an overall view of the study 

and a recommendation is made that organizations provide recourse for employees.  Implications 

of the study are discussed as well as the potential for future research.   
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CHAPTER  2 - LITERATURE  REVIEW 

Introduction 

 The dire consequences of workplace bullying (Baron, 1993; Greenberg, 1995) are 

antecedents (Daniels, 1989) for opening discourse in the field of communication.  Those 

consequences have been noted, as stated in Chapter 1, by researchers across disciplines who 

believe that employees commit homicide, suicide, or suffer mental harm at work because of a 

phenomenon they intuitively call workplace bullying (Middleton-Moz & Zawadski, 2002; 

Davenport, Schwartz, & Elliott, 2002; Topchik, 2001; Namie & Namie, 2003; Malloy, 1998; 

Hochheiser, 1998, Hornstein, 1996; NiCarthy, Gottlieb, & Coffman, 1993).  It is time for 

researchers in the field of communication to delve into this phenomenon and join with 

researchers across disciplines in understanding the phenomenon.  Around the world, researchers 

like Bahl (2003) (Pakistan), Einarsen (2003) (Norway), McCarthy (2002) (New Zealand), 

Mastrocola (2001) (Finland), Crawford (1999) (England) and Rayner, Sheehan & Barker (1999) 

(Australia) note the necessity for continued research.   

Researchers believe that the communication referred to above is an imperfection existing 

not only in human interaction ((Namie & Namie, 2003; NiCarthy, Gottlieb, & Coffman, 1993; 

Topchik, 2001; Davenport, Schwartz, & Elliott, 2002; Hochheiser, 1998, Hornstein, 1996; 

Goodwin, 1998), but also in the organizational culture, specifically in management style and 

strategy (Glendinning, 2001).  Bitzer (1999) describes this situation as an exigence: “an 

imperfection marked by urgency; it is a defect, an obstacle, something waiting to be done; a 

thing which is other than it should be” (p. 221).   Researchers insist that something must be done 

to correct this exigency.  A contrasting point of view has been raised that the communication 

inherent in management style or management strategy is not a defect, but a business 

methodology that has been mistaken for unreasonable or inappropriate communication (Calleja, 

2000).  As Young (2001) points out,  

If the public perceives an exigence, that exigence assumes a reality that subsumes 

individual perception into a sort of mass fantasy . . . and it becomes real in the 

sense that it must be responded to (p. 4). 

According to researchers, people do consider that the unreasonable and inappropriate 

communication that traumatizes employees constitutes an exigence, one which has been widely 
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ignored in organizations beyond provision of disciplinary policies or codes of conduct that warn 

employees to adhere to specific codes of conduct.  Other exigencies, for example, sexual 

harassment, have been tended to through federal, state, and local laws and organizations have 

responded to those mandates.  It may be that, as in the case of sexual harassment, until the courts 

accept this phenomenon, organizations will continue to disavow its existence.  If there is a failure 

to fully understand the exigence, intervention may never occur (Young, 2001). 

The literature on workplace bullying suggests that there is a burgeoning demand that 

workplace bullying be recognized and outlawed.  Now is the time to attend to these prevailing 

points of view (Namie & Namie, 2003; Goodwin, 1998; NiCarthy, Gottlieb, & Coffman, 1993; 

Topchik, 2001; Davenport, Schwartz, & Elliott, 2002; Hochheiser, 1998, Hornstein, 1996).  

More importantly, now is the time to ensure that the rhetorical audience is not lost (Bitzer, 1999), 

but that it serves as a mediator of change (Poulakis, 1999, p. 222).   

Suggestions for research were made in Chapter One that would assist in exploring 

workplace bullying and help in understanding some of the points of view that Namie & Namie 

(2003) and others have brought forward.  They are as follows: 

a) elements/symbols should be researched that could determine whether 

workplace bullying exists contrary to the viewpoint that what some people 

perceive as workplace bullying is merely a management style that relies 

on force, power and control;  

b) trends or patterns that are unique to workplace bullying should be 

researched to verify that workplace bullying is not just another label for 

harassment, sexual harassment, stalking, or discrimination, and  

c) a method to assess workplace bullying should be developed so that 

employers could pinpoint incidences of workplace bullying and create 

policies to reduce this type of communication.     

This chapter reviews the literature for assumptions about workplace bullying that would 

assist in exploring the phenomenon of workplace bullying in terms of the suggestions made 

above.  The theory of symbolic interactionism provides a framework for the study.  The 

symbolic interactionist approach was used to understand workplace bullying because, as Blumer 

(1969) pointed out: 

In order to treat and analyze social action one has to observe the process by which 
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it is constructed.  This, of course, is not done and cannot be done by any scheme 

that relies on the premise that social action is merely a product of pre-existing 

factors that play on the acting unit.  A different methodological stance is called 

for.  . . .  This different stance means that the research scholar who is concerned 

with the social action of a given individual or group, or with a given type of social 

action, must see that action from the position of whoever is forming the action.  . . 

. Such an identification and analysis of the career of the act is essential to an 

empirical understanding of social action” (p. 56). 

Symbolic Interactionism 

The theory of symbolic interactionism was developed by Blumer (Griffin, 2003; Blumer, 

1956) based on the ideas of G. H. Mead.  Few of Mead’s writings were published before his 

death (Griffin, 2003).  Instead, some of his students, for example, Blumer (1956) and Strauss 

(1956) published, and continued, his work.  In fact, it was Blumer who developed the theory into 

a methodological model (Blumer, 1969).  Mead theorized that the interpretation of symbols is 

central to human behavior (Blumer, 1956; Strauss, 1956).  He believed that humans had a unique 

ability to utilize and interpret symbols and that human civilization exists because of this ability 

(Strauss, 1956; Griffin, 2003, p. 62).   The idea that language is unique to human activity is now 

supported scientifically with the discovery of the FoxP2 gene, one of the factors that allow 

humans to develop language and assign meanings to symbols (Hybels & Weaver, 2003). 

Blumer (1956) captured the essence of Mead’s teachings under the rubric of “symbolic 

interactionism” (“Symbolic Interactionism as defined by Herbert Blumer,” 1996). Symbolic 

interactionism rests on three guiding principles:  a) human beings act toward things on the basis 

of the meanings that the things have for them, b) the meaning of such things is derived from, or 

arises out of, the social interaction that one has with one’s fellows, and c) the meanings are 

handled in, and modified through, an interpretative process used by the person in dealing with 

the things he encounters (Blumer, 1969).  Griffin, 2003 summarized these principles as a) 

meaning, b) language, and c) thought, principles that lead to assumptions about self-image and 

community socialization.    

Symbolic interactionists focus on meaning and interpretation as essential to human 

communication as opposed to researchers who believe in behaviorism and stimulus-response 

approaches to studying how humans interact (Blumer, 1969).  They are preoccupied with the 
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“association [that] exists necessarily in the form of people acting toward one another and thus 

engaging in social interaction” (Blumer, p. 10).   

Symbolic Interactionism as Method 

Symbolic interactionism fuses theory and method (Manning & Maines, 2003); method is 

discussed first in the following paragraphs.  Mead was instrumental in theorizing that symbolic 

interaction was not a structure but a process (Blumer, 1969).  Blumer (1969) pointed to Mead’s 

plan that sees human society as: 

people meeting their conditions of life; it sees social action not as an emanation of 

societal structure but as a formation made by human actors; it sees this formation 

of action not as societal factors coming to expression through the medium of 

human organisms but as constructions made by actors out of what they take into 

account; it sees group life not as a release or expression of established structure 

but as a process of building up joint actions; it sees social actions as having 

variable careers and not as confined to the alternatives of conformity to or 

deviation from the dictates of established structure; it sees the so-called 

interaction between parts of a society not as a direct exercising of influence by 

one part on another but as mediated throughout by interpretations made by 

people; accordingly, it sees society not as a system, whether in the form of a 

static, moving, or whatever kind of equilibrium, but as a vast number of occurring 

joint actions, many closely linked, many not linked at all, many prefigured and 

repetitious, others being carved out in new directions, and all being pursued to 

serve the purposes of the participants and not the requirements of a system (pp.74-

75). 

Blumer is responsible for expanding on symbolic interactionism as a methodology 

(Blumer, 1969).  He located the three guiding principles mentioned above within “root images” 

(Blumer, 1969) set out below, images that gird the theory:   

a) Human society/groups exist in action.  Blumer (1969) posits that any discussion 

on human communication must begin and end with this premise. 

b) Social interaction occurs as actors take into account the actions of others as they 

continually interpret and define their own actions.  According to Mead, cited by 

Blumer, when an actor initiates an action, he or she a) plans the communication, 
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b) signals the expected response, and c) takes action as a result of a) and b).  

Requests, orders, commands, cues, and declarations are some of the 

communication tools used in social interactions.  

c) Anything that has meaning for an individual is an object.  There are physical 

objects such as chairs; social objects such as friends; and abstract objects such as 

justice.  “The nature of an object—of any and every object—consists of the 

meaning that is has for the person for whom it is an object” (Blumer p. 11). 

d) The human being is an acting organism – Each person possesses a “self” through 

which he or she can perceive his or her actions as if from the outside.  This allows 

the individual to interpret his or her own actions in the social sense, that is, to 

engage in intrapersonal communication. 

e) Individuals must construct and guide their actions.  They may do a poor job, 

nevertheless they have to direct their actions based on continuous interpretation 

and definition of the communication at hand.  According to Blumer (1969), “the 

term human action applies equally well to joint or collection action in which 

numbers of individuals are implicated” (p. 16).  In this case, individuals make 

indications to others, not only to himself or herself. 

f) Human society consists of an interlocking system out of which joint action arises.  

That action is not merely a collective of already-formed actions; rather, joint 

actions go through the dual process of interpretation and definition as if forming 

anew. 

In applying Blumer’s methodological approach to symbolic interaction, I interpreted the 

“root images” (human society/groups, social interaction, objects, human being as an organism, 

action, and joint action) as a transaction in which meaning is formed through identification, 

indication, action, interaction, and joint action.  This transactional process is used to triangulate 

the data in Chapter Seven.  The paragraphs below contain a description of each process. 

 Identification arises out of interpretations of human societies and groups in a) above as 

well as d) human beings as organisms.  Those “root images” are about the ability to make 

indications and the ability to self-indicate.  Mead believed that human beings identifies things, to 

himself and to others, such as  “his wants, his pains, his goals, objects around him, the presence 

of others, their actions, their expected actions, or whatnot” (Blumer, 1969, p. 62).  Mead also 
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perceived “the human being as an organism having a self, that is, being able to “perceive 

himself, have conceptions of himself, communicate with himself, and act toward himself” (p. 

62).  According to Blumer (1969) Mead believed that:   

the individual has to identify what he wants, establish an objective or goal, map 

out a prospective line of behavior, note and interpret the actions of others, size up 

his situation, check himself at this or that point, figure out what to do at other 

points, and frequently spur himself on in the face of dragging dispositions or 

discouraging settings.  The fact that the human act is self-directed or built up 

means in no sense that the actor necessarily exercises excellence in its 

construction.  Indeed, he may do a very poor job in constructing his act.  He may 

fail to note things of which he should be aware, he may misinterpret things that he 

notes, he may exercise poor judgment, he may be faulty in mapping out 

prospective lines of conduct, and he may be half-hearted in contending with 

recalcitrant dispositions.  Such deficiencies in the construction of his acts do not 

belie the fact that his acts are still constructed by him out of what he takes into 

account.  What he takes into account are the things that he indicates to himself (p. 

64). 

 Indication refers to the fact that people indicate things to others and make indications to 

themselves.  According to Blumer (1969): 

To indicate something is to stand over against it and to put oneself in the position 

of acting toward it instead of automatically responding to it (p. 63). 

Once something has been identified, it is given meaning and objectified.  The meaning is 

not inherent in the object but arises out of interactions with the object.  It is important to 

note that Mead’s approach to symbolic interactionism is that “objects are human 

constructs and not self-existing entities with intrinsic natures” (p. 68).  Additionally, 

Blumer (1969) posits that:  

An object is something that is designated, one can organize one’s action toward it 

instead of responding immediately to it; one can inspect the object, think about it, 

work out a plan of action toward it, or decide whether or not to act toward it (p. 

69). 

Interaction.  People assign meanings and, as Blumer (1969) posits, “interprets what 
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confronts him and organizing his action on the basis of the interpretation” (p. 63).  In so doing, 

people objectify meanings; and, as explained at c) above, those objects are products of social 

interaction.  Interaction is explained at b) above.  Blumer (1969) explains that individuals 

interact with each other not in a reactive sense but through a formative process.   

 Action is formed and guided through a process of identification, indication, and social 

interaction.  It is common knowledge that social action is constructed.  Mead believed that action 

is constructed by the actor, not by any other factor (Blumer, 1969).  Like Mead, Blumer opined 

that: 

The human being is seen as an active organism in his own right, facing, dealing 

with, and acting toward the objects he indicates.  Action is seen as conduct which 

is constructed by the actor instead of response elicited from some kind of 

preformed organization in him.  We can say that the traditional formula of human 

action fails to recognize that the human being is a self.  Mead’s scheme, in 

contrast, is based on the recognition (p. 65). 

Joint action   Mead used the words “social act.” Blumer used the words “joint action” (p. 

70).  Examples of joint action include “a trading transaction, a family dinner, a marriage 

ceremony, a shopping expedition, a game, a convivial party, a debate, a court trial, or a war” (p. 

70).  Joint action is not a commonality of behaviors, “it is a fitting together of . . . acts and not 

their commonality that constitutes joint action” (p. 70).  Blumer explains: 

Participants fit their acts together, first, by identifying the social act in which they are about to 

engage and, second, by interpreting and defining each other’s acts in forming the joint act.  By 

identifying the social act or joint action the participant is able to orient himself; he has a key to 

interpreting the acts of others and a guide for directing his action with regard to them.  Thus to 

act appropriately, the participant has to identify a marriage ceremony as a marriage ceremony . . . 

But even though this identification be made, the participants in the joint action that is being 

formed still find it necessary to interpret and define one another’s ongoing acts (p. 70-71). 

Symbolic Interactionism as Theory 

 As stated before, symbolic interactionism fuses theory and method. This section is about 

theory.  The following discussion is set out under the three guiding principles of symbolic 

interactionism.  This strategy is meant to draw attention to the dynamic nature of symbolic 

interactionism, that is, that even as I review the literature on symbolic interactionism, I engage in 
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symbolic interactionism, a process described in the preceding paragraphs.  The first principle 

addresses the first research question and is essentially about recognition of workplace bullying as 

a phenomenon and the observations that lead to that recognition.  The second principle, based on 

the second research question, directs attention to whether workplace bullying is a unique 

phenomenon.  The third principle is about reflection and gives some insight to the third research 

question. 

The first principle of symbolic interactionism.  The first principle of symbolic 

interactionism is essentially about intrapersonal communication, that is, that human actions are 

based on individual interpretations:  

“the fact that the human being makes indications to himself is that his action is 

constructed or built up instead of being a mere release . . . His actions are built up step by 

step through a process of such self-indication.  The human individual pieces together and 

guides his action by taking account of different things and interpreting their significance 

for his prospective action” (Strauss, 1956, p. 81).   

Littlejohn (1992) joins with Mead stating that people think about and interpret things as 

they construct their realities.  He opines that people will modify their approaches to life in order 

to fit in with their self-concept.  For example, some people internalize problems that beset them 

at work and react in different ways:  some people may leave their jobs; others may commit 

suicide; and yet others may commit homicide.   

In a 1998 report written for the World Health Organization, Leymann & Gustafsson 

found that “15 percent of suicides in Sweden can be attributed to bullying in the workplace” 

(Middleton-Moz & Zawadski, 2002, p.152).  Leymann credits himself with being the first person 

to introduce workplace bullying (which he calls mobbing) as a phenomenon (Leymann, 1990). 

He opened the world’s “first clinic for those traumatized at work” (Namie & Namie, 2003, p. 91) 

where he not only treated patients but conducted research at the same time (Namie & Namie, 

2003).  Leymann referred to communication that is hostile and unethical and systematically 

directed toward people who have little or no recourse as ‘mobbing,’ “his term for workplace 

bullying” (Namie & Namie, 2003, p. 91).   

Another example is that some people internalize their problems and suffer mental and 

physical harm (Middleton-Moz & Zawadski, 2002; Davenport, Schwartz, & Elliott, 2002; 

Topchik, 2001; Namie & Namie, 2003; Malloy, 1998; Hochheiser, 1998, Hornstein, 1996; 
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NiCarthy, Gottlieb, & Coffman, 1993).  In a  study of 17 students at a university in Finland, 

Einarsen (1999) found that all the students believed they were victims of bullying and suffered 

from “insomnia, various nervous symptoms, melancholy, apathy, lack of concentration, and 

socio-phobia” (p. 17).   

Blumer (1969) emphasizes that symbolic interpretations are not merely about intrinsic 

objects, or nonsymbolism, but about the meanings that are assigned to those symbols.  The 

physical ticking of a clock, for example, is not germane to the argument; rather it is the meanings 

associated with each tick, for example, the representation of passing time, of things not 

accomplished, or of some other pending action.  As Blumer (1969) states: 

In any of his countless acts—whether minor, like dressing himself, or major, like 

organizing himself for a professional career—the individual is designating 

different objects to himself, giving them meaning, judging their suitability to his 

action, and making decisions on the basis of the judgment” (p. 80).  

This observation clearly suggests that intrapersonal communication is important to human action, 

interpretation, and subsequent action.   

Hybels & Weaver (2003) define intrapersonal communication as communicating with 

oneself, a communication that involves “thoughts, feelings, and the way you look at yourself” (p. 

18).  In this type of communication, the brain acts as both sender and receiver and processes 

those thoughts and feelings which continually evolve and shape how individuals perceive, 

among other things, their psychological condition, their moods and feelings, and their strong 

beliefs (Hybels & Weaver, 2003).   They examine intrapersonal communication in the context of 

reflected appraisals, social comparisons, and self-perception, each of which are embedded in 

social interactions.  Mead stressed that interactions occurred in social environments and are 

integral to how people construct their realities (Blumer, 1969).  In other words, individuals’ 

intrapersonal communication is guided by meanings developed within their communities 

(Seibold, Meyers, & Sunwolf, 1996).     

Interpersonal communication and group communication, therefore, are equally important 

to constructing reality.  Meanings develop as individuals’ interpret each others’ actions (Blumer, 

1956) either bilaterally or in groups.  Hybels & Weaver (2003) define interpersonal 

communication, as communication between two or more people in casual settings in which 

sender-receiver interactions cycle constantly.   The interactions can consist of both “verbal and 
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non-verbal symbols” (Hybels & Weaver, 2003, p. 20).  Like intrapersonal communication, it 

occurs in “a place where all our basic processes, including emotional processes, play out daily” 

(Weiss, 2002, p. 1)—the workplace.  Braverman (1999) points out that a person’s interpersonal 

relationships are prime factors in determining how that individual perceives his relationship with 

others (21).  Interpersonal relationships at work are strengthened or weakened directly through 

the meanings assigned to both verbal and non-verbal communication (Stohl, 1995).  Positive and 

negative environments are a result of interpersonal interactions at work (Downs, 1988; Weiss, 

2002) and, given the constantly changing nature of intrapersonal, interpersonal, and group 

communication (Hybels & Weaver, 2003), empirical studies are constantly needed to reassess 

“the way people actually feel while working” (Weiss, p. 26).  

 Goffman (1971) presents a baseline for assessing deviant behavior in organizations.  

Normal activity, according to Goffman (1971), is that in which “nothing out of the ordinary” ( p. 

239) is detected, circumstances in which the individual feels “safe and sound to continue on with 

the activity at hand with only peripheral attention given to checking up on the stability of the 

environment” (p. 239).  Thus, when employees perceive the need to dedicate more time to 

analyzing their work environment, or become involved in “self-preserving action” (p. 248), it 

could mean that something outside the norm is occurring at work.   

 That need to analyze the work environment may stem from emotional responses to others 

in the group.  According to Goffman, (1967), the face one presents to the group adheres to group 

rules.  Goffman (1967) defines ‘face’ as “an image of self” (p. 5).  Employees who are forced 

into thinking of themselves as inferior or who are ashamed are ‘in wrong face,’ something that 

happens, according to Goffman (1967), when one’s social worth is demeaned.  Further, Goffman 

(1967) contends, an individual “may feel bad because he had relied upon the encounter to 

support an image of self to which he has become emotionally attached and which he now finds 

threatened” (p. 8). 

 Finally, as work and workplace changes occurred over the past half century, the 

meanings assigned to concepts of ‘work’ and ‘workplace’ has changed and, since these meanings 

may influence interpretations of workplace bullying, they warrant some mention in this review.   

Work is ultimately accomplished through intrapersonal, interpersonal and group 

communication (Weiss, 2000; Hybels & Weaver, 2003; Braverman, 1999; Stohl, 1995; Putnam 

& Stohl, 1996).  It consists of input, process, and outcomes (Downs, Berg, & Linkugel, 1977).  
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These processes are founded in organizations which can be formal or informal (Downs, Berg, & 

Linkugel, 1977).  Some businesses are formal organizations structured hierarchically with at 

least four layers:  owners or managers, employees, clients, the public at large (Downs, Berg, & 

Linkugel, 1977).  Over the years, as organizational approaches to structure and decision-making 

underwent major changes, the importance of human resource issues increased (Parasuraman & 

Greenhaus, 1999).   

Two major factors contribute to the increased tensions:  First, the push factor is that 

organizations are inherently autocratic (Deetz, 2000; Downs, Berg, & Linkugel, 1977), even 

though, over the years, internal social and economic changes may occur (Izzo & Withers, 2001; 

Downs, Berg, & Linkugel, 1977).  In the past three decades, downsizing and layoffs became 

common and, afraid of losing their jobs, employees were coerced into working under conditions 

made undesirable by their supervisors or co-workers (Izzo & Withers, 2001; Namie & Namie, 

2003; NiCarthy, Gottlieb, & Coffman, 1993; Topchik, 2001; Davenport, Schwartz, & Elliott, 

2002; Hochheiser, 1998, Hornstein, 1996).   

  Second, the pull factor is that open dialogue which gives employees voice is now taken 

for granted in some organizations (Izzo & Withers, 2001).  A few years ago, work was seen as 

“making a living,” today work is seen more and more as “identity” (Izzo & Withers, 2001).    

These changes brought forth studies about abuse at work, for example, sexual harassment.  

Employees rejected efforts to violate their interests and developed strategies “to protect 

themselves from abuse” (Hodson, 1998). Additionally, business and social issues multiplexed in 

organizations at the same time that the workplace became more diverse (Stohl, 1995).  

Motivational theories developed.  Goodwin (1998) opined that “human beings should at all times 

be regarded as ends in themselves, never purely as a means to some other ends” (p. 349).  That 

said, Goodwin (1998) continued on to point out that motivation is in the mind of the motivator.  

In meeting production demands, a tension develops “between, on the one hand, management’s 

desire to motivate” and, on the other hand, employee perceptions that the only goal is 

productivity and that they really do not count.  In such instances, Goodwin (1998) opines, 

“motivation is likely to be, at best, shallow uncommitted and inclined to erode” (pp. 349-350).  

Vroom (1964) developed expectancy theory, explaining that motivation increases production.  

According to Vroom, individuals react based on their expectations of a given outcome and on the 

attractiveness of that outcome.   

 19



In direct contrast to the autocratic culture and strict adherence to rules and procedures at 

work (Izzo & Withers, 2001), flexible systems began to develop.  It is apropos to note that the 

decline of hierarchies in organizations coincided with a similar decline in families (Izzo & 

Withers, 2001) and that the rise in interdependence in the workplace coincided with the rise in 

insecurities that arose from having both parents absent from home (Izzo & Withers, 2001).  This, 

in turn, spawned relationships at work (Izzo & Withers, 2001) in which employees expected that 

relationships with their managers and co-workers would be civil (Kimmel, 2001).   

Civil rights legislation and robust laws against sexual harassment forced managers to re-

evaluate relationships at work and address human resource issues seriously (Yamada, 2000).  But  

Namie & Namie (2003) and Middleton-Moz & Zawaldski (2002) point out that employers found 

a loophole (Yamada, 2000) that permitted them to continue to abuse employees without fear of 

legal repercussions (Yamada, 2000).  There were no laws that protected employees against 

violations that fell short of the rigorous criteria:  “conduct [that] has been so outrageous in 

character, and so extreme in degree, as to go beyond all possible bounds of decency, and to be 

regarded as atrocious, and utterly intolerable in a civilized society” (cited by Yamada, 2000).  In 

fact, Yamada (2000) cites the case of Turnbull v. Northside Hospital, Inc. in Georgia where the 

Georgia Court of Appeals found that “glaring . . . crying, slamming doors, and snatching phone 

messages” (p. 10) did not meet the criteria of severe and outrageous.  Glendinning (2001, p. 3) 

believes that managers intuitively use the loophole to degrade and humiliate employees.   

These workplace changes have been influenced in recent years with the technological 

revolution that has taken place in organizations.  Researchers like Izzo & Withers (2001) awaken 

our consciousness to shifts in beliefs about work.  Across America, computers and printers have 

replaced typewriters and manual documentation; filing has moved from cabinets to desktops; and 

faxing documents now complement mailing options.  Around the world, changes are taking place 

also that change how people work.  McDowell & Pashupati (2003) are among researchers who 

examine technological changes in India and in other countries. 

The preceding paragraphs demonstrate that work and workplace are becoming harder to 

define (Parasuraman & Greenhaus, 1999, p. 18); the meanings once assigned to these symbols 

(Blumer, 1956; Griffin, 2003) are changing rapidly.  In addition to the external changes noted in 

the preceding paragraph, internal communication changed also.  In the last century, work life 

was perceived as distinct and separate from family life (Parasuraman & Greenhaus, 1999).  
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Today, supervisors and co-workers are expected to work in groups and, within the groups, 

provide emotional support. Relationships are formed that ofttimes extend beyond the workplace 

(Ackerman, 1998; Dougherty, 1998; Mantell, 1994;  Parasuraman and Greenhaus, 1999).  

Concomitant with attitude change, beliefs, and values are continually being reshaped 

(Montgomery & DeCaro, 2001).   

Finally, Parasuraman & Greenhaus (1999) note that supervisors not only had to accept 

changes but had to adjust to new roles that include not only supervising traditional and non-

traditional work but, ofttimes, playing nurturing roles, a job that was once left to families.  At the 

same time, they have had to keep up with changing technologies and challenging social mores.  

They manage employees and sometimes have to justify their decisions and their management 

styles to their supervisors.    

In light of the preceding considerations about meaning development, and norms, and 

changing meanings of work and workplace, how can we define workplace bullying?  Will it have 

a different meaning for each individual? 

The second principle of symbolic interactionism.  The second principle of symbolic 

interactionism is that meaning arises out of the social interaction people have with each other 

(“Symbolic interactionism,” pp. 1-10).  He opined that meaning was not inherent in the objects 

but came about through social interaction and that meaning was negotiated through language.   

There are many theories why language developed as a communication among humans 

(Hybels & Weaver, 2003), one of which is that it was a necessary complement to nonverbal 

communication (Hybels & Weaver, 2003).
1
  To define or interpret workplace bullying, the 

meanings exchanged between the bully and the victim depends on the social interaction that 

occurs, expressed in verbal or non-verbal symbols to which meanings are assigned.  It is apposite 

to note that not only are meanings assigned to the communication (Downs, 1988) but also to 

perceptions of negative communication that are filtered through the culture of the organization 

(Downs, 1988).  The negative communication is not only about workplace bullying.  Other HR 

issues have meanings in the workplace, issues of sexual harassment, stalking, discrimination, and 

general harassment.  This raises the question.  “Can there be a unique definition for workplace 

bullying?   

 Let us look at one of the leading definitions of workplace bullying across disciplines.  

                                                 
1 More recently, researchers are examining the FoxP2 gene to find out more about why language developed.   
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Namie & Namie (2003) describe bullying as: 

The repeated, malicious verbal mistreatment of a Target (the recipient) by a 

harassing bully (the perpetrator) that is driven by the bully’s desire to control the 

Target (p. 3).   

Could this definition also be applied to harassment and sexual harassment?  Namie & Namie 

(2003) are convinced that the definition goes to the heart of workplace bullying.  They propose 

that some people seek out those they perceive to be the weakest people at work:  new employees, 

employees who do not resist their attacks, and employees who seem to be insecure (p. 43).   

They label these individuals “workplace politicians” (p. 18) who seek to control the people they 

target (p. 18).  Namie & Namie (2003) symbolize the behaviors at work as constant criticism, 

image control, taking on the role of gatekeeper, and dictating the emotional environment.  They 

employ language such as “unreasonable,” “disrespect,” and “belittle” (pp. 19-20) to emphasize 

the perpetrator’s need to control others; “lack of resources,” “lies or half-truths,” and 

“meaningless tasks,” (p. 23) as the perpetrator tries to manage the Target; “refuses,” “denies,” 

and “ignores” (p. 26) symbolizing the gatekeeper; and “intimidates,” “constantly interrupts,” and 

“angry outbursts” (p. 30) to describe the environment at work.   

Ramsey (2002) presents a similar definition:   

. . . Any behavior that frightens, threatens or intimidates another person qualifies 

as bullying.  Besides physical force, the most common types of bullying include:  

verbal abuse, written, spoken or implied threats, name-calling and racial slurs, 

vandalism, put-downs (p. 2)  

Ramsey (2002) points out that some people “can jeopardize teamwork, make mincemeat out of 

morale and undermine productivity” (p. 1).  He posits that this behavior is more subtle than 

people imagine (p. 2) and refers to symbols with which many people can identify:  “spreading 

lies, rumors or gossip” (p. 2).  Some supervisors attempt change by re-assignment but Ramsey 

(2002) argues that “[b]ullies tend to continue bullying no matter when or where they are assigned 

to work” (p. 3).   

 Middleton-Moz & Zawaldski (2002) deliberate about interpersonal communication that 

they call mobbing, adding “intent” as an important variable in what they perceive to be 

workplace bullying..  They believe that: 
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Mobbing
2
 is aggression against “anyone” . . . done intentionally to force the 

person out of the workplace (Middleton-Moz & Zawaldski, 2002, p. 34) 

and that it is rampant in organizations.  Their definition adds to those of Namie & Namie 

(2003) and Ramsey (2002) by including another symbol or variable, intent to terminate.  

They found that people assign special meanings to their work and identify strongly with 

what they do (p. 82).  Mobbing, they claim, affects people’s self-image (p. 82). 

Middleton-Moz & Zawadski (2002) were surprised to learn that “millions of people in 

the United States today seem to lack awareness that bullying is a serious and costly problem” (p. 

6), and that some people believed that “bullying isn’t serious.  It’s just part of life, it doesn’t 

really damage anyone.  People just need to toughen up!” (p. 6).   They believed that “bullying 

has caught up with the twenty-first century” (p. 8) and warned that “lack of awareness and 

consequences for cruel behavior, consistent minimizing and silence are the bully’s most valuable 

weapons” (p. 8).    

Glendinning (2001) states that bullying is: 

 a management style that uses “repeated aggressive behavior that deliberately 

causes physical or psychological torment” . . . the repeated, less favorable 

treatment of a person by another in the workplace, which may be considered 

unreasonable and inappropriate workplace practice.  It includes behavior that 

intimidates, offends, degrades, or humiliates a worker, possibly in front of co-

workers, clients or customers (pp. 3-4). 

He found that there is a difference in how the supervisor/subordinate role is perceived in today’s 

labor market (p. 1).  He cites a 1999 study that found that “50 percent of the time, the uncivil 

treatment would cause the target to contemplate changing jobs, and in 12 percent of the cases, 

the target actually quit” (p. 4).  Glendinning (2001) also presents another side to Middleton-Moz 

& Zawalsdki’s (2002) mobbing communication.  These researchers believe that “employers 

should recognize that when a bullied employee leaves their organization, they take with them the 

bitter memories to their next employer. This will in all certainty gain the prior employer a bad 

reputation as a hostile workplace and will therefore make recruitment significantly more difficult 

and it will lead to a skill shortage within the workplace” (Middleton-Moz & Zawaldski, (2002, p. 

                                                 
2 The word mobbing is derived from the Latin mobile vulgus meaning “vacillating crowd.”  The verb to mob means 

“to crowd about, attack or annoy.” (Middleton-Moz  & Zawaldski, p. 20). 
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5). 

Hornstein (1996) who spoke with managers about being tough at work found that the 

non-verbal communication that accompanied what was considered “tough action” was not only 

“the breakdown of civility” but also an “assault on human dignity” (p. 12).   

Davenport, Schwartz, & Elliott ( 1999, 2002) employ the word “mobbing” to refer to 

bullying aimed at removing employees from the workplace.  They believe that “mobbing 

behaviors are ignored, tolerated, misinterpreted, or actually instigated by the company or the 

organization’s management as a deliberate strategy” (p. 20) to force employee terminations.  

Namie & Namie (2003) found that 75 percent of employees “who reported that bullying had 

stopped said it did so only because they left the job” (p. 271).  Middleton-Moz & Zawaldski 

(2002) opine that such communication between management and employees occurs in the 

absence of a clearly-defined workplace behavior (p. 20) and that employees believe that they 

lack recourse within the organization and from a legal standpoint (p. 20).   

Dunn (2000) reports that, according to a University of Illinois study, “bullying is four 

times more frequent than sexual harassment, yet it’s rarely discussed in Corporate America” (p. 

1).  Researchers like psychologist Hornstein (1996) who interviewed over one thousand 

employees have compiled indisputable evidence that a) certain communication occurring at work 

traumatizes employees and b) organizations protect abusive bosses (p. 6).  Both Hornstein (1996) 

and Kimmel ((2001) agree that this type of communication stems from disrespect and call for a 

return of dignity at work. 

The literature, therefore, contains many interpretations of a phenomenon referred to as 

workplace bullying, but, as noted above, there is no common definition.  The emerging 

commonality is that the communication in question is negative and harmful.  But are these 

interpretations unique to workplace bullying?  For example, it appears that Namie’s definition of 

workplace bullying could also be applied to sexual harassment.  So the question that needs 

attention is:  is workplace bullying a unique phenomenon?  And, if it is a unique phenomenon, 

why hasn’t it been resolved?  Do people have a problem recognizing it?   

The third principle of symbolic interactionism.  The third principle—thought—is about 

reflection (Griffin, 2003).  Mead theorized that individuals engaged in an inner conversation, a 

reflective pause, in which they sort out meaning.  He was insistent that humans, unlike animals, 

were able to reflect and have conceptual thoughts (“Symbolic Interactionism,” pp. 1-10)    A 
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model for assessing workplace bullying may emerge out of this study because of the self-

reflection inherent in social and community interactions.   

The ability to self-reflect, according to Blumer (1969), stemmed from one’s ability to 

make indications to oneself, in other words, the ability to step back and view oneself as through 

the eyes of another.  Mead brushed aside the idea that intrapersonal communication led to our 

images of self (Strauss, 1956; Griffin, 2003, p. 57); he proposed that the Self is found through a 

mental image (Strauss, 1956) formed by “imagining how we look to another person” or “the 

looking-glass self” (Griffin, 2003, p. 57).  Self, he proposed as “an ongoing process combining 

the ‘I,’ . . . all that is novel, unpredictable, and unorganized in the self . . . [and] the ‘me’ . . . the 

image of self seen in the looking-glass of other people’s reactions” (Griffin, 2003, p. 58).  Mead 

believed that when several looking-glass selves are combined, a composite picture is formed; he 

called this picture the “generalized other,” a synonym for “me” (Strauss, 1956; Blumer, 1956; 

Griffin, 2003).  Thus our interpretations are bound up in how we believe others regard us. 

Community was also an important aspect of symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1956).  

The Self is defined by and part of the socialization process (Strauss, 1956; Blumer, 1956).  

Griffin (2003) proposed several applications of symbolic interactionism which included 

“naming” (p. 61).  He opined that “name-calling can be devastating because the epithets force us 

to view ourselves in a warped mirror.  The grotesque images aren’t easily dispelled” (p. 61).  

Additionally, Griffin (2003) aptly sums up Mead’s “self-fulfilling prophecy” through George 

Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion in which Eliza Doolittle says:  “The difference between a lady and a 

flower girl is not how she behaves, but how she’s treated” (Griffin, 2003, p. 61).  This thought is 

carried further by Infante, Rancer, & Jordan (1996) whose empirical studies support the saying, 

“It’s not what you say as much as how you say it” (p. 329). 

To complete this review of symbolic interactionism and workplace bullying, it is 

important to review the link between workplace bullying and workplace violence.  Greenberg 

(1995) and Baron (1993) point to the violence that escalated in organizations, for example, post 

offices across the nation in the early 1990s, as a result of verbal and non-verbal actions that 

Namie & Namie (2003) concluded was workplace bullying.  The following paragraphs briefly 

set out some of the issues. 

Link between workplace bullying and workplace violence 

 Every day the media, for example, The Seattle Times; The Gazette (Montreal); The 
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Sunday Telegraph (Sydney), The Ottawa Citizen; The Boston Globe; The Omaha World-Herald, 

report incidents of violence in the workplace similar to those above. Those incidents engender 

fear in employees who spend a major part of their waking hours at work.   Within the past 

decade, a majority of employees have expressed fear of workplace violence even though, 

according to Barnett (2000), at least 49% of employers do thorough background checks before 

hiring employees.   

Reports of extreme cases of violence in the workplace have become commonplace in the 

media today.  Statistics show that thousands of workers are assaulted or threatened for each 

incident of workplace homicide (Fox, 2001).  Underreported in the media, threatening 

behaviors—non-fatal and verbal in nature—occur in the workplace.   Dunn (2000) cites an 

Internet poll conducted by WORKFORCE.com which found that “40 percent of HR 

professionals believe employers are more hostile toward employees than they were 20 years ago” 

(p. 1).  That survey also revealed that workplace hostility arose from an imbalance of work and 

life issues (p. 1).   

But fatal outcomes also proliferate the workplace and have profound effects on 

management and employees alike.  Suicides and homicides cause fear at work.  Baron (1993) 

names five barriers that prohibit open communication at work (p. 114):   

a) fear, both mental and physical; 

b) anger when an employee perceives unfairness or indifference; 

c) denial, a perception that the problem will go away without intervention; 

d) guilt when rational and compassionate communication is absent, and  

e) accommodation when negative communication is covered up. 

Schat (1999) opines that “fear of future violence leads to turnover intentions and 

productivity decreases” (p. 4).  He also notes that fear results in decreased job satisfaction and 

neglect, defining neglect as “a form of job withdrawal that is conceptually related to variables 

such as absenteeism and turnover” (p. 5).  Capozzoli and McVey (1996) refer to Maslow’s 

Hierarchy of Needs and indicate that employees need to satisfy basic security needs—income 

and job security (p. 31).  When their basic needs are threatened, employees may “choose to act 

out of frustrated desperation and anger” (p. 32).   

Greenberg (1995) found that employees became aggressive toward supervisors in relation 

to their perceptions of unfair treatment (p. 60) and noted several cases where employee 
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perceptions that they were treated unreasonably or inappropriately ended in fatal outcomes.  For 

example, a U.S. postal worker was subjected to bullying by his supervisor and, after failing to 

gain satisfaction through the grievance process, he subsequently “killed three and wounded six 

former employees” (p. 13).  Another postal worker was denied permission to go home when he 

learned that his house was on fire (p. 13). 

Reflecting on these happenings leads to questions about management’s role in providing 

a safe and secure workplace for its employees as mandated by the federal government.  For 

example, what strategies have management used to prevent workplace bullying?  If nothing has 

been one, then they should employ protective strategies for their employees.  Supported by this 

principle of reflection, a theoretical model to guide employers may emerge out of this study.   

Summary

 Overall, the literature review on symbolic interactionism has raised additional questions:   

1, How would you define workplace bullying? or, alternatively, What does the term 

“workplace bullying” mean to you? 

2, What are some problems in recognizing workplace bullying? 

3, What strategies could be used to prevent workplace bullying? 

These questions lead to concerns about verbal communication at work and to notions that verbal 

aggression is a primary concern in the discourse on workplace bullying.   

Verbal Aggression 

There was a surge of interest in verbal aggression in the 1980s and 1990s.  The word 

aggression has been used to describe decisive action in some employees (Giacalone & 

Greenberg, 1997), while it has been used to describe antisocial behavior in others (Infante & 

Wigley, 1986).  In fact, Infante, Rancer, & Jordan (1996) note that verbal aggression is 

destructive.   

The literature on verbal aggression, which had tapered off somewhat since 2000, has 

been invigorated with a study by Dietz, Robinson, Folger, Baron, & Schulz (2003) who have 

injected new interest in verbal aggression as they study the antecedents and behaviors at work 

that cause physical harm.  Dietz et al (2003) refer to community influences on workplace 

behavior and to perceptions employees share about how they are treated at work.    However, 

work by Infante & Wigley (1986), Infante (1987), and Infante, Rancer & Jordan (1996) still 

guide the discussion on verbal aggression.   
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Infante & Wigley (1986) measured people’s reactions in quantitative studies and 

developed a Verbal Aggressive Scale to measure “a personality trait that predisposes persons to 

attack the self-concepts of other people instead of, or in addition to, their positions on topics of 

communication (61).  Rubin, Palmgreen, & Sypher, (1994) point out that the scale’s reliability 

and validity were tested over time.  They point out that Infante & Wigley (1986) found a 

relationship between the Verbal Aggressiveness Scale and assault and verbal hostility measures 

(p. 388).    

Infante & Wigley (1986) explored “the nature and control of aggression” (p. 67).  They 

developed a 30-item scale which contained both positive and negative statements, “according to 

the conceptualization of verbal aggressiveness as a trait to attack the self-concept of other 

people” (p. 63).  They used both negative and positive statements to “reduce the chance 

respondents would conclude the study was interested only in preference for verbal aggression” 

(p. 66).  Employing the Scale in differing situations and at different times, they reduced the 

number of items to 20 as they proved the Scale to be reliable and valid, a measuring device for 

understanding verbal aggression.   

Infante & Wigley’s beliefs that people use insulting communication at work, and that 

they engage in character attacks, and so on lead to assumptions that people engage in negative 

action at work.  Together with the revelation by Namie & Namie, earlier in this chapter, that 75% 

of employees are exposed to bullying communication, this points to a serious problem, and, as 

pointed out at the beginning of this chapter, one that needs to be resolved. 

Summary

 Verbally aggressive communication has been identified earlier in this chapter as a 

component in workplace bullying.  Some parts of the Verbal Aggressiveness Scale created by 

Infante & Wigley might aid in obtaining perceptions of workplace bullying that lead to a model 

to help employers understand and control workplace bullying. 

Questions arising from the literature review

 The literature review has raised questions about the existence of workplace bullying, 

about workplace bullying being a unique phenomenon, and whether there is a way to detect 

workplace bullying.  These concerns lead to the following research questions: 

a) What elements/symbols describe workplace bullying? 

b) Is workplace bullying a unique phenomenon? 
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c) Is there a method to assess workplace bullying? 

Questions that probe into these main areas of inquiry also emerged.  They include the following: 

a) How would you define workplace bullying? or What does the term “workplace 

bullying” mean to you?  

b) What are some of the problems in recognizing workplace bullying? 

c) What strategies could be used to prevent workplace bullying? 

 The following chapter explains the methodology to be used in finding answers to these 

questions. 
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CHAPTER  3 – METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

“There is no particular moment when data gathering begins.  It begins before 

there is commitment to do the study; backgrounding, acquaintance with other 

cases, first impressions.  A considerable proportion of all data is impressionistic, 

picked up informally as the researcher first becomes acquainted with the case” 

(Stake, 1995:49).   

Data gathering began in a state agency in Florida as I listened to employees who were 

being bullied by their supervisors or co-workers.  Treated like second-class citizens, some 

employees in that state agency were subjected to their supervisors’ whims.  At that time, I 

worked for an employer who believed that employees should have a voice.  But when, during my 

training sessions or the one-hour orientation sessions scheduled by the training division, I 

advised employees of this fact, one of the lawyers and some supervisors were not pleased.  In 

fact, they were appalled at the fact that I might actually be “employee-friendly”.  They believed 

that employees would become uncontrollable if I continued to advise them of their right to be 

treated with dignity and respect.  I responded to these disbelieving supervisors that treating 

employees with dignity might be beneficial and might reduce any possibility of violence at work.  

My belief evolved into a theory that workplace bullying was a phenomenon which organizations 

did not acknowledge, a theory which led, eventually, to an earnest effort to collect data for this 

study.    

This chapter reiterates the research questions and deliberates on the use of qualitative 

study.  In addressing the methodologies used during the data collection process, it provides a 

view of symbolic interactionism and a historical perspective on focused interviews.  It also 

explains how the interviews and textual research will be completed.  Data collection during the 

interviews and the textual research are described in Chapters Four, Five, and Six. 

This ontological research, exploring how humans interpret the world (Blumer, 1956), 

used an essentially humanistic/interpretivist approach that “relies on human interpretations of 

reality as the basis for understanding the world” (Wotring, 1997, p. 5), to explore workplace 

bullying through the eyes of managers and professionals who attend to employees who believe 
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they have been bullied at work.  It is necessarily value-driven.  The emic
3
 bias that permeated the 

research is held in check partially by the infusion of etic perspectives by way of a focus group 

interview and ten individual interviews, and partially by the researcher’s belief that no research 

is worthwhile if it cannot withstand the rigor of dissent.   

This study was approved by the Human Subjects Committee at Florida State University.  

The documents submitted to the Committee for approval and the approval letter are attached at 

Appendix A. 

Research Questions

 This study is exploratory, seeking to understand the phenomenon of workplace bullying.  

To do so, the following research questions are posed: 

a) What elements/symbols describe workplace bullying?    

b) Is workplace bullying a unique phenomenon?  

c) Is there a method to assess workplace bullying? 

Sample Size

 In qualitative study, there are no hard and fast rules about sample size (Patton, 2002) 

Qualitative research is about depth, rich meanings, and thick description, not about quantity.  In 

answering the research questions, a small sample size is used in this study in the pursuit of depth, 

“a more open range of experiences for a smaller number of people” (p. 244), rather than breadth, 

“a specific set of experiences for a larger number of people” (p. 244), that is, a search for quality, 

(rich, in-depth experiences) rather than quantity (the number of experiences).  Quality and 

credibility are important criteria in qualitative studies (Patton, 2002).  Patton says that: 

The validity, meaningfulness, and insights generated from qualitative inquiry 

have more to do with the information richness of the cases selected and the 

observational/analytical capabilities of the researcher than with sample size. (p. 

245). 

Qualitative Study  

The research questions posed above are best answered through qualitative inquiry.  

Qualitative researchers are integral to their research, relying on direct observations, in-depth 

                                                 
3 Emic and etic are terms coined by Kenneth Pike (1954) to differentiate between influential internal and external 

perspectives.  I have borrowed the terms ‘emic’ to express researcher bias and ‘etic’ to express biases brought to this 

study from outside sources.  ‘Bias” refers to predilections for or swaying towards particular perspectives, in other 

words, partial opinions. 
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interviews, field notes, and written documentation for interpretation and explanation of issues 

and events.  Their task is not to come to a conclusion in a sanitized environment or to develop a 

theory that is easily replicated.  Instead, they draw tentative conclusions that may prove useful at 

only a particular point in time (Babbie, 2001; Patton, 2003; Stake, 1995).   

Qualitative researchers use inductive inquiry, that is, they observe specific issues or 

events and move towards building general patterns.  Unlike quantitative study where categories 

are established up front, through methods such as open interviews categories emerge in 

qualitative research.  Grounded theories may emerge as researchers observe some phenomenon 

and try to discover patterns.  The theory that results from an inductive approach is generally 

“grounded” in the research; there are no preconceived hypotheses, and the data collected is key 

to the research (Babbie, 2001; Patton, 2002). 

Qualitative research emphasizes holistic inquiry (Stake, 43).  Stake defines holistic 

inquiry as concentration on “the entity rather than its constituent parts” (p. 171).  Holistic 

researchers understand the importance of each part that makes up the whole, and that each part is 

unexplainable without an understanding of the whole.  As Patton (2003) explains, if the study is 

divided into parts which are independent, then the research is not qualitative.   

These strong points about qualitative research must be viewed together with its 

weaknesses, three of which are subjectivity, loss of privacy, and probability of entrapment 

(Stake, 1995; Patton, 2002).  Subjectivity could be considered a major weakness because, as 

stated above, the qualitative researcher is the research instrument (Babbie, 2001).   Thus, one can 

argue that subjectivity remains inherent in any qualitative research strategy.  But it must be 

conceded that subjectivity can enhance the richness of the data collected (Stake, 45). However, 

personal biases can be kept in check by triangulation, a strategy in which several research 

methods can be used to explore the same research question (Stake, 1995; Patton, 2002).   

Stake opines that there may be loss of privacy and a probability that entrapment can 

occur (46).  The interviewee divulges information that he or she might probably not share in 

another setting and the researcher must be careful not to probe so deeply as to cause mental 

anguish.  Universities generally have committees which scrutinize scholarly research processes 

to avoid this situation.. 

Intertwined with the latter weakness is another:  lack of ethics (Patton, 2002).  The 

question of ethics must be given serious consideration when research is designed and undertaken, 
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especially when the researcher is engaged in direct interviews or unobtrusive observations.   

Symbolic Interactionism

The study is grounded in symbolic interactionism which fuses theory and method 

(Manning & Maines, 2003).  Blumer’s methodological approach to symbolic interactionism, 

described in Chapter Two, provides a foundation for discussions about the data gathered during 

the research.  Symbolic interactionism posits that researchers interested in social action, “must 

see that action from the position of whoever is forming the action” (Blumer, 1969, p. 56).  This 

approach provides a foundation for analysis of the data as Chapters Four, Five, and Six converge 

in Chapter Seven.    

Verbal Aggressiveness Scale

 Another approach to be used in this study include statements from Infante & Wigley’s 

(1986) Verbal Aggressiveness Scale.  The Scale contains 20 items.  However, recalling the 

concerns raised in Chapters One and Two, I felt that items specifying issues of insults, character 

attacks, putdowns, and ridicule were enough to elicit responses that would answer the questions 

raised in Chapter Two, specifically, the question that asked, what does the term “workplace 

bullying” mean to you?  As a result, 10 items were selected that dealt with those issues.  The 

statements are set out in Appendix B.   

Data Collection Methods 

 Three methods are used to collect data:  a focus group interview, individual interviews, 

and textual research.   

Interviews 

The search for trends and patterns that identify workplace bullying (Babbie, 2001, p.10) 

are done through focused interviews and follow-up sessions to the interview.  Focused interviews 

include group interviews, commonly known as focus group interview, and interviews held with 

people in one-on-one situations which, in this study, I refer to as individual interviews.   

Robert Merton is regarded as the father of focus group interviews (Cunningham, 2003); 

he also did considerable work on what he called the ‘focused interview of individual’ (Merton & 

Kendall, 1946).  The following paragraphs give a brief account of Merton’s work.  

Focused Interviews.  Merton & Kendall (1946) were pioneers in the field of focused 

research.  Although researchers had been using group and individual interviewing tools for some 

time before 1946, and had begun asking open-ended questions, it was Robert K. Merton and 
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Patricia Kendall who, with their seminal work The Focused Interview in 1946, developed a 

framework for focused interviewing methods.  They coined the term “focussed group-

interviews” and Merton (1987) attributes the change in spelling of the word “focussed” to 

“focused” to his publisher who, despite Merton’s displeasure, dropped one of the esses from the 

word.   

In November 1941, Merton was invited by Paul Lazarsfeld, who, at that time headed up 

Columbia University’s Office of Radio Research, to observe a non-directive group interview 

which measured audience response to radio media.  During the procedure, Merton puzzled that 

the interviewer was not controlling the interview and became very interested in the unfamiliar 

process (Merton 1987, p. 553).  By 1943, Merton had teamed up with Patricia Kendall in 

developing criteria for focused interviews; they published the first methodology for conducting 

focused interviews (Merton & Kendall, 1946) in the American Journal of Sociology in 1946 

(Merton, 1987).   

Merton & Kendall (1946) opined that “A successful interview is not the automatic 

product of conforming to a fixed routine of mechanically applicable techniques.  Nor is 

interviewing and elusive, private, and incommunicable art” (p. 544).  By comparing interviewer 

and interviewee comments and responses, Merton & Kendall (1946) “found it possible to 

establish a set of provisional criteria” (p. 545) that set apart “productive and unproductive 

interview materials” (p. 545).   

Merton & Kendall (1946) asserted that: 

The focused interview is designed to determine the responses of persons exposed to a 

situation previously analyzed by the investigator. Its chief functions are to discover: (1) 

the significant aspects of the total situation to which response has occurred; (2) 

discrepancies between anticipated and actual effects; (3) responses of deviant subgroups 

in the population; and (4) the processes involved in experimentally induced effects. 

Procedures for satisfying the criteria of specificity, range, and depth in the interview are 

described (p. 541). 

Merton & Kendall (1946) opined that, in the focused interview, whether individual or 

group, the interviewer was more adaptable, and could recognize non-verbal communication such 

as symbolic or functional silences.  They believed it was important for the interviewer to 

understand not only that the interviewee was aware that a situation existed but also that the 

 34



situation was unpleasant or stimulating.  They claimed that, “in the focused interview, however, 

the interviewer can, when expedient, play a more active role; he can introduce more explicit 

verbal cues to the stimulus pattern or even represent it (p. 541).. 

Merton & Kendall (1946) referred to group interviews as “groupings” because he felt that 

the participants did not meet the criteria to be called a group.  While the participants had come 

together to share a problem and would bias each other’s perceptions in the process of 

communicating, group members were not homogeneous, were not interdependent, would 

probably not meet again as a group, nor did they share common norms or goals (anon, circa 

1978).  Merton, who died in February 2003, lamented that modern focus groups had radically 

changed the focussed group-interview (Merton, 1987), being misused by “marketeers and 

political advisers of every stripe” (Cunningham, 2003, p. 12).  Meant to be used as a support tool 

for quantitative methods, he noted, focused individual and group interviews were now being 

used as independent tools in qualitative studies (Merton, 1987). 

Merton (1987) stressed the need for the two methodologies to work hand in hand because 

quantitative studies could not capture real-life experiences and the rich, in-depth meanings that 

qualitative methods could elicit, while qualitative studies could not withstand the rigorous testing 

used to validate research (p. 557).  According to Merton (1987), “qualitative focussed group-

interviews were taken as sources of new ideas and new hypotheses, not as demonstrated findings 

with regard to the extent and distribution of the provisionally identified qualitative patterns of 

response” (p. 558). 

Merton & Kendall (1946) conceived of focused group-interview participants being 

experts in their own field.  They stated that the investigator would analyze the data using content 

analysis and come to the interview prepared to focus on the subjective experience of these 

participants.  They saw the interview as a means of testing hypotheses derived from the content 

analysis and social psychological theories and believed that the interview would provide fresh 

information absent when quantitative methods were used. 

Focused interviews were being used by groups since the 1930s (Krueger, 1994).  Cited in 

Krueger (1994), Stuart A. Rice’s writings in 1931 mentioned some of the flaws researchers were 

having with fact-finding interviews.  Referring to them as “non-directive interviews”, Rice 

opined that there was too much interviewer bias in the process (Kreuger, 1994, p. 7).   

As Merton & Kendall (1946) pointed out, the focused group-interview was “initially 
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developed to meet certain problems growing out of communications research and propaganda 

analysis” (p. 542).  Today, focus group interviews involve people with similar backgrounds and 

experiences who are brought together (Patton, 2002, p. 236) to focus on a specific issue (Merton 

& Kendall, 1946).   

Today, Richard Krueger seems to be the expert on focus group interviews.  Researchers 

come back to his work time and time again when they use this methodology.  As a result, the 

following paragraphs draw heavily on Krueger’s expertise. 

Focus Group Interviews.  The first data collection method, discussed in Chapter 4, is the 

focus group interview.  As Kreuger (1994) points out, “Interviewing looks deceptively simple 

but requires mental discipline, preparation, and group interaction skills” (p. 100).  The 

moderator, sometimes called the facilitator, is very important to the process of group 

interviewing.  His or her duties include stimulating communication within the group and guiding 

the discussion (Andrews cited in Krueger, 1994, p. 101).  The moderator must be able to handle 

“indifference, apathy, and cynicism . . . and severely curtail the conversation” (Kreuger, 1994, p. 

101), at the same time keeping enthusiasm from waning among other group members (Kreuger, 

1994).   

The moderator is responsible for “directing the discussion, keeping the conversation 

flowing, and taking a few notes” (Kreuger, 1994, p. 103), usually with an assistant moderator 

taking more detailed notes (Kreuger, 1994).  Moderators tend toward a role that will bring out 

the most information from the group whether or not the moderator has thorough knowledge of 

the issue (Kreuger, 1994, p.104-106).   

The moderator begins with opening questions designed to elicit brief responses that 

introduce participants and identify their similarities with the group and asks introductory 

questions that “introduce the general topic of discussion and/or provide participants an 

opportunity to reflect on past experiences and their connection with the overall topic” (p. 54).  

During the interview, he or she uses transition questions to guide the interview; key questions, 

typically two to five, which “drive the study” (p. 55) and completes the interview with ending 

questions which “enable participants to reflect back on previous comments” (p. 55) before the 

interview ends. 

The interview can be audio-taped or video-taped with permission from the participants.  

The taping can take the place of the assistant moderator.  The tape recorders and necessary 
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microphones are put in place before participants arrive.  They are informed of where the 

recorders have been placed and will be told by the moderator about the need to speak 

individually so that the recordings are clear.  Advantages of tape recording include obtaining 

actual wording and nuances from voice inflections while disadvantages include hearing 

background noises from outside sources or when participants inadvertently cough or tap pencils 

on their tables (Kreuger, 1994, p.112).   

The assistant moderator or person responsible for tape recording must ensure that the tape 

recorder and necessary microphones are working, that power is available; that sufficient blank 

tapes are available for the duration of the interview; and that he or she has pens to mark the 

tapes.  The assistant moderator is responsible for welcoming participants as they arrive and 

providing them with name tags.  The assistant moderator does not participate in the discussion 

unless invited to do so by the moderator.  Once the focus group interview is ended, the assistant 

moderator participates in a debriefing meeting with the moderator and remains available to read 

over the analysis for verification (Kreuger, 1994). 

After the interview, a report is prepared.  Kreuger (1994) refers to three types of reports: 

“written only, oral only, or a combination of both written and oral” (p. 164).  The report becomes 

the historical record of the interview and serves as a “longer term reference for future studies and 

decisions (Kreuger, 1994, p.164).   

Individual Interviews.  The second data collection process is individual interviewing.  

While a structured interview format utilizing questions that result in limited responses is used in 

quantitative research, qualitative interviews tend to be conversational and flexible (Babbie, 2001, 

p. 292).  The interviewer can seek out specific information by asking spontaneous questions or 

allow the interviewee to speak without interruption and follow the conversation wherever it goes 

(Babbie, 2001, p. 292).  

While interest in focus group interviews has been on-going since the 1940s (Morgan, 

1996), the trend toward individual interviewing has been re-energized in recent years (Wellner, 

2003).  Wellner (2003) refers to a Massachusetts businessman who believes that “one-on-one 

interviews are more valuable than group interviews in obtaining fresh insights” (4).  Wellner 

(2003), speaking of Gerald Zaltman, Professor of Marketing at Harvard University, says:  

 “Since focus groups run two hours and involve 10 people, Zaltman argues that 

each person gets only 12 minutes of time.  ‘You can’t get very far—you can’t get 
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very much depth—in 12 minutes with any one individual’ . . . and since depth is 

the goal, the group approach . . . may go the way of the dinosaur” (Wellner, 2003, 

p. 4).   

Wellner (2003) and Morgan (1996) believe that the interpretations and observations obtained 

from individual interviews complement those obtained from focus group interviewing.  . . . 

Interviewing individuals in qualitative research provides an in-depth look into the 

opinions, knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors of the interviewee and others, data not directly 

available to the researcher (Wood, 2000; Hybels & Weaver, 2003).  Additionally, although 

qualitative research is subjective (Stake, 1995), the data from individual interviews usually 

proves to be reliable (Lane, 1987).   

Three types of formats are usually used in interviews:  the open format, the semi-open 

format, and the closed format (Hybels & Weaver, 2003).  The open format gives the interviewee 

some control of the interview.  Open-ended interviews “do not set fixed answers in terms of 

which a respondent must reply” (Lazarsfeld, 1944). Lazarsfeld (1944) states that: 

the interviewer . . . attempts to establish the best possible rapport between himself 

and the respondent because he is aware that he may have to interview the 

respondent an hour or longer. . . . Sometimes the respondent himself immediately 

plunges into great detail, and the interviewer simply permits him to continue.  If 

the first answer is brief, however, the interviewer is instructed to ‘probe’ (p. 39).   

The interviewee is usually an expert or someone with knowledge of or experience in 

specific events or issues (Hybels & Weaver, 2003; Stake, 1995).  A list of structured questions is 

generally not used, nor does the interview follow a question-and-answer format (Adler & 

Elmhorst, 1996).  The interviewer allows the interviewee to give salient details and to provide 

thick descriptions about events or issues.  This format can cause the interview to be longer than 

proposed and can shift the focus of the interview into areas outside the scope originally planned 

(Adler & Elmhorst, 1996).   

The closed format is the most structured format, requiring the interviewee to answer 

specific questions.  Most researchers use precise wording and ask specific questions in a 

particular order (Adler & Elmhorst, 1996).  This format is popular with “market research, 

opinion polls, and attitude surveys” (Adler & Elmhorst, 1996, p. 161).  Because of the limited 

scope of the interview, the researcher has little opportunity to clarify ambiguous or unclear 
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answers (Adler & Elmhorst, 1996).   

Semi-open format interviews allow the researcher to ask issue questions, yet provide 

flexibility for open-ended questions (Hybels & Weaver, 2003; Stake, 1995).  Using a list of 

structured questions, the interviewer focuses on issues important to the researcher, but does not 

ask for yes/no answers.  Instead, he or she may interrupt during the question-and-answer period 

to ask for clarification or to further probe an incomplete answer.  Once the interviewer completes 

that part of the interview, the interviewee is asked open-ended questions and allowed to speak 

without interruption (Adler & Elmhorst, 1996).   

The information gleaned using the open and semi-open formats provide immediate 

feedback resulting in reduced ambiguity and uncertainty (Babbie, 2001; Griffin, 2003).  As 

stated above, the interviewer can ask questions spontaneously to confirm an idea or to probe to 

avoid any incomplete or non-responsive answers (Babbie, 2001).  Additionally, if the interview 

is face-to-face, the interviewer can observe the interviewee’s nonverbal cues (Babbie, 2001).  

Non-verbal cues such as facial expressions or gestures can signal that the interviewer should ask 

follow-up questions.   

The advantages outlined in the previous paragraph outweigh some of the disadvantages 

of holding individual interviews.  One disadvantage is that it takes time to obtain sufficient data 

(Patton, 2002).  Giving the interviewee the opportunity to speak about his perceptions or 

knowledge outside the parameters of the question-and-answer format may result in a lengthy 

explanation or discussion.  Interviews sometimes last for more than two hours (Wellner, 2003; 

Henderson, 2002).  

A second disadvantage is that the interviewer can influence the interviewee by the choice 

of questions or the manner in which the questions are asked (Patton, 2002).  “Wording questions 

is a tricky business.  All too often, the way we ask questions subtly biases the answers we get” 

(Babbie, 2001, p.292).   The interviewee will draw his or her own conclusions about the type of 

questions..  He or she will also takes cues from the interviewer’s nonverbal communication, 

whether it is a shift of the eyebrow or a nervous cough or some other nonverbal behavior.     

A third disadvantage is that the interviewer might encounter some difficulty in coding the 

variety of responses that result from unstructured interactions with different people (Patton, 

2002).   

The interviewer can reduce the time spent at the interview by preparing an interview 
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guide (Patton, 2002).  This guide ensures that each interview is basically the same.  It contains 

issues that need to be developed and permits the researcher the flexibility to explore the issue at 

will to elicit the required information (Patton (2002). 

In addition to focused interviews, textual research was conducted through three 

databases, Lexis-Nexis, ProQuest, and Wilson OmniFile (formerly Wilson Select). 

Textual Research 

This methodological discussion has centered so far on interviews, that is, hearing the 

voices of people affected by workplace bullying.  Now the methodological discussion explores 

the review of documents such as newspapers, books, and articles published in journals and 

professional magazines (Stake, 1995).  There are two reasons for choosing this approach.  First, 

the documents become substitutes for the people who could not be interviewed for reasons such 

as distance and time.  However, their voices emerge from the text as if they are present:  people 

who have either been victimized by bullying at work or who have witnessed bullying at work, or 

who have come into to contact with victims because of their professions, for example, doctors or 

lawyers.  Second, those voices come from around the nation and from around the world, possibly 

corroborating or contradicting the thoughts and stories heard during the focus group interview 

and individual interviews.  Workplace bullying has been studied for at least 20 years longer in 

some countries than in the United States (Namie & Namie, 2003).  These voices add credibility 

to the study.   

The time spent on each document differs.  While one can estimate time based on prior 

readings, one cannot be sure that reading A will require the same time as reading B.  Reading A 

might require further probing into similar documents.  Reading B might be straightforward and 

simple to assess.   

As stated earlier, Lexis-Nexis, ProQuest, and Wilson OmniFile are the databases used to 

review documents.  They are databases that I used frequently while doing coursework to satisfy 

the requirements for a Ph. D. degree at Florida State University.  They are accessed through the 

University’s library system and have a simple system for obtaining documents.  Storing and 

printing documents are also easy to accomplish.  Some of the documents from ProQuest and 

Wilson OmniFile were collected when the idea germinated to study workplace bullying.  The 

following paragraphs explain the type of documents available in each database.   

Lexis-Nexis.  Articles from the popular press are accessible through Lexis-Nexis 
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Academic, formerly called Lexis-Nexis Universe.  Accessed through the Florida State University 

Library Database, it is described as providing more than 9.5 million documents from over 18,300 

sources. There is access to academic and legal databases. Files are updated with full-text 

documents from general interest wire services, newspapers, and magazines from around the 

world.  

ProQuest offers an online information service which provides access to periodicals in 

social sciences and the humanities, and newspapers.  Access to digital dissertations is available.  

Their main clients are in the field of education, for example, universities and public schools. 

Wilson OmniFile.  Known as Wilson Select Full Text until 2003, this database is also 

accessed through the Florida State University Library Database system.  It provides indexed and 

abstracted records with accompanying full text from over 1300 periodicals.  It includes US and 

international professional publications, and academic journals. Some topics covered include 

human resources, management, planning and strategy, and public administration. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis is a non-linear process which brings order and structure to data collected 

during research (Marshall & Rossman, 1989).  It is a means of taking things apart and giving 

meaning to its parts (Stake, 1995; Blumer, 1969).  No set formula exists for the transformation of 

data into findings in qualitative analysis (Patton, 2003, p. 432).  Many scholars provide guidance, 

as Patton notes, but Stake (1995) agrees that there is a need for discipline.  He sees triangulation 

as a formula that can be used effectively in qualitative analysis.  The main themes are identified 

and important trends and patterns are identified and cross-checked to determine whether they are 

adequate or too complex.   

One method of analysis is to aggregate instances “until something can be said about them 

as a class” (Stake, 1995, p. 74).  Categorical aggregation of data sometimes helps to focus data, 

to put the data into groupings that make them easier to interpret and assign meanings.  The 

information gathered by interviewing or textual research is reviewed, coded, and aggregated for 

frequencies which can be analyzed across categories.  For example, if workplace bullying is 

generalized as verbal or psychological abuse, then one can look for correspondence, or 

relationships, between verbal abuse and, say, authoritative power.  Stake (1995) refers to 

“correspondence” as “consistency within certain conditions” (p. 78).  Like direct interpretations, 

according to Stake (1995), categorical interpretations: 
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depend greatly on the search for patterns.  Often, the patterns will be known in 

advance, drawn from the research questions, serving as a template for the 

analysis.  Sometimes, the patterns will emerge unexpectedly from the analysis (p. 

78).   

The triangulation process begins when the data from multiple sources are interwoven.  

Triangulation can be arrived at through “the use of a variety of data sources in a study” (Patton, 

2002, p. 247) to provide cross-data checks (248) and regulate for validity.  Such an approach 

does not ignore the fact that there may be inconsistencies; instead it provides the flexibility to 

examine the data from more than one perspective in order to understand workplace bullying (p. 

248).   Confirming or disconfirming findings will be organized as a definition of workplace 

bullying emerges or, conversely, as a determination is made that a definition is not possible 

(Schrader, n.d.).   Triangulation can also be arrived at through “theory triangulation” (Stake, 

1995, p. 113).  Stake explains that the diversity in opinions gathered during interviews provide 

different perspectives or theories on the same phenomenon.  He believes that, “to the extent they 

agree on its meaning, the interpretation is triangulated” (p. 113).   

“Triangulation is based on the premise that no single method ever adequately solves the 

problem of rival explanations” (Patton, 2001, p. 555).  The data gathered in Chapters Four, Five, 

and Six conflate in Chapter Seven.  Using a transactional process described above that arose out 

of the “root images” which Blumer (1969) claimed “represent the way in which symbolic 

interactionism views human society and conduct” (p. 6).  The type of triangulation used in this 

study is methodological triangulation.  This type of triangulation occurs conflates multiple 

methodologies.  Confidence in the data increases (Stake 1995) as different perspectives or 

different approaches to the same topic converge in analysis. 

Summary

 The methodologies described in this chapter are common to qualitative research.  

Interviews provide rich, in-depth data that is not available otherwise.  They also provide an 

opportunity for follow up.  As posited by Blumer (1969), people form meanings continually; the 

follow-up interviews would illustrate whether focus group participants had re-interpreted notions 

of workplace bullying.  Document reviews provide rich data, too, but one cannot question the 

writer immediately as one can in an interview.  The spontaneity of the moment is lost, supposing 

that one does send an email of inquiry to the person who wrote the document.   
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 Symbolic interactionism provides a suitable framework for this study.  To understand 

how workplace bullying is constructed, one must understand the communication through the 

eyes of those who have been affected by it.  Symbolic interactionism posits that researchers 

interested in social action, “must see that action from the position of whoever is forming the 

action” (Blumer, 1969, p. 56).  The methodological approach to symbolic interactionism, 

interpreted herein as a pentamerous transactional process consisting of identification, indication, 

action, interaction, and joint action, provides a framework suitable to exploration and formation 

of a definition for workplace bullying.   

The following chapter, the focus group interview, begins Part Two, the data gathering 

process. 
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PART TWO 

CHAPTER  4 - FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW 

Introduction 

In Florida, a state employee filed for relief under the Equal Pay Act.  Retaliation by the 

state agency was swift.  Senior managers attacked the employee’s previously-acceptable 

performance and subjected her to increasingly harassing and intimidating behaviors intended to 

force her out of the workplace.  They used several humiliating strategies in an effort to force her 

to leave.  For example, they insisted that she sign in and out daily at work even though no other 

employee was asked to do.  When this strategy failed to force her out of the workplace, she was 

placed on leave in accordance with the Family Medical Leave Act whenever she went to 

appointments scheduled by her doctor. She was even refused leave to attend a deposition 

regarding her complaint under the Equal Pay Act.  This was a classic situation of how managers 

communicate negatively at work, a communication that would be described by Davenport, N., 

Schwartz, R. D., & Elliott, G. P. (2002) as mobbing, Leymann’s term for workplace bullying.      

A growing number of researchers contend that workplace bullying is an insidious form of 

treatment at work manifested by verbal and nonverbal communication.  As shown in the vignette 

above, that communication is different from sexual harassment, stalking, assault, and 

discrimination for which laws have already been promulgated. 

There is a body of research, however, that supports a broader description of workplace 

bullying which includes any type of negative communication at work.  I pondered this point of 

view in the context of the preceding anecdote and began to explore the phenomenon of 

workplace bullying.  Was the communication in the vignette workplace bullying?  To find out 

more about this phenomenon, I drew on three research questions formulated in Chapter Two: 

a) What elements/symbols describe workplace bullying?    

b) Is workplace bullying a unique phenomenon?  

c) Is there a method to assess workplace bullying? 

One of the methodologies used in my research was the focus group interview. 

This chapter describes how participants in the focus group interview, by constructing and 

re-constructing their beliefs about workplace bullying, interpreted and assigned meanings to 

workplace bullying.   
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Focus group members brought years of expertise to the interview.  Their individual 

insights converged into a rich, in-depth forum of ideas that included themes such as perceptions 

of workplace bullying, whether actions precipitated by those perceptions result from thought and 

reflection, and whether managers and employees are more reactive than proactive when bullying 

occurs at work (Blumer, 1956).   

This chapter is divided as follows.  First, a look at the methods and design will clarify 

any issues relating when and how data was collected.  Second, a summary of the themes that 

emerged is followed by a descriptive summary of the focus group interview.   Third, a follow-up 

interview with participants validates the research.  Fourth, the themes and patterns that emerged 

are summarized.  Finally, the strengths and weaknesses of the focus group interview are 

discussed. 

Design and Methods 

The focus group interview format is designed in a manner different from the individual 

interview format.  Focus group interviewees were asked for their opinions on workplace 

bullying, then they were given three definitions of workplace bullying described in Chapter 1, 

and attached as Appendix C, and, finally, they were shown an extract from the film, “Swimming 

with Sharks.”  After they read the definitions, they were asked for their opinions, and, again, 

after they viewed the film, they were asked for their opinions.  In the individual interviewees 

were given a list of statements to read, described in Chapter Five, instead of the three definitions.   

As soon as the Human Subjects Committee approved my research project, I established 

December 4, 2003 as the date on which the focus group interview would be held and began 

telephoning individuals who I believed were experts in HR issues, asking them to participate.    

I contacted ten individuals before six participants responded positively.  These 

individuals were professionals who could provide information from a managerial point of view 

or who had been sought out in their professions for support or advice on how to cope with 

negative communication at work.  Three participants were managers in public organizations in 

Tallahassee.  The other three participants included a doctor who has clinical and community 

experience working in situations of conflict, a retired educator who had more than 30 years 

experience in the education system, and a business lawyer who works with the public and private 

sector.  Letters were sent to the six individuals who accepted the invitation to participate.  A 

copy of the letter is attached as Appendix D. 
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The Executive Director of the Florida Commission on Human Relations, my husband, 

was invited to be the moderator for the focus group interview.  Mr. Daniel, with more than 25 

years experience in conflict resolution, has chaired multiple management and employee 

meetings, and has served as a moderator and co-moderator of focus groups.  We agreed to meet 

and discuss the goals of the focus group interview. 

My daughter, Mrs. P. Dubose, is a state employee.  She was graduated from Florida State 

University with Masters degrees in Social Work and in Public Administration.   She volunteered 

to be my assistant at the interview and was invited to attend the meeting to understand her role 

during the interview. 

One week before the scheduled interview, I met with the moderator and the assistant to 

discuss salient points:  what the ground rules would be, if the agenda needed modification, how 

the audio taping would be done, how the interview would be timed, and so on, and how 

information could be recorded effectively.   

The moderator, my assistant and I discussed the relevance of ground rules and how they 

could be applied to ensure an efficient and effective focus group interview.  We agreed that the 

assistant would ensure that the tapes were running during the interview and would assist the 

moderator in taking notes on a flip chart.  We also agreed that the assistant would assist with 

timing the meeting.  We also agreed that if a participant spoke in ambiguous terms when 

answering any of the above questions, the moderator would probe further with questions like 

“Would you explain further?” or “Please describe what you mean?” (Kreuger, 1994, p. 116).   

We talked at length about the goals of the meeting resulting in cosmetic changes to the 

agenda.  As stated later in this discussion, the focus group moderator and I discussed the agenda, 

attached as Appendix F.  We agreed that participants should introduce themselves, but in a 

manner that would protect their identities, since the interview was being audio-taped.  The 

moderator would explain that the interview was broken out into three parts.  The first part would 

be an open forum for participants to express their opinions revealing their opinions about 

workplace bullying in response to the question, does workplace bullying really exist?.  In the 

second part, participants would read three definitions of workplace bullying, taken from Chapter 

1, and attached as Appendix C, a strategy that was meant to make them aware of other opinions 

and see whether they would alter their opinions of workplace bullying.  They would also be 

asked for their opinions why people had difficulty recognizing workplace bullying.  A film 
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extract from “Swimming with Sharks” would be presented in the third part.  The citation for this 

film is contained in the bibliography at the end of this study.  Showing the film extract was 

meant to make participants aware of extreme instances of negative communication and see if 

they would associate those types of communication with their opinions of workplace bullying.  

They would also be asked what strategies they believed management could use to prevent or 

eliminate workplace bullying. 

The focus group interview was held at the University Center Club.  A light meal and non-

alcoholic beverages were available throughout the interview.  Although a television and VCR 

were available, I opted to use a personal laptop computer to show the film extract.  The Club 

provided paper and pencils for participants.  The fiscal plan is attached as Appendix E.  It gives 

an insight into how much “time, effort, and expenses . . . will be required” (Kreuger, 1994, p. 

51). Costs included facility rental, food preparation, and payment to some participants for their 

time.   

Time and effectiveness were two important factors in the discussions held prior to the 

interview.  The moderator and I finally agreed that shifting the sequence of issues so that the film 

extract would be the last of the three major items on the agenda, instead of being the second 

item, would provide a more rigorous examination of the topic.   

Originally, the extract from the film “Swimming with Sharks” contained one scene in 

which the employee confronts the supervisor about “yelling” at him in front of the entire office.  

The supervisor is enraged, reminds the employee about his first day of employment, and further 

insults the employee ending the meeting by throwing objects at him.  Interviewees’ curiosity had 

been aroused by a remark made by the supervisor in the original extract about what he had told 

the employee on the first day.  The scene depicting the employee’s first day had been requested 

during interviews with individual employees who wanted to know more about what happened on 

the employee’s first day.  The scene which showed the first confrontation between the supervisor 

and employee on the employee’s first day at work was added to the extract.  The extract 

eventually comprised two parts:  the employee’s first day and events that occurred one week 

later.   

Based on the feedback from the individual interviews, I believed that it would be 

beneficial to put the scene depicting events that happened one week later in context.  The scene 

was expanded to include what happened immediately before the employee confronted the 
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supervisor. What made the employee decide to confront the supervisor?  A third person was 

introduced into the extract at this point.  A lady who had visited with the supervisor was present 

when the supervisor shouted and hurled obscenities at the employee.  After the supervisor had 

calmed down and returned to his office, she advised the employee to talk with the supervisor 

about the “shouting.”    

The expanded extract ran for 10.5 minutes rather than the 3 minutes initially allocated to 

the film.  However, prior to showing the film, participants were made aware of the content of the 

film and advised that, if anyone objected, the offending scenes would not be shown.  

Additionally, if at any time during the showing, anyone wanted to stop the film, I would stop it 

immediately.  No one made such a request.   

The Board Room at the University Center Club was reserved for this interview.  

Elegantly furnished, it held several tables placed together down the length of the room with 

padded chairs, four to each table.  A table with a floral arrangement stood on one side of the 

room while, on the other side, windows provided a panoramic view of the statue representing the 

Florida State Seminoles, the well laid out parking lot with its shady trees, and, in the background, 

a view of the city looking toward the Capitol and Tallahassee's southern neighborhoods.   

The moderator and I arrived one hour early and set up the computer for the showing of an 

extract from the film “Swimming with Sharks.”  We agreed on the seating arrangements for the 

moderator, the assistant and for me, the researcher and left the choice of their seating to the 

participants.  Two audiocassette recorders were placed at opposing ends of the table.  A pencil 

and paper was set out in front of each chair.  The flip chart which had been reserved was placed 

near the moderator’s chair.  At the back of the room, refreshments were set up.   

Three months after the interview was held, telephone interviews were held with each 

participant individually.  They were asked whether the report of the interview was accurate and 

whether they had any additional comments or recommendations.  They were also asked if they 

witnessed any changes at work occasioned by their intervention or from their post-interview 

perceptions. 

The Focus Group Interview

The interview began at 7:10 p.m.  The researcher introduced the facilitator who 

immediately began the interview.  He laid out the ground rules and gave an overview of the 

agenda.  The interview was divided into three sections:  in the first section, participants were 
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asked for their opinions about workplace bullying; in the second section, participants were given 

three definitions and asked to comment on them; and, in the third section, participants were 

shown an extract from the film “Swimming with Sharks” and asked to comment on the film. 

Three questions that arose out of the literature review guided the discussion were:  

1. How would you define workplace bullying? 

2. What are some problems in recognizing workplace bullying? 

3. What strategies could be used to prevent workplace bullying? 

A summary of the themes that arose out of these questions is set out below.  The themes 

are addressed in terms of questions that arose during the interview as participants interpreted and 

re-interpreted notions of workplace bullying.  Each theme includes elements or symbols that 

participants believed should be considered as part of the creation of a definition for workplace 

bullying  

1. Was harassment different from or synonymous with workplace bullying?   

The general consensus was that many commonalities existed between workplace 

bullying, general harassment, and hostile work environment, among which were elements such 

as perception, intent, and personality.  In the case of workplace bullying, another element was 

added, the work environment.  Bullying was generally considered to be some type of 

communication that enforced action by making “someone feel uncomfortable.”   

Three elements—power, intimidation, and control—were discussed as antecedents to 

workplace bullying.  It was generally agreed that supervisors had authoritative power, but it was 

also believed that bullying was multidirectional.  For example, while a supervisor might use 

bullying communication, it was equally likely that it could arise among co-workers or be 

directed upwards by subordinates.  Sometimes authoritative power was used to intimidate people 

and force them into submission.  The prime example used was when a supervisor would threaten 

the subordinate saying, “I can get 10 other people right now to do that job.”  The need to control 

was considered an antecedent to the exercise of power.   Control was seen as a) a necessary 

component of supervising work, b) as a boost to someone’s low self-esteem, and c) the desire to 

deliberately and intentionally inflict pain, for example, by communicating in a demeaning way or 

by belittling the person in front of others. 

2. Is workplace bullying founded on perceptions? 

There was consensus that, underlying the communication being described as bullying, 

 49



perception was often a major factor.  This belief was sometimes expressed openly, “bullying is 

where you find it, how you notice it,” and sometimes it was embedded in context, “but to that 

person it’s only directed as personal.”   Reference was made to bullying in the playground, where 

perceptions of how messages were sent and received were very important.  In the workplace, 

those messages could be influenced negatively by the work environment.  For example, when 

changes in management occurred, new management styles might be perceived as bullying. 

3. Was workplace bullying negative or positive? 

There were mixed beliefs about this issue.   There was a general feeling that bullying, in 

American society, is always negative.   However, a view also prevailed that what was perceived 

as bullying (negative communication) by one person might be perceived as motivation (positive 

communication) by another.  For example, when someone directed work, the same 

communication might be perceived negatively and called bullying.  Alternatively, it may be 

perceived positively.  As one participant described his own experience at work, “I never thought 

of it as being negative.  I just thought of it as being motivation.”   

4. Were management strategies implemented using bullying tactics? 

There was a belief that some supervisors might be given the authority to bully.  In this 

case, the recipient had to submit to the bullying unless he or she had someone to turn to.  

Lacking this support, that is, lacking recourse was an element that resonated throughout the 

interview.   

  Another consideration was whether bullying was a management style used to ensure 

effectiveness and efficiency.  For example, in meeting deadlines or in providing direction to 

ensure accuracy of memos, letters, and so on, supervisors’ communication might be perceived as 

bullying communication.  There was a general feeling that actions such as displaying displeasure 

toward an employee could be construed by that employee as frightening or threatening 

communication and perceived by the employee as bullying.   

The notion that bullying was inherent in all big organizations was also raised. 

5. Does the ‘squeaky wheel’ syndrome encourage bullying at work? 

The “squeaky wheel’ was epitomized as a person who is ‘louder’ or ‘noisier’ or ‘pushier.’   

This concept, in turn, was interpreted as aggression.  Male orientation in the United States 

prepared men, moreso than women, to be more aggressive.  This type of communication usually 

resulted in submissive behavior in the playground and it was recognized that the same concept of 
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aggression extended to the workplace.  In America, the ‘squeaky wheel’ approach included 

rewards and benefits as well as negatives that go with the idea of being aggressive or of being 

“the best or being the hardest, the youngest, and the fastest or the toughest.” 

6. Did the communication have to be repeated for it to be considered workplace bullying? 

The general consensus was that workplace bullying could occur once.  However, it was 

also recognized that perceptions of workplace bullying could be attributed to a person just having 

a bad day.  However, it was believed that, in most cases, workplace bullying occurred more than 

once.   

7. Are changes in the workplace fueling workplace bullying? 

Several changes in organizations were discussed over the past decades.  The workplace 

has changed and is now “truly competitive from a personal level [at the same time that] 

management itself has changed.”  It was believed that a certain “degree of professionalism . . .  

has since been lost.”   

 The lack of discipline, lack of politeness, lack of integrity were attributed to those 

changes.  In many instances, those lapses were regarded as nonverbal elements of bullying.   

Diversity in the workplace was another change that influenced perceptions of bullying in 

the workplace.  The example was given of an Italian or a Cuban person who seemed demeaning 

(as opposed to harassment) and who claimed it was part of their heritage to yell or scream or “get 

in your face.”  By addressing the communication as cultural, “it’s a way to explain their behavior 

in a social manner, a legal manner, an acceptable manner.” 

8. Was workplace bullying just a part of human nature? 

There was much discussion on whether bullying was inherent in human beings or 

whether it was nourished in work environments.    While there was no consensus on bullying 

being inherent in human beings, consideration was given to the idea that “social interactions are 

learned on the playground,” then become “a normal course of interpersonal communication,” 

and, when people with bullying tendencies “have grown up,” they take that communication into 

the workplace. 

9. What were the parallels between workplace bullying and sexual harassment? 

Workplace bullying was perceived as an umbrella for harassment and sexual harassment.  

There was a general consensus that workplace bullying had to go through the same process as 

sexual harassment did before it was passed into law.  Like sexual harassment, people must first 
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become aware that workplace bullying exists and acknowledge that it is tolerated.   Some type of 

enforcement, similar to the sexual harassment laws, is needed to give it legitimacy.  And finally, 

organizations have to ensure each employee, manager or subordinate, is trained about what is 

permissible at work.   

10. Should the name ‘bullying’ be changed? 

The consensus was that the word ‘professionalism’ should be used rather than ‘bullying.’  

First, the latter was perceived as such a negative word or a word only to be associated with 

juveniles that those in decision-making positions might not want to recognize efforts to eliminate 

it from the workplace.  Second, “the lack of discipline, lack of integrity” and lack of politeness 

were believed to be outcomes of the decline of professionalism in the workplace.  It was agreed 

that dignity and respect for co-workers or subordinates had all but vanished from the workplace 

and that those elements were now only evident when dealing with customers/clients. 

11. What management strategies should be used to prevent or stop workplace bullying? 

The consensus was that management needed to establish and maintain positive values in 

the workplace.  To do so, training and education would be essential tools to make staff aware of 

their professionalism.  It was also essential for management to maintain contact with employees.  

The concept of “Just Ask” to employees to find out how they felt about their jobs and the work 

environment was discussed as a potent barrier to workplace bullying.  The need for some type of 

enforcement strategy was considered another barrier that would ensure management’s inability 

to violate a person’s right to a safe and secure workplace. 

The themes in the preceding paragraphs, 1 through 11, were developed from the 

descriptive summary that follows. 

Descriptive Summary 

After the preliminary steps in opening the focus group meeting, for example, welcome by 

researcher Barbara Daniel, introduction of the moderator, setting ground rules, determining 

names that would be used by focus group members during the interview, and so on, the 

moderator began the interview by asking the first foundational question:  did participants believe 

that workplace bullying exists?  He also asked:  “Are there other workplace communication or 

behaviors in the workplace that you can differentiate from this thing we care calling bullying?” 

“Thelma” said, “I believe it exists” and laid out a scenario at work where a co-worker 

was being harassed.  “Ruth” also agreed and asked whether bullying and harassment were 
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synonyms.  “Patty” stated that, “I would agree that [bullying] does exist in the workplace.”   

 “Roy” believed that: 

 I think you have to define the word bullying.  Bullying is a power driven force 

from somebody with power to drive somebody else to do something that they do 

not necessarily want to do.  Somebody said it’s a form of harassment.  It is a form 

of harassment, but bullying doesn’t have to be from a power structure down it can 

be within the same similar power level and it can actually from a level lower 

upward too so you have to decide now whether you are bullying or having natural 

interpersonal relationships that go against the grain.  To me, bullying is making 

someone feel uncomfortable to do something they do not necessarily wish to do 

and the act of bullying and the bully is the person tend to do that and it can be a 

group force it could be … a victim or it could a higherup it can go in any 

direction.  Bullying can go in any direction. 

He went on to say that,  

“But what is real interesting just for fun I looked up the word bullying and the 

bully is really a positive word, a good guy and not a bad guy in the ancient 

English form.  I don’t know how it derived but I found it interesting.  Bullying is 

where you find it how you notice it.” 

 This led to a question from the moderator, “Can we consider, then, that bullying can be 

positive as well as negative?” 

“Roy” and “Thelma” agreed that bullying at work was negative.  The other participants 

nodded in agreement.  “Roy” continued, saying: 

The question is how much of that is motivation and how much of that is negative?  

Sometimes, if you are on top of the heap, sometimes you have to bully to 

motivate, but sometimes it seems to be bullying if you are at the bottom of the 

pile. 

“Thelma” responded that, in that case, the communication would have to come from a 

director or a supervisor in which case, “you could say that ‘Thelma’ is bullying, and I may say I 

am just trying to motivate.” 

“Roy” agreed, pointing out that “it’s the perception,” adding, “So how do we define it?”  

There was a moment’s silence as participants pondered the question.  To keep the discussion 
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flowing, the moderator suggested that:  “There may be cases where people may be bullied and 

don’t even know it.” 

 “Patty” nodded.  “I think each situation is unique in itself.”  She continued: 

When we define harassment under the law it’s about perception. When you take 

bullying to the playground, it is how it is sent and received which develops into 

what is considered bullying.  In the workplace, again, it is about perception and 

intention, and how all that mixes together with personality and work environment.  

And there’s many factors that go into it.  For me to make a clear definition of 

what it exactly is would be difficult 

“Ruth” wanted to know whether ‘consequences’ was a part of bullying.  She opined that 

there might be deliberate intimidation, for example, if the authority figure indicates that if the 

person did not do the job, there were at least 10 others who could.   

“Michael” identified himself as a lawyer and opined that, because he was a manager, he 

was a bully: 

There’s lawyers and then there’s everybody else.  And I tried to think there’s no 

bullying where I am, but then I started thinking about it and it kind of goes to 

some of these points of power and motivation.  It is just inherent in the law firm.  

Lawyers are the bosses they have the power if they are not happy with what you 

are doing that motivation filters down to everybody else so, I guess, in that 

context I am the bully and I do not really mean to the bully but I am the lawyer I 

am the boss and for example my admin assistant, which you know, there is so 

much to this bullying idea.  They used to be called secretaries but now they are 

administrative assistants because we want to make them feel better.  Maybe this 

goes to the idea of bullying maybe somebody’s thought a lot of this stuff through 

and that some of the changes that are made to have that self esteem.   

“Michael” went on to say that there were many aspects to bullying.  He alluded to the fact 

that administrative assistants used to be called secretaries, but that someone, probably after 

thinking through issues like bullying, decided that self-esteem would be boosted by saying 

administrative assistants rather than secretaries.  He continued, 

I guess through my own acts, I may go to my admin asst and show that I am 

displeased with something that she does.  I don’t mean to bully but I guess that is 
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what I am doing.  It is the power that I have over her as the boss that motivates 

her to say  ‘Oh, Oh!  I’d better (interruption) and its not just lawyer to admin 

assistant.  Heck, my boss, our office manager, I’m intimidated and motivated by 

her.  Is that bullying?  I mean. we are talking about whether it is negative or 

positive.  I never thought of it as being negative.  I just thought of it as being 

motivation, at least, in that context which goes to the point that maybe it is 

different depending on what workplace you are talking about but I think there is 

bullying probably everywhere we just don’t see it that way. 

“Roy” agreed, asking “do you feel bullied by the fact you have to be there 40 hours?”  

There was a brief exchange between “Michael,” “Roy,” and “Ruth” about whether “something 

that drives you but doesn’t necessarily give you pleasure” was bullying or not.  The moderator 

responded to “Ruth’s” comments by asking, “are we trying to include too much in what we 

define as bullying?” and observed that “there’s some basic structures that you have to put in 

place” to achieve productivity.  He reiterated “Patty’s” notion that employees perceived those 

controls as bullying.  He asked participants:  Is it inherent in any management system you put in 

place that there is some of this thing that we seem to take as bullying? 

“Patty” responded that: 

The delineation comes as a perception.  It’s personal, it’s not about the business.  

It’s directed personally, whether its comments or directions or a  motivation, but 

to that person it’s only directed as personal.  In my day-to-day work, people come 

back and say, ‘why is this happening to me.’  They don’t see the bigger picture of 

the work environment.  It’s something that they take personally. 

 At this point, “Roy” asked:  “Is it taken personally, or perceived as personal?”  “Patty” 

answered that people perceived it as personal and “Thelma” suggested that the person might feel 

“like they’re picked upon.” 

“Patricia” joined in the discussion.  “Driving here, I was trying to do the same thing, too.  

I really didn’t get a definition of bullying.”  She continued: 

I was thinking of in terms of harassment and how we have legally defined it.  We 

have plenty of laws and statutes and history on what is harassment.  So bullying 

must be either a part of it or something different from it.  So I got to thinking 

about when a person would say ‘I was not harassing.”  What were they doing to 
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make that person uncomfortable?   

This theme of discomfort had been raised earlier in the discussion when “Thelma” 

provided an example of her co-worker who was reluctant “to speak up about [harassment], 

because, perhaps, she will be reprimanded for it, or be called insubordinate.”   

“Patricia” went on to speak about how culture might influence perceptions of workplace 

bullying. 

I found this example in my mind, and that is, have you ever worked for a person 

whose presentation to you may be demeaning, not harassment, but that person 

feels that it’s acceptable because it is part of his culture.  ‘Well, I’m Italian, and 

I’m hot natured, and I yell and scream and get in your face.’  ‘So, you know, I’m 

Cuban, so you have got to expect this.’  So rather than being harassment, it’s a 

way to explain their behavior in a social manner, a legal manner, an acceptable 

manner, well I can understand that but, you know, this guy’s Italian and he waves 

and points.  But the receiver of it feels that ‘I am still being yelled at, I’m still 

being put down.  I still don’t like to have my information given to me with finger 

pointing or something like that.  So I am trying, also like everybody else, trying to 

separate what is different about bullying that would not be considered harassment. 

“Roy” pointed out that ‘it could be nonverbal or verbal.”  There was a brief discussion on 

this point that was not totally discernible on the tape.  The moderator centered the discussion 

again by asking, “So it is very hard to define?” 

“Patricia” reiterated that she found it difficult to separate bullying at work and 

harassment.  However, she felt that it could exist at work, just as it existed on the playground 

where bullies felt they could just apologize and move on. 

The moderator summed up these discussions on the first foundational question as the 

following issues:  that there was a perception that bullying was personal; that it involved 

intimidation but not all intimidation; that bullying was mostly negative; that what was perceived 

as motivation by those in authority might be perceived as bullying by employees; that bullying 

was verbal and nonverbal; that some people could not separate bullying at work and harassment. 

He then moved to the second foundational question and asked, “How do you distinguish 

[bullying] from other forms of communication?  “Ruth” commented: 

But is there something that’s lacking, like discipline in the workplace which 
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would allow the permissiveness of the bully or the person who corrects them?   A 

simplistic element here we say, every morning everyone gathers for coffee and 

some gentleman there, he’s the guy who pats everyone on her fanny.  Think about 

that.  Nevertheless that happens.  It is a kind of freedom that exists today.  Is that 

a lack of discipline or what is it? 

“Roy” agreed.  “That’s a wonderful point.  There’s the freedom that people take for 

granted, it’s a liberty they take that, again, may or may not be malicious.  “Ruth” interrupted 

saying that the example she gave might just be a bad habit.  “Roy” mused: 

Bullying is obviously in shades of gray; it’s not black and white, and the 

obvious bully is easy to define.  But that isn’t the problem here.  The problem is 

the subtle shade of gray and where does it cut off? 

 The moderator then asked for feedback on whether sexual harassment was a part of 

workplace bullying or vice versa. 

“Michael” opined that “sexual harassment is part of bullying” and that “bullying is a 

bigger umbrella.”   He believed that sexual harassment was defined in the law but that bullying is 

more difficult to define and may come down to the recipient.  He stated that when someone 

indicated that a person had to “do this, or I’ll whip your ass, then that was intentional bullying.   

As the moderator summarized, some of the participants were nodding their heads to the 

following:  

It could be subtle, it could be verbal or nonverbal, it could be personal, and, also, 

it seems to be this big, overarching umbrella where a number of things take place 

which could be harassment, intimidation, yelling and a number of other things.  

:”Michael” reiterated an earlier comment that bullying was “part of the structure.”  He 

made the point that when “I’m trying to get to the bottomline . . .  I personally throw bullying out 

the window.”   

The moderator signaled the end of the first segment of the interview.  Three definitions of 

workplace bullying were given to participants and the moderator asked everyone to take three 

minutes to look over the definitions before continuing with the interview.   

The three definitions below were circulated to focus group participants.   

Any behavior that frightens, threatens or intimidates another person qualifies as 

bullying.  Besides physical force, the most common types of bullying include:  
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verbal abuse, written, spoken or implied threats, name-calling and racial slurs, 

vandalism, put-downs (Ramsey, 2002, p. 2)  

Workplace bullying is cruelty deliberately aimed at others with the intent of 

gaining power by inflicting psychological and/or physical pain (Middleton-Moz 

& Zawadski, 2002, p. xiv). 

Workplace bullying is a management style that uses “repeated aggressive 

behavior that deliberately causes physical or psychological torment.”  It is the 

repeated, less favorable treatment of a person by another in the workplace, which 

may be considered unreasonable and inappropriate workplace practice.  It 

includes behavior that intimidates, offends, degrades, or humiliates a worker, 

possibly in front of co-workers, clients or customers” (Glendinning, 2001, p. 3-4). 

When the interview was reconvened, the moderator asked for comments.    “Patricia” 

reacted immediately stating that the third definition vocalized her comments earlier on, because 

it “describes the intimidation but not really what people would call harassment.”  However, the 

second definition reminded her of bullying in the playground: “We can recognize a bully as the 

kid who picks and pulls and aggravates.”  She believed that the second definition “got the feeling 

across more so than the other ones.”  

“Roy” saw a difference between the earlier discussions and the definitions: 

It is defined a little bit as bullying, that is, intentional behavior to either inflict 

harm or to gain power and to control and that is very different than the subtleties 

that we were talking about fifteen minutes ago because I feel bullied many times 

in my workplace, even though I’m supposedly at the top.  95% of the time I am 

the one being bullied by the people beneath me do this, do this, do that, but this is 

an intentional, deliberate, controlled interaction and I think that its a very narrow 

window and certainly makes it easier to work with but I think its very shallow, 

this definition but it gives you something much more clearer to work with.. 

However, he did not see much distinction between the definitions: 

I think they are all purposeful, intentional actions based on gaining power or 

demeaning somebody else.  That’s the way I interpret all three of those.  I’d be 

curious to see if anyone interprets them differently. 

 “Michael” thought that the second definition more fitted his thoughts on bullying 
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because it added an element of intent.   

“Thelma” was certain that “all three” existed in her work environment.  . 

“Patty” believed that the definitions “talks about intent of the recipient” but, to her, “there 

would be a sense of a loss of control.”  In her opinion, the recipient really would have “to submit 

to whatever activity is going on whether it’s verbal or nonverbal” since they would have no 

where to turn for help and would be “unable to change the situation.” 

Silence flooded the room as participants mulled over the ideas expressed so far.  The 

moderator broke the silence by going back to some earlier comments: 

So if you have recourse, then you probably won’t be bullied.  Someone will say 

‘you do this or I get 10 other people’ as Michael says, but you know I can go to 

the person who Michael reports to and say ‘Michael told me this today’ so in part 

of this definition that we are trying to get to its about power, its about control, its 

about intention, its about inflicting harm and pain but it must also have something 

to do with the person who is receiving it having no recourse . . .  or it wouldn’t 

have effect. 

“Thelma” opined that there might be no recourse.  “I might come to you and say, ‘Derick, 

Mike is bullying me and I’m a little tired of it.’  You may be giving Mike the authority to bully 

so there is no recourse for that person.”  Like “Patty,” she believed that the employee would be 

unable to change the situation:  “What do you do?  You grin and bear it, you go and find another 

job . . . what do you do?” 

“Patricia” asked if “Patty” could clarify whether some of the words used in the second 

definition were used in definitions of harassment: 

I see a lot of terms I associate with harassment and what I thought was interesting 

about number two was a word that I don’t see attached with harassment or assault 

and that is cruelty and inflicting pain.  I don’t think of those as being part of the 

definition of harassment so right now if I was asked how do I separate them, I 

don’t know how to describe cruelty but I think we’ve all felt when someone was 

being cruel to us and so could you please comment on whether these words or 

phrase appears in the definition of harassment. 

“Patty’s” response came from her experiences in the HR community: 

In my experience of harassment, yes, of course it is.  In my experience with 
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defining sexual harassment, it changes daily as new cases are presented and, 

again, it goes by perception and as all of these cases go for sexual harassment 

through the law it’s being defined and readdressed and promoted.  Again, each 

workplace has its own environmental factor when we talk about physical pain that 

may not be something we experience in the normal course of business, but I 

certainly wouldn’t rule it out of any workplace. 

The moderator posed the questions:  

Is bullying an umbrella term?  Is bullying synonymous with some of these things?  

Is there really something in the workplace that we can call bullying, because if we 

say these are harassment, intimidation, and those are established terms that get 

legal standing, Michael?  What exactly is bullying?  Is this something that we 

need to be thinking about?  Because we already have terms that tell us what all 

these things are.  So why exactly should we be concerned about this word? 

“Patty” went back to “Patricia’s” comments about the playground.  She opined that 

“social interactions are learned in the playground” and firmly believed that “how we deal with 

people on the playground” shapes workplace behavior.   

I have long believed that our social interactions are learned on the playground . . . 

social interactions formulated as we progress from infancy and we start into social 

interaction, and how we deal with people on the playground.  In our beginning, 

we start to formulate up as (human beings?) and depending upon how they are 

addressed at that younger age, if there were no consequences to, say, a bullying 

act on the playground, then for them that may be a normal course of interpersonal 

communication and how they deal with other people.  So I have long believed that 

we’re successful in being bullies . .  on the workplace have grown up and gone on 

to the workplace.. 

This led to the moderator’s questions:  So is the tendency to bully or harass like a natural 

instinct?  And we just control it at an early age and get people to conform to some type of 

behavior or communication? 

“Patty” responded: 

I really believe we have experience in learning and depending on how we draw 

from those experiences, how we go on to the next experience.  But consequences 
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do play an important role.  For the person that is on the receiving end of bullying, 

if they are continually bullied, they become far more submissive than regressive 

to, you know, staying away from those types of behavior. 

“Roy” believed that bullies benefited from the “squeaky wheel” syndrome, and 

wondering if this factored into the idea of bullying.  “He learns that the louder he is, the noisier 

he is, the pushier, the more he gets in return.  At other times, he said, “it’s a negative and he gets 

pushed aside and cast asunder and thrown.”  “Roy” thought that this was because “Men are 

taught to be more aggressive in this country, women less aggressive.  Even our educational 

background is so variable.”  He opined that “There’s so many rewards and benefits and negatives 

that go with the idea of being aggressive or being the best or being the hardest and the fastest for 

guys, and women have a different set of guidelines.” 

“Ruth” agreed with “Roy”:  “Isn’t it true that the so-called squeaky wheel is seeking 

attention,” she asked, “and “that’s the attention getter.”. 

After some thought, “Michael” spoke up.   

You say ‘oh, people can be bullied,’ but maybe the institutions also create bullies.  

Maybe the structure of companies also creates bullies which goes to your point 

there are people out there who want to get to the top and they’ll do anything they 

have to do to get to the top and they invoke bullying tactics to do that.  I guess 

they could.  But going to the definitions.  I actually see a distinction between the 

definitions.  I see the first definition being the broadest, I see the second definition 

adding an intent, and then the third definition I see having that intent but it says 

you do it repeatedly.  So I see the last definition as being the most defined, 

refined.  Maybe its easier to tell when someone is doing it whereas the other two 

the higher you get its kind of, it is behavior.  It does not matter what your intent 

is, whether you did it deliberately or not, you did it.  So that’s kind of why I 

focused on the second one, because I thought the third was, I don’t know, too 

much?  Maybe there’s just two many words in that third definition that I don’t 

like so that’s why I don’t want to use it.  The second one just seemed to at least 

add that degree of intent that I was looking for. 

“Thelma” still believed that “the third one hits it right on the head.  It talks about all of 

it.”   “Roy” agreed that the actions had to be repeated:  “a one-time event – are you actually 
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bullying?  Or is that just a bad day?”  Michael reiterated that the third definition was the only one 

that addressed repetitive behavior and wondered if, like sexual harassment, bullies would get “a 

freebie” so that they could be warned not to repeat the behavior.  But “Patty” quickly reminded 

everyone that sexual harassment also included ‘quid pro quo’ or ‘hostile work environment’ 

issues which were prosecuted on first offense.  . . 

The moderator encouraged participants to come up with some more elements so that the 

researcher could forge a definition.   

“Roy” posed a question to participants:   

“Can I ask this?  Is there any workplace where bullying does not exist?  Or any 

life at some level where there is not an interaction where at varying levels 

somebody doesn’t take offense, somebody doesn’t feel  .. . is there really any 

large-scale corporation in which that does not exist and when  does it become 

pathological? 

… A discussion ensued about whether it was human nature to bully others.  Finally, “Patty” 

reminded everyone that that workplace had changed a lot in recent years. 

 I think this goes back to what we were talking about competitiveness.  I think that 

in the workplace you go back to Taylor’s time where everything in the workplace 

was outlined to you.  You assembled in line, you hear a bell ring, then you went 

on break, and come back and all of that.  We have changed to a workplace that is 

really truly competitive from a personal level and management itself has changed.  

We don’t go into . . . if I work in this place management is going to be different to 

that one so you immediately I think all of us have to learn the culture, learn the 

management style, we all have to survive in the workplace.  So I think that has 

changed. 

“Ruth” had left the school system some years ago but shared her experiences with the 

focus group participants.   

I worked in an environment where the faculty was cohesive.  We rarely had 

problems among the faculty.  It was a real joy.  And the students, because it was a 

private institution, the students came because they wanted to and it was not 

necessarily because they had to and that made a complete difference in the 

structure.  Because they are using terms here like intimidation, degradation, 
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alienation, those were not used . . . 

 “Roy” supported “Ruth,” reminding everyone that “Ruth” had spoken earlier about 

“professionalism that has since been lost” and that she had even addressed the fact that there was 

a “loss of discipline, the loss of integrity, and a gain of laxity.”  But, as he continued, he pointed 

out that “discipline can be intimidating and can be bullying too.”  

“Ruth” agreed.  

Of course, it’s how it’s presented.  That goes to the attitudes and to the 

personalities.  You can’t discount that.  There are some personalities they look 

grouchy all the time, they appear grouchy all the time.  You just have to be 

pleasant.  That’s all. 

The moderator signaled that there would be a five-minute break while the computer was 

set up to show the film extract from “Swimming with Sharks,” a movie that had aired on 

television for more than a year.  Participants were warned, again, that there was some 

inappropriate language.  “Ruth” was the only participant who turned away from the film and she 

did so when the events that occurred when the supervisor began throwing objects at he 

employee.  As soon as the extract ended, she remarked that “It was unrealistic.”  I informed 

participants that the extract was taken from a film in which events that actually occurred were 

portrayed.  “Thelma” stated that “It was realistic” and “Roy” added that:   

There are certain marriages that I have been involved in, not me personally, that 

work just like that.  I mean I’ve done counseling with people that have marriages 

that are just like that where one person has made the other feel pretty worthless to 

the point where the person could not leave because they had no self-worth. 

“Ruth” was flabbergasted.  “It’s not Christian,” she said.  “I can’t focus on that sort of 

thing.”  However, “Ruth” did participate actively in the discussion that ensued.   

“Patricia” noted how the supervisor in the film did not bully the woman who stood up to 

him and observed that “I think.. . . for there to be a bullying situation, you also have to have a 

person who’s also willing to be intimidated.”  She referred to the woman’s tone and her attitude 

which, in “Patricia’s” opinion, stopped the supervisor from trying to bully her.  “Patricia” 

referred to “the social term ‘obnoxious’” as descriptive of the supervisor. 

The moderator drew attention to earlier comments about potential victims of workplace 

bullying lacking recourse and summarized it in the context of “Patricia’s” remarks.   

 63



“Michael” noted a trilogy in fighting bullying.  The attack that was used, he said, would 

depend on “where you are and who the bully is.” 

The one woman bullied him right back that seemed to work.  The second was the 

other guy who said just bring him an equal and a sweet and low the next time, in 

other words adapt learn how to deal with it move on don’t worry about it.  Then 

there was the third way which is to try and go in and actually confront the bully 

which according to this and probably in real life is the wrong way to do anything.  

But then it goes to something that Thelma said earlier I guess that guy felt he 

really had no other place to go and had to address it head on.  He could not go to a 

boss. 

“Michael” also drew attention to the lack of recourse, a theme that seemed to resonate 

throughout the interview.  He also referred to the fact that the supervisor “got an enjoyment out 

of bullying that was something he knew he was doing intentionally, deliberately, repeatedly.”    

“Thelma” was quick to point out that “stuff like that happens at my office . . . and it makes me so 

angry, it makes me just want to push that person aside and confront that person as being a bully.”   

“Patty” drew some parallels to sexual harassment, now that she saw the film extract and 

talked about workplace bullying.  She noted that: 

We all knew it existed, we tolerated it.  We had to deal with it on several 

occasions in several different forms and it wasn’t until the court case that went 

from Florida that began to shape the now sexual harassment law that we are 

looking at, opening an awareness to people that yes this does happen to somebody 

else other than me, yes the laws are there to protect me and then I have to make a 

decision on how far am I going to pursue it.  Do I tolerate it and walk away, do I 

sue, you know, what kind of recourse do I have and it’s almost following the 

same parallel because we can’t really define bullying.  We know we all have had 

experiences so it does exist but it has that parallel. 

The moderator then moved to the third foundational question and asked for discussion as 

follows.  

 What recommendations do we make to management to eliminate [bullying] in the 

workplace?  What should we suggest?  What are some of the things management 

should do? 
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Once again, “Thelma” was quick to respond.  “They need to get off their thrones”, she 

said.  She believed management should act professionally and show respect for employees.  

When “Patty” said she’d like to know how the supervisor acted in front of his boss, “Thelma” 

responded that “he may have been the boss” because “no one said anything, no one came over to 

say ‘calm down!’”   

“Michael” proposed training and education at work, similar to where he worked.  He, too, 

drew a parallel to sexual harassment, saying that: 

I guess the thing that our firm did that could be done here went to sexual 

harassment, you know once people figured out what it was firms routinely had 

their sexual harassment seminars so everybody could figure out what it is:  these 

are the dos these are the don’ts etc.  one thing that our firm went one step further 

is to establish a staff relations committee made up of basically staff not lawyers so 

that people would feel free to say what was really on their minds whereas if there 

was a lawyer involved you never can tell friend or foe you don’t want to say 

anything.  So, and I think there were some useful comments that came out of that, 

that things that went on that people didn’t really know were going on and it was 

almost like educating folks as to what it is that they need to be looking out for and 

I think that’s what you did for sexual harassment.  A lot of people just didn’t 

know patting someone on the butt was a bad thing.  Now you do and you don’t do 

it for if you do you know don’t do the crime if you can’t do the time. 

“Roy” agreed and added that it was also “a matter of empowering the people that feel 

disenfranchised.”  He supported Michael’s suggestion.  Both “Roy” and “Michael” expressed the 

need for outside intervention to enforce organizational rules regarding workplace bullying. 

The moderator noted that: 

management has to demonstrate a will that they want to do this because which is 

what happened with sexual harassment they were forced to comply.  In a number 

of cases if management has that will then lots of things could change in the 

workplace.  . . .  I know of some conditions in government where employees went 

to the person’s boss but got fired so the message to the rest of the workforce is if 

you feel bullied if those things happen you better keep it to yourself or find 

another job.  It has to start from the top, then you can do as Michael suggested so 
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that and what you are saying training manuals. 

The moderator then summarized the discussion so far: 

We have a lot of ideas here. Let me say, I don’t think we ever arrived at a 

definition which is real difficult to do.  [He looked at the researcher] But I believe 

you have a number of elements here for crafting some kind of definition.  

[Turning back to the participants] . . .  We talked about harassment, hostile work 

environment, there is some power relationship, there is some personal relationship 

subjective, how people perceive the situation that they’re in, its bullying if 

whatever this thing is more negative than positive, it involves intimidation, the 

demeanor, we saw a lot of that in the movie in terms of its nonverbals . . .  

definitely demeaning, cultural expectations, we talked about verbal and 

nonverbal, discipline, we talked about subtle things in that movie, having recourse 

or no recourse, the submissive behavior, whether or not there are consequences, 

you know is there some recourse for the person, there’s aggression.  We talked 

about whether it is part of human nature, whether it is part of the work 

environment, inherent in the way we do business so that we can get people to 

conform and do the things necessary so that we can get productivity and 

bottomline and all that stuff, we covered that and then there was one last thing.  In 

terms of recommendations to management we need to tell people to get off their 

thrones saying that its more.  We’ve got to get that value from the top so that we 

can get that instituted in the workplace so we can do the training so we can get 

some of the employees involved in changing some of the stuff.  Did I summarize 

this for you? 

Everyone nodded or indicated that they agreed.   

As the focus group interview began to wind down, the researcher asked for clarification 

on some issues, such as hostile work environment.  

“Patty” provided some clarification about ‘hostile work environment’: 

A hostile environment is when you don’t feel comfortable there anymore.  It’s 

your comfort level.  You don’t enjoy going to work. There’s anxiety.  You know, 

Sunday afternoon comes and you start to feel all doubled up, I have to go to work 

on Monday.  I have to walk in the door.  It could be a whole conglomeration of 
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things.  You’ve lost that feeling of going to work. 

The researcher presented a scenario of someone taking a job, losing interest in the job, 

and slacking off, and asked if the communication directed to such a person could be perceived as 

bullying.  In response, “Patty” reiterated thoughts that “Roy” had earlier referred to as ‘having a 

bad day.’  She spoke of the work environment as “a set of scales.”  The environment became 

unstable when “they are continually tipped one way or another.”  She noted that “we can all have 

a bad day and the scales are tipped one way or another, but then the next day we’re back to the 

other.”   

“Michael”, on the other hand, noted that there was “a distinction between a hostile work 

environment and a hostile person.”  According to him, “if you’re not comfortable with you job 

because you don’t like the work, that’s different with not being comfortable with your job 

because you feel you’re being bullied or intimidated.”   He felt that, while a person might 

conclude that he or she was being bullied, it was really that person’s disinterest in the job that 

was at fault. 

“Thelma believed that “sometimes it’s management that causes the problem.”  She 

referred to when management changes and the incoming director introduces a new management 

style.  She continued: 

And then he may pick on one person or two people just to say I just don’t like her 

or him just because of how she looks or what she wears or because of anything.  

And then it becomes a factor and you can enjoy your work but then it may be the 

person who came into that particular job. 

 “Thelma” also believed that the new person “can come with an attitude that just sucks,: 

and the resulting conflict is not about work, “it’s just attitude. . . . And so that makes you 

eventually hate your job.  It makes you hate coming in the morning.” 

 “Roy” made the following observation: 

A metaphor of tug-of-war or rope.  You may be all walking in some direction.  

But you’re constantly tugging in different directions either passive aggressive 

behavior or aggressive behavior or bullying or passivity.  All these things work 

against the common goal.  And that’s kind of what happens in the case of the 

attorney who really doesn’t want to be there.  He’s being passively aggressive and 

bringing the whole office with him.  That’s not bullying in my opinion.  That’s 
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just a disharmonious situation.  By this definition, bullying has to be in these three 

definitions somebody who intentionally seeks to gain control, power, by putting 

somebody else down and putting them in their place. Either way is kind of 

disruptive and he can disrupt the whole organization because he doesn’t want to 

work in it.  But that’s not inflicting harm or ---.  You’ve one bad apple does spoil 

the whole barrel in a lot of ways.   I think his is a little different shade of it.  But 

not the focus of it.  I see this attorney as having as a having a little passive 

aggressive behavior because he’s not happy.  That’s different than and he does 

inflict pain on other people but that’s different from somebody who has the power 

whether it’s a group of people even though at the lower level to inflict pain on 

someone intentionally. 

There was a lot of excited discussion but, because more than one person was speaking, it 

was difficult to read the tapes.. 

 “Michael” believed that management had to take the lead.  In answer to the question, how 

does management tell the difference between someone who is bullied and someone who doesn’t 

like their job, he noted that management just needed to ask.  He pointed out that his organization 

goes through an intensive interview process in the hope that if there is a disgruntled employee, 

then it’s not because of bullying.  He felt that management should make it a point of asking 

employees whether they liked their jobs. 

 “Patricia believed that bullying occurred in interpersonal settings, “one-on-one situation” 

and that made it “harder to define.”   She lamented the loss of politeness in the workplace, even 

among professional staff.  But “Michael” felt that politeness was not lost; it was only used for 

clients/customers now.  Staff were merely told, “damn it, do your job, shut up.”    

 Drawing on the ‘hot-stove theory,’ “Patty” made the observation that bullying did not 

have to be repetitive.  She felt that it could happen once, that people who were bullied learned 

very quickly not to challenge a bully again.  She, too, felt the need for training in organizations 

about workplace bullying. 

“Roy” observed that some people got pleasure out of “watching somebody being the 

scapegoat,” and gave fraternity hazing as an example where “I get beat, so let’s beat the next 

guy.” 

“Michael” suggested changing the name ‘bullying’ to ‘professionalism,’ “because I think 
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that’s what’s missing sometimes.”  He believed that people would be turned off by the word 

‘bullying’ as he was.  He spoke about how people rejected the idea of having ‘speed bumps’ in 

their neighborhoods, but welcomed the introduction of “traffic calmers,” pointing out that people 

will be less defensive with a word other than ‘bullying.’ 

“Roy” reiterated “Ruth’s” point about the “lack of professionalism in the modern 

workplace, and a lack of dignity and respect.”    

With these reiterations, the focus group interview concluded.  I thanked the moderator 

and facilitator and informed participants that I would be sending them a copy of the report in the 

new year.  I reminded them that their feedback would be helpful and that, rather than re-convene, 

I would call on them individually after they read the report. 

Follow-Up Interviews

 A copy of the report was mailed to participants in February, 2004, two months after the 

interview was held.  I reminded participants that I would follow up with a phone call or email in 

a few weeks.  A month later, I visited, telephoned, or sent emails to each participant.  They were 

still committed to their views on workplace bullying.  “Thelma” had witnessed positive changes 

in her organization mainly because of personnel changes at senior levels.  She was not sure that 

the communication she regarded as bullying had been eliminated from the workplace, but, at 

least, it was not as pervasive as it had been.   “Roy” said that he had pondered the topic for at 

least a week after the interview, discussing it with his friends.  While he had not made any 

changes in his management style, he said that the discussion had made him aware of and 

sensitized to that type of communication.  He believed that employees would be enlightened by 

discussions, preferably upon entering the workplace but also believed that the people most in 

need of the training would be least impacted by it.   

“Patty” had become more aware and had borrowed at least one book on workplace 

bullying from the library.  She noticed the author’s difficulty with defining workplace bullying; 

she noted that the concepts outlined in the book reflected the discussions that had arisen at the 

focus group interview.  The report made her re-focus on that interview.  She was sensitive to that 

communication at work that made employees reluctant to go to work that “Thelma” had brought 

up at the interview.  She had begun to look at things differently, to pay attention to how her 

supervisor interacted with other people and whether that interaction was demeaning or belittling.  

“Patty” raised the notion of third-party workplace bullying and the impact that communication 
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has on observers as they identify with the communication:  “When will it be my turn?”  A part of 

that third-party communication, she said, can also be connected to watching the film extract.  

Recalling that the entire film was shown on HBO for audiences worldwide, was that type of 

communication educational or entertainment?  “Patty” used Martha Stewart’s recent court case 

as an example of how the “niceness” that Stewart displayed to audiences was not felt by the 

people who worked for her.   

“Patricia” still believed that harassment and bullying at work were closely connected.  

She offered the following examples to get across her point of how workplace bullying differed 

from other dispositions at work:  She claimed that her “definition of a bully would be one of a 

personal attack not related to a person’s performance or any discrimination basis.  Here’s how 

my scenarios would go from a manager to a supervisor: 

This is supervision: 

I’m disappointed in the quality of this report. And it is late. I won’t accept this. 

Do not let this happen again – your job depends upon it. 

This is a management decision: 

I’m disappointed in the quality of this report. And it is late. But even more serious 

is that this is the third time this has happened this year. I cannot continue to accept 

poor work products. You are fired. 

This is sexual harassment: 

I’m disappointed in the quality of this report. And it is late. But even more serious 

is that this is the third time this has happened this year. Of course, why did I even 

think a woman could do this job?  

This is bullying: 

I’m disappointed in the quality of this report. And it is late. How could you be so 

stupid as to think that you could pull the wool over my eye? God, I can’t tolerate 

your complete inability to do even the most simple task. How does someone as 

incompetent and stupid as you manage to get out of bed? You are worthless. 

In all of these, the person could be obnoxious and yelling in each event – but it crosses over into 

bullying when a harasser makes demeaning, personal comments.  I think workplace bullying 

could be included in harassment training. I would include polite/manners training to show folks 

how to behave.” 
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 “Michael” had not changed his way of interacting with people; he had not seen a change 

in how people interacted with him.  However, he had begun closer observation of others, 

remarking that “when people are under pressure, they interact with other people in such different 

ways.  The higher the pressure, the less the professionalism; the more the bullying!  Ironically, in 

this setting, the people bullied seem to understand what is going on and what is at stake, and 

accept the bullying with a smile.  When everything is over and done, there appears to be no hurt 

feelings.”  In respect to training as an intervention strategy, he felt that “orientation would be the 

appropriate place to raise the subject because, at that time, it can be raised in a  non-

confrontational way.” 

Discussion

Focus group members brought years of expertise to the interview.  Their individual 

insights converged into a rich, in-depth forum of ideas that included a) their perceptions of 

workplace bullying, b) whether actions precipitated by those perceptions result from thought and 

reflection, and c) whether managers and employees are more reactive than proactive when 

bullying occurs at work (Blumer, 1956; Wiesman & Wotring, 1997).  They provided themes and 

patterns which, taken together, strongly identified the presence and scope of workplace bullying.  

For example, participants agreed unanimously that workplace bullying was present in the 

workplace.  Further, as they discussed issues of harassment, sexual harassment, and assault, it 

became clear that, although the distinction between harassment and workplace bullying was not 

always readily evident, they regarded bullying as a unique phenomenon in the workplace.  The 

idea that bullying was a unique phenomenon and that certain elements were inherent in bullying 

withstood the rigorous debate that took place and re-invigorated the search for a definition of 

workplace bullying. 

It was interesting to observe that symbolic interactionism occurs even as it is being used 

as a foundation for research.  For example, participants became aware of, or identified with, the 

presence of bullying in the workplace, that is, they were conscious that something was occurring 

at work that was outside the norm.  They situated it as a unique phenomenon, that is, they 

reflected on it and determined that its meaning was distinct from other phenomena such as 

harassment.  For example, one theme that emerged was whether harassment was different from 

or synonymous with workplace bullying.  Finally, they engaged in joint action when they shared 

their perspectives through discussion, indicating perceived similarities and differences between 
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the two issues.  As a result of their social interactions, they modified their interpretations about 

workplace bullying.  Three months after the interview, they were still processing their thoughts 

on workplace bullying.    

Another important consideration was that, because of their decision-making positions in 

organizations, participants were able to view work from a more global perspective.  Comments 

such as “seeing the bigger picture” and “the need to establish organizational values” were made 

as the discussion progressed.  Being bullied may not be excused by one’s ability to place it in a 

wider context, but it is possible that perceptions of bullying might be influenced if those who are 

bullied were included in management activities. 

Perspectives on “recourse” were also discussed as participants voiced their perceptions 

about supervisor-employee communication.  For example, if a supervisor knew that a 

subordinate was related to or friendly with someone in a position of authority over the 

supervisor, then that supervisor would be less likely to bully the employee.  This is an interesting 

observation simply because organizations embraced recommendations made by writers like 

Drucker (1973), Ulrich (1997), Peters & Austin (1985), and Osborne (1990) and espoused a 

theory of employee empowerment.  Why then, a decade later, should employees still be 

subjected to communication such as bullying and need support from others to feel comfortable at 

work? 

Participants agreed unanimously that negative tones surround the communication they 

identified as bullying communication.  They discussed whether positive consequences 

outweighed the negativity and pondered whether this might be a reason why people sometimes 

had problems recognizing that workplace bullying was occurring.  The idea that negative 

communication can have positive consequences is not a new one.  Daniels (1989) raised this 

issue in his theory of performance management in which his model of negative reinforcement 

results in positive outcomes for the organization.  But in the Daniels’ model, negative 

reinforcement was regarded as negative by both the sender and the receiver of the message.  The 

proposal by focus group participants was that supervisors who send motivation/bullying 

messages might regard them as positive reinforcement not only necessary to the wellbeing of the 

organization, but also beneficial to the receiver; this perspective might keep them from 

internalizing training or discussions on workplace bullying as “Roy” suggested.  On the other 

hand, those who received the motivation/bullying messages regarded them as negative 
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reinforcement.  In this case, the supervisor and employee held diverse views about the 

communication. 

Participants also noted that, in addition to the social interactions at work discussed in the 

previous paragraph, the interpersonal setting that contextualized those verbal and nonverbal 

interactions, might influence the communication at work and result in positive outcomes.  This 

led to the discussion that bullying at work might be perceived as motivation, and motivation was 

viewed as positive communication in the workplace.    

There was no doubt among participants that bullying communication was subtle.  They 

recognized that the very idea of resisting this type of communication was often stopped because 

of the simultaneous belief that employees would be told that, “you do this, or I can get 10 other 

people,” in other words, employees are easily replaceable.  Once this thought permeated 

organizations, employees might be less prone to complain, making it easier for management to 

use strategies that include bullying tactics.  An unexpected point of view raised by participants, 

unexpected because it was not a point of view found in reviewing the literature, was that 

supervisors might be using those tactics unwittingly (“I am the bully and I do not really mean to 

be the bully), or might be aware subconsciously of employees’ inability to complain (the director 

“might be giving [the supervisor] the authority to bully so there is no recourse for that person”), 

or might be subconsciously aware of their authoritative power (But I am the boss . . . I don’t 

mean to bully, but I guess that is what I am doing.  It is the power I have over her as the boss”). 

Some themes were expected to emerge.  For example, in reviewing the literature in 

Chapter Two, a strong expectation was that bullying at work would include notions of deliberate, 

repeated, negative communication occurring in a hostile work environment.  Participants were 

unanimous about the intentional or deliberate use of communication as expected.  It was also 

interesting to note that, although they argued that workplace bullying had some parallels with 

sexual harassment or other forms of harassment, they considered workplace bullying as an 

umbrella for these actions rather than vice versa.  At times, it seemed that the issues were so 

interwoven that delineating the lines between them was almost impossible.  For example, 

interpretations of harassment, hostile work environment, and bullying all contained words 

indicating a setting in which people were made to feel uncomfortable.  Yet, in the final analysis, 

workplace bullying was unarguably a more insidious communication, a broader phenomenon in 

which harassment was but one factor to be considered.  This is an important development 
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because not only does the argument establish that workplace bullying is a phenomenon in its 

own right, it also suggests that harassment is a subset of workplace bullying and even that 

bullying might be an umbrella term for various forms of harassment. 

Other themes that developed about why recognizing workplace bullying might be 

difficult went straight to the changing face of organizations in America.  Diversity issues were 

addressed in the context of intercultural communication, specifically nonverbal methods 

employed.  For example, employees interpreted the messages from supervisors or co-workers 

from other cultures where “yelling” and “screaming” might be appropriate and sometimes 

modified their interpretations of those symbols (Blumer, 1956, p. 2), acquiescing to the 

communication.  Does that mean that a description of culture must accompany a definition of 

workplace bullying?   

Another deterrent to recognizing workplace bullying was the belief that such 

communication seemed to be part of organizational cultures, but even more pervasive, seemed to 

be part of the way organizations thrive.  Evidenced by demeaning, belittling verbal or nonverbal 

communication, intimidation was an infliction to be endured, learned in earlier years, that is, “on 

the playground”, and come to fruition in the workplace.  This situation demonstrates the 

interlinking that occurs as complex relationships develop (Blumer, 1969).   

Management strategies suggested for preventing workplace bullying included a) 

enforcing low levels of tolerance for bullying through laws similar to those promulgated for 

sexual harassment, or enforcing internal rules, b) training all persons in organizations so that they 

become aware of what constitutes workplace bullying and the penalties attached to violations of 

laws or rules, and c) by example, standardizing professionalism as a necessary component of 

workplace behavior.  Participants lamented the modern laissez-faire approach to respect and 

dignity at work.  While these observations came as no surprise, it seems curious that humans 

welcome technological advancements in the workplace but seem  puzzled that, concomitant with 

the organizational changes that accompanied such advancements, for example, rapid downsizing 

and massive layoffs across America, changes in how people interacted socially would occur.  

While a discussion on the nation’s economy is not part of this study, it is worth mentioning the 

almost axiomatic observation that the climate of goodwill that surrounds a booming economy 

would sour as competition for jobs became the norm in a less vibrant economy.  Every day, the 

media air stories about people who fail to cope not only with displacement because of newly 
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emerging technologies but also with a weakened economy. 

Finally, emerging out of the previous discussion was the surprising recommendation that 

the meanings assigned to the word “bullying” were too negative and that using a word that might 

be better accepted, such as “professionalism,” might cause organizations to pay more attention to 

this phenomenon.  Obviously, not only were there changes in how people viewed work and the 

workplace, for example, authoritative power was in question, but there seemed to be changes in 

the social interactions among people, that is, relationships between supervisors and employees 

and between co-workers had become uncivil and uncaring.  This recommendation has some 

merit.  “Human action is constructed by the actor on the basis of what he notes, interprets, and 

assesses” (Blumer, 1969, p. 39) and the negative associations people have with the word 

“bullying” might be regarded as an extension of playground activities and not worthy of the full 

attention of managers bent on meeting production targets. 

Overall, the themes and patterns that emerged from the focus group interview provided 

fodder for creating a definition of workplace bullying.  These themes and patterns include:  

bullying is an HR issue,  Culture vs. workplace bullying, Deliberate communication, Demeaning 

communication, Harassment vs. workplace bullying, Hostile work environment, Intent, 

Intimidation, Intrapersonal communication, Lack of recourse, Lack of self-esteem, Management 

style, Need to control, Nonverbal communication, Perception, Personality, Power, and Repeated 

communication.  How will these themes inhere in a definition of workplace bullying?  It might 

be undesirable to describe workplace bullying as every theme mentioned above.  However, it 

might not be sufficient to say that workplace bullying is one theme and not the other.  Nor might 

it be sufficient to appropriate the phenomenon as a management function rather than an 

intrapersonal communication.  For example, “Thelma’s” perceptions of workplace bullying were 

influenced by changes in the management structure.  Yet those perceptions were also related to 

meanings she assigned to the workplace.   

 The themes will be compared and evaluated with those that emerge from interviews with 

first-line supervisors and employees in Chapter 7. 

Strengths and Weaknesses of This Methodology

 The injection of other opinions into any debate brings a strength that is unparalleled in 

qualitative research. The tug of war that occurs when the data is manipulated in different 

directions as voices assent or dissent, exposes a myriad of values that continually refreshes the 
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argument.  As was hoped, focus group participants brought ideas to the table that may not always 

have been unique, but were certainly newly contextualized.  For example, the argument that 

motivation was being misinterpreted as bullying placed some aspects of negative communication 

in a new context, a positive one.   

 Another strength was the size of the focus group.  Six persons were invited for interview, 

joining the moderator, the assistant, and the researcher, for a two-hour session.  The warmth and 

camaraderie that developed during the interview encouraged everyone’s participation.  Three 

months later, when I contacted them for follow-up interviews, participants were still energized, 

retaining positive memories of the interview. 

 As in all human interactions, some weaknesses were observed.  The time element was 

one.  Focus group participants were eager to express their viewpoints and could have spent 

another hour discussing the issue.  It was interesting to note the re-construction of meaning as 

additional points of view were expressed.  An additional hour might have extracted more 

perspectives on workplace bullying, for example, one unanswered question was whether 

workplace bullying was inherent in large organizations.   

 A second weakness, a minor point, was the researcher’s distance from the interview.  

Taking the role of the observer might be a good role in certain focus group interviews.  However, 

I believe that when the group is small, the researcher might be better served by taking an active 

role in the entire proceedings.   

Overall, the willingness of participants to emote and to blend their voices gave the 

interview strength and purpose.  Their proposals at the end of the interview have added to the 

debate on workplace bullying in general, and, more specifically, to the creation of a definition. 
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CHAPTER 5 - INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEWS 

Introduction 

In Canada, an employee killed four employees before killing himself.  The violence was 

attributed to co-worker harassment and resulted in two unanticipated outcomes.  First, the 

coroner, in an unprecedented move, called for an inquest at which he claimed that “teasing and 

harassment” had led to the tragic homicides/suicide.  He called for laws that put an end to 

bullying at work (Boyd & Corbett, 2002, p. F3).  Second, the Human Resources Development 

Canada (HRDC) had recommended “that workplace violence be defined, not only as physical 

violence but also as psychological violence such as bullying, mobbing . .  or any other act or 

words that could psychologically hurt or isolate a person in the workplace” (p. F3).  This case 

was an example of how negative interpersonal communication at work, unchecked by 

supervisors or co-workers, can have fatal outcomes.   

This vignette clearly implicated co-workers and gave a horizontal perspective to bullying 

at work.   To address this discussion, a small cross-section of state employees was invited to 

participate in individual interviews.  The purpose of these interviews was to collect information 

from persons who had either experienced workplace bullying at work or who had witnessed 

workplace bullying at work in order to answer the research questions: 

a) What elements/symbols describe workplace bullying?    

b) Is workplace bullying a unique phenomenon?  

c) Is there a method to assess workplace bullying? 

Methodology

This chapter, the second data collection method, reports on interviews held with those 

employees between November 28 and December 31, 2003.  A semi-open format was used in the 

interviews (Hybels & Weaver, 2003) so that interviewees would have some control at the 

interview.  According to Lazarsfeld (1944): 

The interviewer . . . attempts to establish the best possible rapport between 

himself and the respondent because he is aware that he may have to interview the 

respondent an hour or longer. . . . Sometimes the respondent himself immediately 

plunges into great detail, and the interviewer simply permits him to continue.  If 

the first answer is brief, however, the interviewer is instructed to ‘probe’ (p. 39).   

The role of interviewer was not new to me and not only had I been the target of negative 
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communication that I interpreted intuitively as workplace bullying, but, in my job with a state 

agency in Florida, I listened to employees and supervisors who complained about 

communication problems in their units.  People expect the interviewer to be an expert or 

someone with knowledge of or experience in the specific event or issue under consideration 

(Hybels & Weaver, 2003; Stake, 1995). 

As soon as the Human Subject Committee approved the project, I began contacting 

individuals who I knew had been subjected to conditions that I had intuitively called workplace 

bullying.  The first five individuals I contacted agreed to participate.  I then selected two state 

agencies from which to choose another five interviewees.  After twenty-two calls, I found five 

individuals who agreed to participate.  One employee had moved to Central Florida and, after I 

learned that we would both be in Orlando in a few weeks, I asked if I could interview her there.  

She agreed.   

The interviews were originally scheduled for completion between November 28 and 

December 6, 2003.  However, interview dates were changed two times for one individual and 

once for another individual because of illness and because of unforeseen circumstances.  One 

individual asked that her interview be delayed ten days because she was about to go on vacation.  

Another individual was called unexpectedly to work on a special project and her interview was 

also postponed.  Eventually, instead of completing all interviews in one week, I completed 

interviewing individuals on December 22, 2003. 

Using a semi-open format allowed me to ask specific questions, yet provided the 

flexibility for me to ask open-ended questions (Hybels & Weaver, 2003; Stake, 1995).  A list of 

statements adapted from Infante & Wigley’s Verbal Aggressiveness Scale allowed me to focus 

on interviewees’ interpretations of aggressiveness such as character attacks, insults, and ridicule.  

Interviewees considered whether they perceived specific scenarios as instances of workplace 

bullying.  They were advised that while yes/no answers were acceptable, they could elaborate on 

their answers.  Sometimes interviewees interrupted during the question-and-answer period to ask 

for clarification; at other times, I asked follow-up questions when I needed to clarify an answer.  

I also asked each interviewee for a response to the three open-ended research questions and 

allowed interviewees to speak without interruption (Adler & Elmhorst, 1996).   

The information gleaned from using the semi-open format provided immediate feedback 

resulting in reduced ambiguity and uncertainty (Babbie, 2001; Griffin, 2003).  As stated above, I 

 78



asked questions spontaneously to confirm an idea or to probe to avoid any incomplete or non-

responsive answers (Babbie, 2001).  Additionally, because the interview was face-to-face, I 

observed the interviewee’s nonverbal cues (Babbie, 2001).  In some instances, non-verbal cues, 

such as facial expressions or gestures, signaled the need for follow-up questions.   

Individual interviewees were given the list of statements from Infante & Wigley’s Verbal 

Aggressiveness Scale, attached as Appendix B.  After they read the list of statements, they were 

asked whether they believed the statements were bullying communication.  (This differed from 

the focus group interview in which interviewees were given three definitions to read, described 

in Chapter One, instead of the list of statements.)  Individual interviewees were questioned again 

about their opinions on workplace bullying, and, finally, they were shown an extract from the 

film, “Swimming with Sharks.”  After they viewed the film, they were asked, once again, for 

their opinions on workplace bullying.   

The Interview

Nine state employees and one recently retired state employee were interviewed 

individually.  The interviews were held in different locations.  Each participant had been asked to 

choose the location where he or she would be most comfortable.  Some of the interviews were 

conducted in the employee’s office; one interview was conducted at the University Center Club; 

and the other interviews were conducted at my home.   

Interviewees read the list of statements adapted from a Verbal Aggressiveness Scale.  

Some of their interpretations, as they assigned meanings to those statements, are set out below.  

Each statement, set out below, is in italics. 

1. When individuals are very stubborn, I use insults to soften the stubbornness. 

A majority of interviewees believed this was a bullying technique that included elements 

attributed to the bully of low self-esteem, degrading the employee, and intentionally trying to 

“break a person down.” Three examples are as follows:   

1, Yes, that supervisor has low self esteem but that is a very negative thing.  

So on the face of it the answer is yes but the reason for it is because they have low 

self esteem. 

2. If somebody thought that I was being stubborn and they started insulting 

me, I would not feel good about that.  So I would feel like I was being degraded.   

3. Insult is a problem thing.  He got a very specific intent to break a person 
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down.   

 One interviewee was not sure that this technique rose to the level of bullying, rather that 

it might be poor management: 

If the supervisor insults a stubborn employee, I feel that the supervisor is 

minimizing the employee’s concerns, sidestepping the issue rather than 

addressing the issue and, so by casting insults at the employee, it’s sort of using a 

tactic rather than a good management tool to get at the problem. 

2. When people refuse to do a task I know is important without good reason, I tell them they 

are unreasonable. 

While the majority of interviewees did not think this was bullying, everyone believed that 

the communication was too harsh.  The nonverbal element, tone of voice, was referred to: 

But it depends on your tone of voice because you can be insulting.  You could just 

say ‘you’re being unreasonable.’  and make somebody feel very bullied but you 

could say ‘I don’t think that’s reasonable under the circumstances.  These are the 

facts.  This, this, this, and this’ and that would be the way to deal with it.  That 

would be a result of your tone and how you said it, how you approached it. 

There was a general belief that the communication could have been structured differently.  

There was a belief that the supervisor might not have the skills or ability to motivate employees.  

Another point of view was that the supervisor should let employees know that deadlines had to 

be met.  Again, there was no need to tell employees that they were unreasonable: 

You don’t have to tell them that it’s unreasonable, that’s being a little harsh.  

You’re being a little pushy.  There’s a better way to say that. 

Interviewees also felt that there might be perceptual differences that could lead 

employees to believe they were being bullied.  An employee who had been a team leader on one 

project noted: 

I think they would think it is not as important to them as it is to me, perhaps, and I 

have a particular incident in mind, that is why I am saying that.  A report had to 

be written.  The individual had a lot of things going on.  I had a deadline and I had 

to meet the deadline, therefore they had to meet their deadline.  I kept sending 

emails saying, you had to get this in.  I don’t know if that would reflect on me.  

And I think I did go to a higher up and say something.  I wouldn’t say it was 
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bullying.  I think they thought other things were more important and it was one 

piece of the puzzle I needed. 

Some interviewees perceived the communication as an attack on the person’s character: 

It doesn’t seem as harsh, as insulting, but that can be considered an insult by some 

people because that’s attacking the person’s character by saying you are 

unreasonable.  It is not saying your idea is unreasonable or your behavior is 

unreasonable.  So I would not, I don’t think that’s an appropriate way to treat 

colleagues or people that I work with.  I don’t know if it’s called bullying by any 

definition but it’s certainly not very healthy.  Because I am attacking the person’s 

personality by saying ‘you are unreasonable’.  I would rather say ‘let’s look at this 

another way’ and then . . . or if I am a supervisor give the person a reason why 

this job needs to be done by that person. 

Another interviewee believed that the employee had a responsibility to perform the task:   

If I had a subordinate who refused to do a task without good reason, and I knew it 

was important, I would think they are unreasonable and might be tempted to say 

they are being unreasonable and I would like them to do the task.  It is part of 

their responsibility.  So it’s not bullying. 

An interviewee who perceived the communication as bullying, believed that it was done 

to demoralize the employee: 

That is bullying.  His sole intent is to lower the defenses of the individual and 

make them look bad; lower their self-esteem and sense of well being.   

3. If individuals I am trying to influence really deserve it, I attack their character.  

The general opinion was that this was a bullying communication.  Most answers were:  

“Heck, yes, that’s bullying” and  “absolutely” while others opined, “It happens.” 

One interviewee spoke to the issue of authoritative power: 

I don’t think anybody deserves being attacked personally.  . . .  Is it workplace 

bullying?  Yes.   . . .  If I have power over the person and I am doing these things, 

then I would say I am bullying them.  Because I have power and/or authority over 

that person, that person might be frightened of me or frightened that their position 

is not secure.  So I don’t think its fair thing for a supervisor or a person with more 

power to attack your character, I mean, I don’t think it is appropriate in the 
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workplace.   

Other interviewees believed it was unnecessary to attack another person and that the 

communication was “inappropriate”: 

“That’s inappropriate, that is bullying somebody.  I don’t see, there’s no reason to 

attack someone’s character at any time.” 

“No.  It’s never a good idea to attack a person’s character.  Whether it’s bullying 

or not, I don’t know.  But it would not be appropriate to attack character.” 

An interviewee who believed that the communication was not bullying, noted that it 

would have been better to try to motivate the employee. 

That is not bullying.  I am not sure what that is.  But I would tell you that we 

should endeavor to make people feel good about themselves even if their ideas are 

not top notch so that they will continue to try.  Motivate them to try.  . . . It’s not 

bad to make people feel good about themselves.  It’s better than telling them that 

they are stupid, I think. 

4.   I try to make people feel good about themselves even when their ideas are stupid. 

The general opinion was that people’s ideas are never stupid but that the timing may not 

be right “for that particular idea at that moment, but down the road might be.”  While most 

people believed that the communication “definitely was not bullying,” they believed it could stop 

employees from communicating their ideas in the future.   

“If you stop somebody with their ideas and they get the impression that you find 

what they say is stupid, possibly they won’t comment any more.  You know, give 

further suggestions.  In my training of brainstorming, it doesn’t matter  what it is.  

You throw it all out there, then, eventually, one by one, after all possibilities are 

exhausted, then you . . . some work now some may never work.  I don’t know that 

I would tell someone that his idea was stupid.” 

“I am saying that if you think my ideas are stupid but you want me to feel 

confident in sharing my ideas and even though you may think at the back of your 

mind that is really stupid but you never say that to me and you do encourage me 

then that would not be bullying but I do think that if you say that is very stupid 

but . . . then that would be up to me to … information because then the person is 

not going to want to speak up.“ 
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Perception was an important element to interviewees.  As one interviewee put it: 

What is stupid to one person is not stupid to another.  So on the one hand 

everything is subjective and relative.  So really I don’t have the right to judge I 

have an obligation to keep it to myself or to propose something different.  But in 

an open debate its good to talk about different ideas. 

.One point of view was that the communication was bullying: 

That is bullying.  It’s saying that when someone does not go your way, (they 

could be right by the way) you lose your temper and say strong things to them.  

That gets to be a shouting match and pretty soon people may not want to talk to 

you . . . so that is bullying. 

An opposing point of view was that “That is definitely not bullying, that’s the total 

opposite of bullying.” 

Some interviewees were not sure whether it was bullying, but used different terminology 

to describe the communication and felt that the situation could have been handled differently: 

“I don’t know if that is bullying but you don’t denigrate people because their 

ideas are stupid.  But you don’t try to make them feel like they’re geniuses either.  

You can say, ‘well, we need to think about that one.  I see some problems with 

that approach’ perhaps.  I don’t think its bullying, I just think it’s not fair.” 

“No that’s not really bullying, I wouldn’t call that bullying.  You don’t tell 

somebody that they’re ideas are stupid.  Everybody needs a stroke.  But you don’t 

want to tell them that.” 

“No.  Though to say the ideas are stupid is condescending.  But if they are trying 

to make the person feel good and are not verbalizing that they think their ideas are 

stupid, then I would think that would not be bullying.” 

5.   When people simply will not budge on a matter of importance I lose my temper and say 

rather strong things to them. 

The opinions were evenly divided on this type of communication.  Those who believed it 

was bullying pointed out that such communication would not accomplish anything.  Those who 

believed it was not bullying felt it depended on the reason for saying “strong things” although 

they agreed that it was an inappropriate management toll for the supervisor to lose his or her 

temper with employees. 
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 One interviewee who had acted as a team leader occasionally, saw the need to get work 

done:  She said, “Its my neck on the line, not yours, to get this thing in today.”.  Another 

interviewee, who had previously been a supervisor for several years, noted: 

If the strong things were ‘you are failing to meet the standard on your 

performance appraisal or in your job description,’ that might not be a strong thing 

to say.  The ‘lose my temper’ part is not appropriate.  The supervisor should not 

lose her temper.  You don’t lose your temper and I get the idea that strong has a 

negative connotation so it would not be appropriate to react like those.  But I 

would not call it bullying.  It’s an isolated incident and actually there was a reason 

that the supervisor was upset, work-related, so it may not be appropriate, but I 

don’t think it was bullying. 

But one interviewee injected the element of intimidation: 

I don’t think losing your temper and yelling at people solves anything and if my 

boss started screaming at me and saying strong things, I can be easily intimidated 

by that, I don’t think that’s appropriate 

6. When I dislike individuals greatly, I try not to show it in what I say or how I say it. 

The general consensus was that this type of communication did not contain elements that 

could be associated with bullying.  However, one interviewee took a different perspective: 

My first instinct is to say ‘no that is not bullying,’ but I do know my mother 

would say sometimes it’s your tone, it’s not what you say.  If that person 

definitely did not show how they feel then I would say that is not bullying.  But a 

lot of times we think we are masking our expressions but we are not, so a person 

can get it. 

7. I like poking fun at people who do things which are very stupid in order to stimulate their 

intelligence. 

Everyone agreed that this was bullying.  One interviewee spoke of the consequences of 

the communication: 

That is bullying.  it may be fun for the people who are poking the fun but the 

people who committed the error had an omission may only become enraged with 

the conduct it certainly does not stimulate their intelligence 

Another interviewee spoke about intimidation and found the communication abusive: 
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That could be a very clever way to bully because poking fun can be very 

intimidating for the person you are poking fun at.  So it can really put somebody 

down especially in front of other people or especially if I am a person with power.   

I would consider that psychologically abusive.  There are better ways to stimulate 

intelligence, if you want to use that phrase, in my view. 

8. When I attack persons’ ideas, I try not to damage their self-concepts. 

Everyone opined that trying not to damage self-concepts was a positive communication, 

however, some interviewees struggled with the idea of attacking someone’s ideas: 

If I am discussing something with somebody and I disagree with their perspective 

or idea, I don’t think it’s appropriate to try to damage their personal view of 

themselves.  So, trying not to damage somebody’s self concept would not be 

bullying.  Attacking people’s ideas depends on how it’s done.  But that’s not the 

question, I guess.  I mean, what does that mean, attacking someone’s ideas.  If it 

means just discussing, saying ‘oh I really screwed that.’  I can’t see how that is 

bullying.  If you are talking about politics or a new way to produce widgets, and 

you can disagree as long as you’re not doing a personal attack.  So I would say 

that is not workplace bullying. 

Another interviewee stated: 

That’s good.  It has the idea about the person.  And when you use the word 

‘attack’ that worries me a little bit, but when you take exception to their ideas or 

something, but you don’t mean ‘attack, attack.’  You separate the idea from the 

person. 

Yet another interviewee, obviously torn about the communication, said: 

Well, the word attacks, you know, well,  (hesitates)   I am a little troubled by that 

word the fact is the latter part that says I try not to damage  their self-concepts but 

I don’t like when I attack the person’s ideas.  Can I be split on it?  Somewhat split 

on it.  In a way it’s bullying but its maybe trying not to be too harsh. 

An opposing point of view was that the communication was bullying: 

That’s bullying.  you’re attacking people because you are unable to convince 

them to change their position so you resort to making them feel . .. and really 

weakens your position anyway.  Should be working on negotiation skills rather 
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than attacking. 

9. When I am not able to refute others’ positions, I try to make them feel defensive in order 

to weaken their positions. 

Six interviewees believed this type of communication was bullying, one of them finding 

it offensive.  The other interviewees did not believe it was bullying but had differing 

perspectives.  One interviewee thought of the communication as “just not a healthy way to 

communicate.”  Yet another interviewee believed that: 

Again it’s about what’s appropriate.  When you put people on the defensive, then 

the whole nature of the discussion is not about whatever the point was you were 

talking about.  When people get defensive, they’re off on another tangent and 

that’s not a way to get a productive conversation.  You’re just trying to intimidate 

them into shutting up and doing what you want, which is bullying.  I don’t think 

that is an appropriate way to approach people. 

One interviewee thought of the communication as borderline bullying and felt it had to be 

repeated to rise to the level of bullying.: 

That would be bordering on bullying, I think.  Well, no.  That’s more or less like 

the previous one where the supervisor lost her temper and said strong things.  I 

think it’s in that category.  I would not consider it bullying unless it happened 

repeatedly to the same person, over and over and over.   

10. I refuse to participate in arguments when they involve personal attacks. 

There were mixed opinions about this type of communication.  One interviewee felt it 

was a “cowardly” and that people should participate.  The interviewee believed that “People who 

do not get involved contribute to the problem.”   

Some people believed that this was not appropriate especially, as one interviewee put it: 

Because every now and again you get sucked in before you know it.  But again, 

personal attacks and bullying people, that’s not the way to do it.  You manage on 

the basis of the facts and the situation and what’s going on.  For you, or for the 

organization, or for your friendship or whatever the context is.  By belittling 

people, by making them feel stupid or intimidating them is not the way to go, at 

work or at home. 

Interviewees were also asked to respond to three questions meant to find out a) their 
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interpretations of workplace bullying, b) why they believed it was not recognized by others, and 

c) what strategies they believed management could take to prevent or eliminate workplace 

bullying.  The first two questions were meant to elicit responses to the first two research 

questions, while the third question sought data from which a method to assess workplace 

bullying could be derived.   

The first question was what does the term ‘workplace bullying’ mean to you?   

In general, interviewees believed that workplace bullying consisted mainly of verbal 

abuse.  Verbal abuse includes attacking a person’s self concept, put downs, character attacks, 

demeaning, belittling ridicule, humiliation, malice, lies, teasing, unjust criticism, and insults.   

Others expanded on their thoughts about workplace bullying, sometimes providing 

information about their own experiences or about their research in similar areas of study.  Some 

personal experiences about workplace bullying included strategies of power and control that 

included elements of intent and intimidation, aimed at making people feel inadequate or 

unworthy, and lacking recourse.  Research or direct observations by others showed workplace 

bullying as a management strategy employed through authoritative power, control, intimidation, 

and micromanagement. 

Harassment issues were also referred to by interviewees, for example, physical 

harassment such as standing too close to someone.  Micromanagement was also perceived as a 

harassing technique used by management. 

While most interviewees believed that workplace bullying occurred more than once, they 

also opined that one instance of workplace bullying could traumatize individuals into specific 

types of communication styles for the remainder of their time at that organization or under that 

particular supervisor. 

Bullies were also seen as persons with low self esteem who, in order to gain control, 

would engage in bullying communication:.   

It is people who are causing other people to feel bad about themselves, through 

humiliating, demeaning types of comments and actions.  Usually I visualize a 

bullying person as somebody who is trying to make themselves seem bigger or 

more important or better than the person that they are bullying.   

Another interviewee opined that: 

Workplace bullying . . . is when a co-worker or a supervisor mistreats you for no 
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apparent reason.  You haven’t done anything to them, you haven’t said anything 

wrong to them.  Just for no apparent reason they mistreat you, talk down to you 

condescendingly, mistreats you as a human being.  That’s some of the things I 

consider is workplace bullying.  Take, for instance, just talking down to you, 

treating you almost as a second-class citizen, that you are not worthy.  Treating 

you as not worthy, treating you just bad, talking down to you, accusing you of 

things.  Those are some of the things that have happened to me . . .things that are 

unfounded, talking condescendingly to me. 

Concomitant with their beliefs about interpersonal strategies, interviewees also expressed 

themes of power and control.  Some interviewees interpreted workplace bullying as a) power 

communication demonstrated through controlling and intimidating communication as well as b) 

threatening actions such as having employees complete daily status logs.  They also believed that 

workplace bullying was a subtle way of undermining a person’s ability to perform.  Some of 

these actions converge in the following situation:   

A senior would be over controlling, or very controlling of all his subordinates, 

employing micromanagement techniques, making people generally . . . lowering 

their self esteem, not letting them feel good about coming to work.  I think 

bullying would be people that are not, perhaps not eager to work and they may be 

insecure and they are making other people feel . . . belittling other people, and 

making them do things, or belittling them in front of their peers. 

Another instance of supervisory action perceived as workplace bullying involved 

proxemics, that is, how supervisors used distance as a management strategy:    

People tend to bully with their authority sometimes or sometimes its physically 

imposing.  They stand too close to you or something or just basically make 

someone feel intimidated. 

Bullying at work was also described in terms of verbal and psychological abuse.  

Instances of these types of abuse were embedded in several responses, for example, “verbal 

criticism, embarrassing that person in front of others,” “putting someone down,” and “talk down 

to you condescendingly.”  In the following example, the element of perception, that is, the 

perceived ability of the person to threaten another, was considered bullying as was the element of 

ridicule that was embedded in group communication: 
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I have seen examples in which an individual, for example, has been threatened by 

someone who really couldn’t exercise the threat, but they were threatened, ‘if you 

say anything about this, I’ll do this to you.’  That’s bullying.  But there could be a 

case where people say we’ll have a lot of fun at her expense or his expense at 

work and they get together in this little clique or group and they . . . belittle that 

person. 

The second question was, what are some of the problems people have in recognizing 

workplace bullying?   

Responses included opinions from a supervisor’s point of view and opinions from an 

employee’s point of view.  There was a general consensus that some supervisors lacked the 

ability to be empathetic, did not know how to interact with employees, and did not know how to 

motivate employees.  This problem was compounded by their inability to self-analyze and 

recognize that they were using bullying communication that affected people adversely   One 

interviewee noted that: 

Sometimes people have authority over you and it’s hard to figure out whether 

they are expressing their authority or whether it goes over into intimidation or 

bullying you. . . . Also, people can bully by being physically imposing and 

sometimes they might not even realize they’re intimidating people and making 

them feel that they have to do something. 

Another interviewee also noted that: 

I think that for the perpetrator they may not consciously deal with the effect of 

their behavior on somebody else.  They might think hat whatever they are doing is 

perfectly ok and that the person who is being bullied is too sensitive. 

 In general, interviewees believed that some employees were afraid to complain because 

of the real or perceived threat of retaliation.  An employee would only come forward if he or she 

felt that the communication could occur “without fear of recrimination from the supervisor or the 

team leader,”  In other instances, people did not complain because they “don’t want to jeopardize 

their position in the workplace.”  Afraid of being “perceived as a complainer or a troublemaker,” 

or afraid that “that person might not like me so I’ll never get a promotion or I won’t get a good 

evaluation” was enough to silence those who feared that there would be “retaliation for making 

your view known.” 
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One interviewee referred to traumatic outcomes because of perceptions about the 

communication before the communication occurred: 

I have heard of cases where the officer would make a mistake and he was so 

fearful of the bullying tactics that were exhibited by a naval officer, that rather 

than confront the naval officer with the mistake they made or doing something 

actively to resolve that problem, for example, call headquarters, jump overboard. 

Other instances where fear about communication that might occur in the future was 

referred to or implied as bullying, for example: 

For the person who is being victimized, they would probably not want to 

acknowledge it verbally, bullying, for fear of making the situation worse.  Or it 

may not just be worth it, the process you have to go through to report it. 

There were some instances when the recipient of negative communication might not 

interpret and label the communication as bullying: 

Other employees, some interviewees opined, just did not know that they were being 

bullied.  Three examples given by interviewees were: 

1. They may not think of it as workplace bullying.  Say for instance, if every 

day you come in and you would use my staple and tape dispenser because you 

need one but you won’t go to the supply room to get yours.  I ask for it back you 

may or may not give it back to me.  At that point it is just an annoyance, but then 

other people might view that as some sort of bullying. 

 2. I think somebody could possibly be so wrapped up in trying to do a good job that 

they don’t see that they are not appreciated or they don’t see that the other person is 

bullying them, so to speak.  I think they have accepted whatever the other person’s 

behavior is and that is part of the environment.  If they don’t see it, I mean, necessarily 

see it as bullying till they wake up, then they see it and they take action. 

 3.   I think people are  more than a little self-motivated just for their own self-

interest . . .  they may not really pay attention to what’s happening to their fellow 

workers until it reaches an unacceptable level when you really have a problem.  . I 

believe a lot of the victims could have avoided because they don’t think they can 

raise that as being an issue or that if they did raise it their manager or supervisor 

would not recognize it as being valid and, even worse, may even retaliate and find 
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further fault with the individual.   

Interviewees were then asked the third open-ended question:  what strategies do you 

think could be used to prevent workplace bullying?    

One interviewee believed that there was a lack of open communication between 

supervisors and employees or between team leaders and employees.  The interviewee said that 

bullying could be prevented if employees were “able to say what it is that you want said without 

fear of recrimination from the supervisor or the team leader plus saying it in a positive manner.” 

Another interviewee felt that management needed to be less autocratic and that everyone 

in the work unit should be able to contribute.  The interviewee believed that supervisors should 

not insist that their way was the only way to get something done. 

Without hesitation, a majority of interviewees spoke to the need for supervisory training.  

One interviewee had been with state government for twenty years and said:  “Training, training, 

training, that’s all that’s needed!”  The interviewee went on to say that: 

It could be that supervisor needs training.  Most times the supervisor may not 

have training in handling a particular situation and maybe they need to go and get 

some kind of training or somebody needs to do something about it.  But I feel that 

most of the times, the supervisor needs to be trained. 

Other interviewees made similar observations: 

I want to believe that training is still a good resource, a good strategy to use 

although in the workplace a lot of people dismiss training as a lot of hogwash 

nobody’s going to pay attention to it especially mandated training, but I think 

excellent, high quality training if its done right and in the right way it would be 

very helpful.  It would make people more aware what bullying is and then to 

make people who do it aware that there are other ways to behave that can achieve 

their goals with better consequences and training to help people who feel bullied 

to deal with it and to overcome it and find ways to prevent it and have good 

working relations to the best of their ability but I don’t like to blame the victim so 

I don’t think it should not be viewed as strategies.  I don’t think strategies should 

be used just to help the victim  I think the victim needs help but I think support 

and training but I think abusers need help too.  So, training is one way.  

Encouraging you know people learning how to communicate in healthier ways.  
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Assigning ways to people who were not maybe put into situations of obvious 

conflict with somebody who is known to be difficult  and placed with somebody 

who is known to be very timid and easily victimized and you know cause 

switching roles sometimes can help.  Making a more … situation.  Going with 

what is called the learning organization everybody is learning more about better 

ways to work together rather than just unquestioningly following old ways and 

helping people feel that there is no fear in dealing with the problems, no risk, I 

mean, that there is no risk, no reason to be afraid.   But I don’t know, that is really 

idealistic.  I don’t know if those are really realistic strategies. 

Another interviewee felt that: 

Education is the key.  Training for managers.  I think training for managers 

separately, then training for co-workers in terms of, this is how you would 

identify what is happening to you, then processes and procedures to deal with the 

grievance part of that.  If it is co-worker to co-worker and not just  subordinate 

and supervisory relationships, then you would probably want some kind of 

training that would bring together everybody in the entity and explain to them 

what is workplace bullying, what is the agency’s response to it, and clearly 

outline what those things are and follow up. 

Another 20-year state employee believed that workplace bullying would have to be introduced 

into law “like sexual discrimination or other health and safety laws” or that: 

Short of there being a law, then the next step would be developing an internal 

policy in an agency or organization, don’t have to have a law to have a policy, a 

company or organization could develop a very specific policy patterned after 

sexual harassment, a policy, perhaps, and have the company training and 

counseling available and evaluation and investigation, tools that we use in sexual 

harassment cases. 

One interviewee expressed the thought that workplace bullying occurred because of the 

work environment and that: 

If that person went to the supervisor, just nip it in the bud right at the very 

beginning.  Don’t just pretend it didn’t happen.  Just deal with it right then and 

there and for me, for my situation that was what made it continue to escalate, 
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escalate, escalate, that my supervisor did not handle it.  Because not only was I 

mistreated by this person so was another coworker who went to my supervisor 

and he chose not to do anything  so if the supervisor would just deal with it in the 

very beginning and just make it a level playing field and let that person know this 

is not going to be tolerated just nip it in the bud. 

Based on her own experiences, another interviewee thought that talking with the bully 

might help: 

Sometimes if you can talk things out and make the bully see that they are actually 

bullying you, maybe they don’t realize they’re bullying you.  Maybe it’s just a 

flaw in their character   If you can talk to them and make them see that this is 

actually bullying, then they will stop.  It’s kind of like sexual harassment.  If you 

don’t bring it to their attention, maybe they don’t realize that you feel that that is 

what it is.  So bring it to their attention maybe that will be a way of curtailing it  

The third section of the interview was the showing of an extract from the film, 

“Swimming with Sharks” which had aired on HBO in the past year.  Interviewees were then 

asked for comments about the film and whether their opinions about any issues discussed earlier 

had changed as a result of seeing the film extract. 

Interviewees were unanimous in agreeing that the extract depicted serious and severe 

instances of workplace bullying.  The attributed the communication by both supervisor and 

employee as showings of low self-esteem.  Some interviewees added to the definitions of 

workplace bullying that they gave earlier using words such as “demeaning,” and “belittling.”  

One interviewee was almost angry: 

That was the worst that I have ever seen of workplace bullying and that was just 

very bad.  I think it was a case of both the supervisor and the employee both having 

low self esteem because the employee could not put voice to how he felt in all the 

instances when he faced him when he said he was wrong or he was not important, 

he should have spoken up.  I think that sometimes lets the bully know that you 

really can’t do that.  That’s inappropriate.  So you need to speak up when that 

happens.  If you are not allowed to, then go further if you can.  You should not 

endure something like that.   

Another interviewee said: 
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In an organization of that kind, you can’t focus, you can’t think.  Everything you 

do will be wrong.  So you are not looking at what you have the talents to do, you 

are looking at what this person is doing to you.  . . . I used to work for a legislator, 

a member, and she had this problem with yelling and I did like him.  I went in and 

talked to her and after I talked to her, that’s why I thought talking would do the 

trick, after I talked to her and I told her point blank  I was not reared with persons 

yelling at me and I don’t take kindly to it.  I don’t like yelling and screaming.  I 

told her it didn’t make her look professional . . .  After that there was no yelling  

The element, ridicule, was raised again.  This time the interviewee opined: 

Ridicule is a part of it as well.  He just cut him to pieces not only in front of his 

co-workers which is embarrassing although probably in that context all his 

coworkers got the same treatment too I am pretty sure, but in front of that woman, 

was very attractive woman, and he intentionally made him look like a fool in front 

of her, he was showing off for the woman, I think.  But he was bullying, and 

ridicule was a big part of it. 

In answer to a fill-in question whether interviewees could distinguish the communication 

he or she called bullying from other communication at work, some interviewees found it hard to 

draw the line between harassment and bullying at work.  As one interviewee said: 

I think it was bullying from start to finish.  He bullied physically by looming over 

him and talking to him, he certainly bullied verbally and cut him down, he called 

him names, he insulted his character, insulted his intelligence  He told him you 

are worth nothing.  It was bullying from start to finish. 

Certainly it’s different, say from sexual harassment, there’s no question about 

that.  With the guy there was no ‘come on.’  It was just bullying.  It is hard for me 

to draw a line between general harassment and bullying.  It’s certainly a type of 

that.  But in general, harassment could be a more insidious thing, maybe where 

you turn back memos three or four times, you know, or say ‘I want this 

capitalized’ or ‘no, I don’t want that capitalized.’  You’re harassing somebody.  

That’s not necessarily bullying them.  So, yes, I think I see them as two separate 

issues.   

One interviewee believed that laws or rules were already in place to handle the 
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communication witnessed in the film.  Like some other individuals, the interviewee believed that 

the organizational culture depicted in the film extract was not a good one but also felt that the 

victim was a weak person.  Another belief was that the communication between the supervisor 

and employee could be addressed under existing HR rules, for example, rules that pertained to 

violence in the workplace. 

There was a general opinion across interviews that workplace bullying could occur once 

and leave an employee traumatized for the remainder of that person’s employment.   One 

example given was that, once a person was bullied, a fear that the communication would be 

repeated would occasion an atmosphere of intimidation.  However, interviewees also felt that, 

depending on the circumstances, the communication might have to be repeated before it could be 

labeled workplace bullying.   

There was also a general opinion across interviews that workplace bullying was 

successful because it was subtle, in fact, “very, very subtle.”  Another opinion was that 

workplace bullying was not a management style but an interpersonal method of communicating.   

In their closing thoughts, some interviewees reiterated the need for supervisory training:  

Their thoughts were captured by one interviewee who said: 

I just want to reiterate the fact that if people get training, they would not behave 

that way. Lots of people get thrown into situations, sink or swim.  But training 

how to deal with people, they offer courses how to deal with angry public, you 

should have courses how to handle employees whether difficult or not.  There 

needs to be some type of training to avoid a situation like that.  If not, that person 

should be removed.  Of course you cannot remove the boss.  That person should 

not stay there.  They are not management material. 

Interviewees also reiterated that bullying could be intentional, though communication 

between the perpetrator and the victim might resolve misperceptions of bullying.  The fact that 

bullying could occur on one occasion was also reiterated as one interviewee gave a personal 

experience: 

I can imagine occasions where one instance of bullying can be considered a 

serious problem.  Like one time when one of my supervisors, we were after work 

at a conference out of town and with all these people we worked with during the 

day and at the dinner table in the restaurant the supervisor was getting drunk and 
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she was started making comments toward me which were rather intimidating and 

putting me down.  She was just making comments about things she really didn’t 

know anything about.  I think her alcohol got to her head. 

Another interviewee closed saying that she had never thought of bullying at work.  The 

interviewee had always associated it with the playground, but now that this interview had taken 

place, the interviewee said that: 

Certainly it happens and it is an issue . . . it can affect productivity . . .  I think it is 

offensive and should something someone could be discipline for. 

 One interviewee closed on a surprising note, that is, that sometimes people needed to be 

bullied: 

I come back to the situation, it depends on the employee.  There are some people 

you have to bully sometimes.  Some people, its like you have to take a stick to 

them to get results, but that is very rare.  There may be a little glimmer of 

something somewhere depending on the individual, some kind of bullying, not the 

extreme thing. There is no need to curse either and use that type of language name 

calling its should not be.  That’s about it. 

Follow-Up Interviews

 Interviewees were contacted approximately three months after the interviews 

concluded.  Their responses did not vary much from their initial discussions on 

workplace bullying.  Some interviewees had thought more on the topic and said that they 

had become more aware of workplace bullying.  One person opined that a one-time 

occurrence of workplace bullying was possible but it would have to very intensive to 

constitute workplace bullying.  She also believed that her personality prevented her from 

becoming a victim of workplace bullying.  She believed that the problem arose when 

people feared to come forward and report that they were being bullied.  Her observation 

on her personality was interesting because, in my opinion, it meant that she felt she had 

an inner strength, inner recourse, if you will.   

 Another interviewee, following up on his initial opinions about fear of reprisal, 

stated that he had reflected on workplace bullying and believed it was more frequent than 

is realized.  He opined that it was “a terrible thing to control.”  He was strongly against 

this type of communication and had discussed it with his wife on more than one occasion.  
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He had become more attuned to workplace bullying and injected an anecdote of what 

happened to him personally.  He had broken his foot and had to wear tennis shoes.  At 

work, he was told, confidentially, that he should not let his director see him in tennis 

shoes.  He “reacted very unfavorably” just from the mere fact that it was brought up.  

Essentially, participation in this study had sensitized him more to workplace bullying and 

the number of ways in which it could be manifested.   

 This interviewee saw the need for everyone in the organization to be open and 

honest and conscious of other people’s feelings.  His job put him in contact with people 

who viewed him as a “management” person.  He attempted to allay their fears by holding 

presentations to explain his role in the organization and make people aware that he 

operated from an ethical position.  He reiterated the need for training for all persons in 

the organization and opined that the training should “start at the top and trick down” in 

the organization.   

 The insight from this interviewee was appreciated.  He was concerned about the 

issue and had obviously reflected on workplace bullying before I interviewed him in 

December, 2003 and before I called for a follow-up interview. 

 Yet another interviewee had also reflected on workplace bullying since I 

interviewed her in December, 2003.  She believed that workplace bullying never really 

goes away.  It stays with the victim for a long time, she said.  People needed to be aware 

of the trauma it causes.  She was currently teaching people about diversity and the 

interview had brought up issues relevant to what she was doing.  She felt that training 

should be given as people entered the organization to begin the awareness process.  

Periodic workshops would teach people useful strategies.  The training should include 

those who were “higher up” because, she opined, “the more power you have, the more 

you need [the training]” because you have “more power to hurt people.”  She believed 

that a proactive approach was needed in organizations. 

Discussion

There was no doubt that interviewees believed that bullying was a unique phenomenon 

that occurred at work.  Some interviewees stated that, while they had experienced or witnessed 

the communication at work on many occasions, they had never interpreted the communication as 

bullying in the workplace, the name I provided based on the literature about workplace bullying.  
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However, since they had been asked to participate in the interview, they had reflected more on 

the communication, and, in some cases, they had discussed it with others or had read articles on 

workplace bullying.   They now re-interpreted the negative communication as workplace 

bullying and identified the following themes and elements as workplace bullying:   

a) verbal abuse which includes attacks to a person’s self concept, put downs, 

character attacks, demeaning and/or belittling communication, ridicule, 

humiliation, malice, lies, teasing, unfair criticism, and insults;  

b) power and control demonstrated through intimidating communication, attacks on 

one’s competence, being made to feel inadequate, indicating false perceptions of 

power, and demonstrating that a person lacked recourse; harassment including 

micromanagement;  

c) deliberate and/or repeated communication which included the element of intent; 

threats and false accusations as well as frightening communication;  

d) diversity issues that demonstrated differences in gender and cultural 

communication;  

e) professionalism which included elements of dignity, respect, and politeness; and  

f) subtle communication. 

These themes arose out of interpretations that were similar to those that emerged in the 

focus group interview as explained in Chapter 4.   For example, the theme of power, that is, of a 

supervisor controlling the communication in the workplace, came up several times during the 

interview.  Power and control were linked micromanagement and supervisors’ attempts to lower 

employees’ self esteem and embedded in interpersonal communication.  For example, people 

shunned the idea of telling employees that their ideas were stupid.  Instead, the supervisor could 

have adopted a more democratic position by saying, “Well, we need to think about that one.  I 

see problems with that approach.”   

It was also clear that interviewees held supervisors accountable.  However, some of the 

themes that arose during the interviews reflected the point of view that bullying techniques were 

not perceived as motivational, a notion that had gained some currency in the focus group 

interview described in the previous chapter. 

The meanings that were assigned to supervisory communication that degraded an 

employee, that tried to “break a person down,” that had an insulting tone, or that singled out 
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employees for different treatment were interpreted as workplace bullying.  At times, interviewees 

pondered whether some communication was bullying and sometimes the consensus across 

interviews was that an important consideration was “intent.”  Several opinions were given about 

poor management.  Surprisingly, in most cases, poor management was attributed to poor 

interpersonal communication rather than organizational culture.  However, the fact that some 

employees did not recognize the fact that they were being bullied was blamed on the 

organizational culture. 

For example, responding to the question:  “When people refuse to do a task I know is 

important without good reason, I tell them they are unreasonable,” almost every interviewee 

indicated that use of the word “unreasonable” was not appropriate in the work environment.  

Some interviewees perceived that approach as an attack on an employee’s character, basing their 

perceptions on a belief that “it is not saying your idea is unreasonable or your behavior is 

unreasonable,” but that the person is unreasonable, an ad hominem attack.  In another instance 

when the word “attack” was discussed, the general consensus across interviews was that 

attacking an employee’s character was “never a good idea.”  But there was a counter proposal.  

A claim was made that if it was an employee’s responsibility to perform a specific task, that 

person was not being bullied when those words were used to express the supervisor’s beliefs. 

 What if supervisors did as one interviewee suggested and tried to motivate employees to 

“feel good about themselves even if their ideas are not top notch” but, on one occasion, berated 

employees in front of others?  Would that one incident label that supervisor as a bully?  As was 

noted in the film extract, in some offices, it is impossible to speak to an employee without 

everyone hearing.  The employee will be embarrassed and, in most cases, might perceive 

themselves in a humiliating situation.  Second, if an employee expects praise when he or she 

does good work, shouldn’t they expect that when they performed poorly, that the supervisor 

would speak to them about it, and that the supervisor might be upset because of delayed 

production?    

 Interviewees skirted around the issue of the communication being repeated, for example, 

what if the supervisor was just having a bad day.  Everyone agreed that ‘yelling’ and ‘screaming’ 

were never appropriate at work, and spoke of employee intimidation when these types of verbal 

communication were used.  One point of view was that it was necessary to put what was 

perceived as yelling and screaming in context.  Was there external noise that caused the 
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supervisor’s volume to increase?  Was it necessary for the supervisor to send a message to an 

employee over some distance?  On follow-up questioning, one interviewee believed that a one-

time incident would have to be intensive to constitute workplace bullying.   

 Although I expected that one or two interviewees would mention training as a 

management strategy to contain or prevent workplace bullying, I was surprised that almost all 

interviewees saw training as a major strategy.  Even in the follow-up interviews, the need for 

training was clear.  Sometimes I prompted the interviewee by asking questions about training, 

but the responses were always spontaneous.  A need clearly existed for everyone in the 

organization, from the top down, to be sensitized to workplace bullying.  Of course, the need 

could exist because the culture of state government in Florida in the 1990s was to promote from 

within its ranks, then mandate supervisory training.  I had been told on many occasions that 

individuals in top positions were reluctant to attend training.  Interviewees did not indicate 

whether the training should precede employment or be held after the supervisor was appointed.   

 Overall, the themes that resonated when interviewees were asked for their interpretations 

of workplace bullying were those of verbal abuse and power.  To digress a moment, one of the 

aspects of qualitative study is that methodology may change as the study progresses and 

unforeseen events occur (Stake, 1995; Patton, 2002).  Such a change occurred when the potency 

of the two themes, verbal abuse and power, was illustrated.  I wondered whether the two themes 

occurred concurrently and whether I could make an assumption that one could not occur without 

the other.  As a result, although not a planned strategy and therefore not discussed in the 

methodology, I believed that the following chart would be useful in gathering instances believed 

to be bullying in this search for issue-relevant meanings (Stake, 1995).  Stake (1995) refers to 

“consistency within certain conditions” as “correspondence” (p. 78).  Since the question that 

drew the most responses in terms of identifying elements or symbols associated with workplace 

bullying was, what does the term ‘workplace bullying’ mean to you, the responses interviewees 

gave to that question were studied.  I went through each response, line by line, and identified the 

following issues:  all references to attacks to a person’s self concept, put downs, character 

attacks, demeaning and/or belittling communication, ridicule, humiliation, malice, lies, teasing, 

unfair criticism, and insults; were categorized as verbal abuse;  all references to intimidating 

communication, attacks on one’s competence, being made to feel inadequate, indicating false 

perceptions of power, and demonstrating that a person lacked recourse; harassment including 
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micromanagement were categorized as power/control/intimidation.  I then aggregated the 

frequencies in the table below.   

TABLE 1 - CORRESPONDENCE  BETWEEN  VERBAL ABUSE  AND  

POWER/CONTROL/INTIMIDATION 

 Verbal Abuse 

mentioned 

Verbal Abuse 

Not mentioned 

Total 

Power/Control/Intimidation 

mentioned 

10 38 48 

Power/Control/Intimidation 

not mentioned 

23 19 42 

Total 33 57 90 

 

There was little correspondence between verbal abuse and power/control/intimidation.  

However, power/control/intimidation was mentioned 38 times, almost four times as much as 

when verbal abuse was mentioned.  This was a surprising discovery.  I was surprised to find a 

substantially lower correspondence between verbal abuse and power/control/ intimidation than I 

anticipated.   

I wondered what the correspondence would be between verbal abuse and the other issues 

and revisited the data.  This time, I examined the same documents, but I looked for intent; threats 

and false accusations as well as frightening communication; gender and cultural communication; 

lack of dignity, lack of respect, and lack of politeness; and subtle communication.  Aggregating 

the frequencies, I compiled the table below: 

TABLE 2 - CORRESPONDENCE  BETWEEN  VERBAL ABUSE  

AND  OTHER ISSUES 

 Verbal Abuse 

mentioned 

Verbal Abuse 

Not mentioned 

Total 

Other Issues 

mentioned 

7 15 22 

Other issues not 

mentioned 

27 37 64 

Total 34 52 86 
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Once again, an emic issue arose.  Based on the literature review and my observations, I had 

expected to find a high correspondence between verbal abuse and harassment, threats and 

deliberate and repeated communication.  However, the correspondence between verbal abuse and 

other issues4 was even lower than the correspondence between verbal abuse and 

power/control/intimidation.   In fact, when mentioned without reference to other issues, verbal 

abuse was mentioned almost four times more than when it was mentioned with other issues.  The 

high frequency count when neither verbal abuse nor other issues were mentioned may be due to 

the high frequency count attributed to power/control/intimidation. 

 The varying responses to the question, “what are some of the problems in recognizing 

workplace bullying,” came as no surprise.  Blumer (1969) believes that our interpretations arise 

out of our social interactions.  At work, people come from varying backgrounds which include 

cultural and gender influences.  Perceptions of workplace bullying might overlap to some degree, 

but would not likely be identical.  Those that did overlap included the fact that employees were 

aware that something negative occurred at work but could not label the phenomenon without 

training.  Training was overwhelmingly the response when interviewees were asked, what 

management strategy could be used to prevent or eliminate workplace bullying. 

 In Chapter 7, this discussion on patterns emerging out of individual interviews will be 

triangulated with those emerging from the focus group interview and textual research.   

Strengths and Weaknesses of this Methodology 

The advantages outlined in the previous paragraph outweighed perceived  disadvantages 

of holding individual interviews.  One expected disadvantage was that it would take time to 

obtain sufficient data (Patton, 2002).  However, this was not the case.  Instead, it was time-

consuming to transcribe the tapes.  Giving the interviewee the opportunity to speak about his 

perceptions or knowledge outside the parameters of the question-and-answer format did not 

result in explanations or discussions outside the expected time limits.  In fact, with three 

exceptions, the interviews lasted one hour.   

A second potential disadvantage was that I could influence the interviewee by the choice 

of questions or the manner in which the questions are asked (Patton, 2002).  “Wording questions 

                                                 
4 The issues aggregated under the heading Other Issues include:  Harassment, deliberate and/or repeated 
communication; threats, diversity issues, negative/positive communication, professionalism, and subtle 
communication. 
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is a tricky business.  All too often, the way we ask questions subtly biases the answers we get” 

(Babbie, 2001, p. 292).   This observation proved to be true.  I had to remember, from time to 

time, not to inject my point of view either by the way I asked the question or by my nonverbal 

communication.  I reminded the interviewee that I was interested in his or her opinions.  

However, sometimes interviewees were anxious about their own performance and would look at 

me for nonverbal cues, maybe a shift of the eyebrow or a facial expression, or some other 

nonverbal behavior.     

I ensured that the time was not wasted during the interview by providing each 

interviewee with a copy of the list of statements to look over prior to the questioning period 

(Patton, 2002).  Giving them a head start proved an asset.  I also advised them of how the 

interview would proceed.  This disclosure seemed to reduce some of the anxiety of being 

interviewed.  Further, I told interviewees about the verbal content of the film, that is, the fact that 

the film contained some expletives, and asked them for their consent to proceed.  I explained that 

if they objected, I would not show the film.  Alternatively, if the film began and they did not 

want to continue, I would immediately discontinue the showing.  Interviewees indicated their 

appreciation of this disclosure and, although two interviewees were “turned off” by the film, no-

one asked for the discontinuance. 

A strength of the individual interviews was the ability to observe interviewees.  True to 

the model of symbolic interactionism, they continually formed and re-formed their perspectives 

of workplace bullying not only in a verbal sense, but also in their non-verbal communication as 

they tapped fingers on the table nervously contemplating the words they had just uttered; or as 

they knitted their brows as they became aware of and interpreted ideas suggested by the film 

extract or the questions; or as they laughed over a particular incident that had happened at work.   
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CHAPTER 6 - TEXTUAL  RESEARCH 

Introduction 

In England, a postal worker committed suicide rather than continue to endure verbal 

attacks and continuous harassing and intimidating behaviors at work.  He left a note:  “It’s the 

only way out.  Those guys at work hate me.  Tell them it was nice playing with me and they 

won” (Hammond, 2001, p. 1).   This is an example of how co-workers, through group 

communication, can make life unbearable at work.  As stated in chapter one, many researchers 

believe that situations frequently occur in organizations in which employees are subjected to 

verbal attacks and that harassing and intimidating behaviors occur frequently (Namie & Namie, 

2003; Malloy, 1998; Hochheiser, 1998, Hornstein, 1996).  They conclude that the deliberate and 

repeated verbal aggression coupled with ridicule or harassing and intimidating strategies cause 

severe, and sometimes terminal, mental and physical harm (Middleton-Moz & Zawadski, 2002; 

Davenport, Schwartz, & Elliott, 2002; Topchik, 2001; Namie & Namie, 2003; Malloy, 1998; 

Hochheiser, 1998, Hornstein, 1996; NiCarthy, Gottlieb, & Coffman, 1993).  They attribute these 

types of communication to supervisors and co-workers.  

Many descriptions and definitions of workplace bullying are available in the literature 

emanating from fields of psychology, education, business, and so on, however, a definition is 

lacking in the field of communication.  This dissertation is an effort to provide a definition that 

will inhere to bullying at all levels of an organization regardless whether bullying spirals 

downward, upward, or across the organization.  To do so, this chapter tries to objectify 

workplace bullying.  Blumer (1956) stated that “to indicate something is to extricate it from its 

setting, to hold it apart, to give it a meaning, or in Mead’s language, to make it into an object” (p. 

80).  This chapter uses that methodology as it searches three databases—Lexis-Nexis, ProQuest, 

and Wilson OmniFile—to find out: 

a) What elements/symbols describe workplace bullying?    

b) Is workplace bullying a unique phenomenon?  

c) Is there a method to assess workplace bullying? 

Design 

This chapter, the third method of data collection, is divided into three parts.  The first part 

describes the methodology used to collect the data from journals, scholarly writings, and articles 

from the popular press that were available through the three databases.  The second part is 
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primarily descriptive, going to the heart of the study, gathering and interpreting symbols that 

would indicate how people think about and interpret communication at work that they perceive 

as bullying and how organization climates affect that communication.  A discussion ensues in the 

third part linking the research to the theory of symbolic interactionism.   

The words chosen as keywords for searches in the databases were chosen randomly. For 

example, as explained below, the study is about workplace bullying and those words were 

viewed as essential to a keyword search.  Since the bullying took place at work, it seemed 

appropriate to use keywords about organizations and organizational cultures.  There was no plan 

to examine the databases in a specific order or to use keywords other than those in the previous 

sentences.  As the search for an understanding of workplace bullying unfolded, keywords were 

added, their selection driven by interpretations found in the documents.  These keywords are 

identified as each database is described below. 

Methodology 

The artifacts “bullying” and “workplace bullying” became obvious keywords for 

collecting data.  In this chapter, an artifact is defined as a concept (theoretical object) that exists 

because of human manipulation.  Of the articles collected, more than 50% contained data about 

forms of bullying other than workplace bullying.  These articles came from newspapers, 

academic journals, and business journals as described in Chapter Three.  The remainder was 

examined for descriptions, definitions, or associated elements which would lead to understanding 

two research questions:   

a) What elements/symbols describe workplace bullying?  

b) Is workplace bullying a unique phenomenon?  

An answer to the third question—Is there a method to assess workplace bullying?—was 

expected to emerge as the documents were reviewed.   

 “Organizational behavior” and “organizational communication” were keywords also 

used to delve into the meanings that organizations had for people.  “Verbal aggression,” was 

another artifact associated with negative communication at work (Infante, Rancer, & Jordan, 

1996; Dietz, Robinson, Folger, Baron, & Schulz, 2003), so this keyword was also used.  The data 

collected were examined within each database for descriptions, definitions, or associated 

elements which would lead to an understanding of the three research questions set out on page 

102. 
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A discussion follows the exposition of the data as each database is examined.   

Underlying each discussion are the three principles inherent in the theory of symbolic 

interactionism:  a) “human beings act toward things on the basis of the meanings that the things 

have for them;” b) “the meaning of such things is derived from, or arises out of, the social 

interaction that one has with one’s fellows;” and c) “these meanings are handled in, and modified 

through, an interpretative process used by the person in dealing with the things he encounters” 

(Blumer, 1956, p. 2). 

Databases 

Each of the databases under scrutiny represented viewpoints of people who have either 

been subjected to negative communication at work or those who bore witness, directly or 

indirectly, to that type of communication.  Research began with a scrutiny of documents in the 

Lexis-Nexis database for descriptions of bullying at work or for definitions utilized by 

researchers in fields other than communication and by the popular press.  Lexis-Nexis 

represented views from the popular press, with input ranging from descriptions assigned by “the 

man on the street” to definitions posed by academics and other intellectuals.  This database 

provided viewpoints from the private and public sectors, the majority of which were biased 

toward a negative outlook on workplace bullying.  Words associated with workplace bullying, 

and anecdotes descriptive of bullying communication at work were examined in the context of 1) 

the meanings that those words and anecdotes have for people at work and 2) whether those 

meanings were derived from, or arose out of, the social interaction at work (Blumer 1956).   

Research in the ProQuest database focused on similar descriptions.  Issues of 

organizational culture and power were also found.  Articles ranged from those with significant 

bias toward bullying as negative communication to impartial reports on workplace bullying.  

Descriptions of bullying communication from researchers in fields other than communication 

were also examined in the context of 1) the meanings that the descriptions and vignettes have 

within organizations and 2) whether those meanings were derived from, or arose out of, 

perceptions of power.   

Finally, the Wilson OmniFile database was reviewed mainly for descriptions of 

organizational climate and verbal aggression.  Wilson OmniFile provided views from journals 

and other academic sources.   

Since it would be impractical to record every instance under consideration, sentences or 

 106



paragraphs were selected that appeared to be representative of groupings of information.  For 

example, multiple articles that addressed the notion that workplace bullying was psychological 

abuse were grouped and discussed below.    

Lexis-Nexis Academic Universe   

A search from October 2002 to October 2003 resulted in a majority of the articles from 

international sources.  This may be the result of the extensive research and legislative actions 

taking place in countries around the world.  For example, there were several articles on recent 

events in Australia where legislation against harassment, which included bullying at work, has 

recently been promulgated.  The need for “a clear definition of workplace bullying” was 

recognized in order to “give employers guidelines on how to minimise [sic] the conduct . . .” 

(Metcalf, 2003, p. 5). 

A search was made for obvious keywords, “workplace bullying,” “bullying,” “bullying at 

work,” and for “verbal aggression,” an issue that seemed to be central to this study.  The search 

yielded over 1000 articles which were examined in light of the research questions.  Deselecting 

articles that focused on forms of bullying in situations other than workplace bullying, for 

example, bullying at school and bullying in casinos, I reviewed 71 articles. 

Workplace bullying was described as communication that:  

a) “involved psychological abuse” (Moynihan, 2003, p. 3);  

b)  “is almost entirely psychological . . . the problem is that there is usually 

no physical evidence such as broken bones or even racist graffiti, and the most 

common outcome . . . is to say that there is no evidence” (“Crash Course,” 2003, 

p. 80); and  

c) is ‘deliberate, ongoing, aggressive behaviour [sic] that psychologically. . . 

torments its victim.’ (Prasad, 2003, p. 6-EX).    

These general instances of workplace bullying situated workplace bullying as 

psychological, rather than physical, abuse but did not identify a specific communication, for 

example, there are multiple types of communication associated with “deliberate and repeated 

hostile actions” or “abuse of power,” but it was unclear whether the communication was verbal 

or nonverbal and exactly what verbal or nonverbal communication had taken place.   A search 

for specificity revealed a study of workplace communication taken at the end of the workday of 

persons whose stress levels were already influenced by their trip to work showed that the “three 
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most common forms of aggressive behaviour [sic] . . . were staring and dirty looks, interrupting 

others and giving co-workers the silent treatment.  . . . Physical aggression was rare” (Perry 

2003, p. A19). 

Other specific instances of hostile communication and abuse of power are: 

A tyrannical boss who stands behind his secretary while she types, berating her in a loud 

voice that she has not finished his report; the gossip who spreads malicious lies about a 

colleague; the employee who improperly claims credit for another’s idea   (Prasad, 2003, 

p. 6-EX); 

Steven Horkulak’s position became intolerable because the president took every 

opportunity to vent his disapproval of him, in front of others (Drucker & Hughes, p. 26). 

Hazel, an apprentice chef in her 30s, was regularly verbally abused by a deputy chef at 

her restaurant.  The chef would stand over Hazel telling her she was no good at her job 

(Moynihan, 2003, p. 3).   

Five themes resonated across the readings:  a) bullying at work was psychological abuse; 

b) bullying at work was a form of aggression; c) a link existed between workplace bullying and 

violence at work; d) harassment and bullying were synonymous; and e) bullying at work was a 

management strategy.   

Bullying as psychological abuse: Bullying as aggression.  These two themes were usually 

interwoven, for example: 

Deliberate, ongoing aggressive behaviour [sic] that psychologically . . . torments its 

victim is the cornerstone of workplace bullying.  The vicious conduct drains morale and 

creates an offensive work environment by humiliating, intimidating or degrading 

employees, often in the presence of others (Prasad, 2003, p. 6-EX). 

The first theme, that bullying at work was psychological abuse was interpreted as 

communication that was a) repeated and deliberate, b) power communication, and c) subtle 

communication.  Aggression, the second theme, was conceptualized as a) interpersonal 

communication (lack of dignity), b) intrapersonal communication (lack of self-esteem), and c) 

group communication (lack of respect). 

Researchers in the field of psychology claim that workplace bullying was not only 

negative but also repeated and deliberate communication.  In this study, “repeated” was 

interpreted as:  ongoing, frequent, recurring, repetitive, constant, or continual; “deliberate” was 
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interpreted as:  on purpose, purposeful, premeditated, conscious, intentional, calculated, planned.  

Reports of repeated and/or deliberate communication intersected with reports of interpersonal 

communication.  For example: 

Bullying can be defined as the act of repeatedly and deliberately putting a weaker person 

under stress (Koch, 2003, p. 1). 

Deliberate and repeated hostile actions toward others in the workplace contributes to 

stress, health problems and job absences (Meyers, 2003, p. 1D). 

Bullying was also linked to supervisors and managers “who lacked interpersonal skills 

essential for dealing with fellow co-workers, particularly in high-pressure professions 

(Moynihan, 2003, p. 3). 

 Murphy (2003) described workplace bullying as “an ongoing pattern of hurtful words 

that humiliate and shame those who are on the receiving end of them” (p. 84) and claims that 

“verbal abuse never produces anything except painful wounds” (p. 84).    

An element associated with repeated communication was “constant criticism” which was 

summed up by Field (“It’s time to stamp out bullying bosses,” 2003) as being “constantly 

criticized or undermined, threatened, shouted at, humiliated or patronized, or given unjustified 

verbal or written warnings” (p. 22).  

Various forms of verbal communication associated with interpersonal communication 

were identified in many of the documents including the following descriptions:  raising the 

voice, persistent fault-finding, sarcasm, threats, and verbal abuse (Dargan, 2003, p. E08)).   

Other types of interpersonal communication that influenced perceptions of bullying at 

work were rudeness and obscenity. 

Lack of respect and rudeness is the norm  (Mourant, 2003, p. 2). 

Following a number of foul and abusive outbursts by his manager, which were directed at 

him, he left the company claiming that the president had screamed obscenities at him on a 

regular basis for six months leading up to his constructive dismissal (Drucker & Hughes, 

p. 26). 

In an Arkansas case, a woman sued her former employer, a doctor, claiming emotional 

distress, charging the doctor called her a slut and used profanity in front of her and patients.  The 

doctor, the woman claimed, threatened to have her killed if she quit (Meyers, 2003, p. 1D) 

Prasad (2003) symbolizes some negativity at work as the interpersonal communication 
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that occurs when “the office gossip . . . spreads malicious lies about a colleague” and “the 

employee . . . improperly claims credit for another’s idea” (p. 6-EX).  This communication 

undermines employees’ dignity and adds to disrespect among employees 

Psychological abuse was also interpreted as power communication.  Moynihan (2003) 

posits that because bullies “are under pressure and they are stressed, they tend to have more 

autocratic styles of decision-making, which can then lead into bullying behaviour [sic]” (p. 3). 

The CEO of a Trust Company dedicated to fighting workplace bullying noted that 

“bullying is an abuse of power or position that usually manifests itself in persistently criticizing 

someone, openly condemning them, or humiliating them.  It involves personal attack rather than 

constructive criticism” (“Crash Course,” 2003, p. 80).   

Psychological abuse was also symbolized as “teasing” (Boyd & Corbett, 2002) and 

teasing was seen as power over staff (McColl, 2003); as verbal taunting, threats leading to fatal 

and non-fatal outcomes, and name-calling (Meyers, 2003); and as use of profane language 

(Livingstone, 2003).   

Power communication often intersected with intrapersonal communication.  For example, 

Dargan (2003) felt that “bullies may feel that they have behaved the same way for years without 

being admonished for it” (p. E08).  Additionally, Field (2003) opined that “one major factor is 

that bullies believe they can get away with it – and generally they can.  This includes the loud-

mouthed, insecure and generally less-competent bully and the sociopathic bully, who enjoys 

seeing people suffer” (p. 4). 

Yandrick (1999) gives an account of how a supervisor’s self-esteem was eroded when a 

new manager was hired: 

Within days of the manager’s arrival, criticism had replaced compliments, 

achievements were undermined, requests were denied and decisions overruled . . . 

My responsibility increased in the department, yet authority was taken away from 

me.  I could never pin him down to an explanation about what was wrong and, 

when challenged, he would become impatient, aggressive and often made veiled 

threats of demotion. 

Psychological abuse also included subtle, or latent, communication, for example, “Asking 

workers to do more with less is an aspect of the problem” (Meyers, 2003, p. 1D); or “The attacks 

most often took the form of intimidation, humiliation and ridicule, but included being left out of 
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office lunches, displays of anger such as slamming doors or forcing staff to work long hours for 

no reason” (Nixon, 2003) or “The report found more than 85 per cent of those surveyed reported 

they had suffered or witnessed intimidation, humiliation or being left out of social events by 

workmates” (Robinson, 2003, p. 7). 

Some articles presented various aspects of how verbal communication was perceived as  

workplace bullying.  According to one employee, “I spoke up in meetings about these issues but, 

as a result, I became known as a troublemaker” (Khoo, 2003, p. 4).   

Communication on the Internet has also been used to perpetuate bullying at work.  In 

Minnesota, three factory employees at IBM were fired for violating IBM’s policy that the 

company would not tolerate “verbal taunting, threats of physical harm, escalating horseplay, or 

ridicule that can leave workers feeling demeaned or endangered” (Meyers, 2003, p. 1D). 

 Bullying  and workplace violence.  The third theme that arose was a connection between 

workplace bullying and workplace violence.  Violence at work was sometimes associated with 

stalking or assault, or rape, but, on occasion, it was also associated with “verbal assaults and 

threatening emails” (Collins, 2001, p. A13).  In fact, verbal abuse seemed to be the link between 

violence at work and bullying at work.  Barr (2002), writing in the London Times about violence 

in the workplace, noted that verbal abuse from colleagues and bosses had become part of the 

daily work life. 

 Penalties for workplace violence depended on the severity of the offense.  The offenses 

named by the Federal Human Resources Week in June 2001 included communication that has 

been associated with workplace bullying, for example, obscene and offensive comments, conduct 

unbecoming a supervisor, using hostile and profane language, and failure to follow instructions.  

A survey in the United Kingdom indicated that “more than half of all office staff in the UK have 

become so angry at work they have nearly punched a colleague.  Some 53% of workers have 

been brought to the brink of violence by “office rage”, with loud-mouthed colleagues cited as the 

main causes (Hazlewood, 2002).  The 2002 British Crime Survey revealed that 64% of workers 

get angry at colleagues who shouted at the office and who talked over others during meetings 

while 61% of excessive workloads caused problems.   

 Additionally, an Accounting Office Management and Administration Report from the 

Institute of Management and Administration (IOMA) links aggression and violence citing verbal 

assaults.  That organization cites Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSGA) as 
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stating that “violence has occurred . . .  when clients, or coworkers assault, threaten, yell, push, 

or verbally abuse employees” (p. 5).   

 Reports vary from direct to indirect reports of bullying/violence.  Moynihan (2003) 

reported the case of Hazel, an apprentice chef, whose supervisor would “stand over Hazel telling 

her she was no good at her job” and tell her that “‘you will have to call me king’ . . . ‘I’m not 

afraid to kill anyone and I’ve stabbed someone with a screwdriver’” (p. 3).  

 As organizations took a closer look at workplace violence in the 1990s, it was noted that 

“workplace violence does exist, not just in the form of homicide, but in the more common guise 

of abusive bosses, angry customers and belligerent co-workers” (Loomis, 2001, p. 5).  

 The Australian government recognizing the link between bullying and violence in the 

workplace, handled the problem as harassment and, in July 2003, passed laws against harassment 

at work. 

 Again and again in the articles, verbal abuse was reported in conjunction with violence at 

work.  At the same time, verbal abuse was reported in conjunction with bullying at work.   

Harassment vs. bullying.  A fourth theme that resonated was possible lack of a distinction 

between harassment and bullying. 

As stated above, the Australian government applied a broad definition to legislation in 

July 2003 as they grappled with workplace violence and bullying at work.  Legislators believed 

that: 

 . . . the Public Service Act . . .  would provide the first definition in law of workplace 

harassment as repeated behaviour that is unwelcome and unsolicited, that the person 

considers to be offensive, intimidating, humiliating, or threatening. 

Workplace harassment does not include reasonable management action taken in a 

reasonable way by the chief executive in connection with the person’s employment 

(Metcalf, 2003, p. 5). 

Bullying as a management strategy.  A fifth theme that emerged was that workplace 

bullying was a strategy employed by organizations to ensure high levels of profitability.    An 

investigation using the keyword “organizational behavior” yielded 20 documents.  A theme that 

resonated was that bullying is a communication associated with management styles.  A theory 

was found that “bullies could only thrive where there was weak management” (Humphreys, The 

Daily News, August 29, 2003).  However, an observation by an official at an IBM plant that 
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“’Yes Joe can be a little rough around the edges, but he really knows how to get the work done,’” 

indicates that management condones negative communication when productivity is positively 

affected. 

The level of reported bullying has increased, he says, which may be due to increased 

awareness of the issue and employee rights.  But he believes the work environment is 

contributing to bullying.  ‘Everyone acknowledges we are working harder and harder and 

it’s perhaps increasing as well.’  The pressure to meet targets and profits, and the 

perception that objectives can be obtained more effectively through bullying, are 

contributing to the problem. . . . the pressure to increase productivity is being passed on 

to already overworked employees.  Technology is putting demands on people and after 

work hours (Fox, 2003, p. 59). 

Fox (2003) also opined that “bullying at work covers verbal abuse through to less 

obvious issues such as the constant threat of dismissal, unreasonably increasing workloads, 

withholding information from employees and giving people jobs they cannot be expected to 

complete” (p. 59).  Devious measures such as these indicated that verbal and nonverbal 

communication might be indiscernible for while it might be easy for a third party to recognize 

verbal abuse not only by the words selected or emphasized, but also by volume, tone, and pitch, 

it could be more difficult to distinguish that information is withheld.     

Fox’s (2003) opinion was supported by a quantitative study in which 325 safety officers 

and human resource professionals agreed that “subtle forms of bullying are on the rise” such as 

being humiliated in front of others, having duties changed without notice, and having the 

workload increased (Robinson, 2003, p. 7).  The notion that bullying at work is subtle arose in 

many of the articles under review.   

 Articles were collected to find out whether workplace bullying occurred continuously in 

organizations and whether it was perceived as part of the organizational culture.  Diverse views 

are reported, including the following:  “claiming that the president had screamed obscenities at 

him on a regular basis for six months leading up to his constructive dismissal  (Drucker & 

Hughes, p. 26); “A silent epidemic of workplace bullying has resulted from a global trend of 

macho management . . . Prof McAvoy said the silent epidemic of bullying was nurtured by toxic 

workplaces, in which workers were intimidated into keeping quiet about the problem (Asia 

Pulse, April 14, 2003); and “Love says there was also widespread cronyism and bullying at her 
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workplace . . . There was the added pressure that the organization had a strong bullying culture 

(Khoo, 2003, p. 4). 

Management styles and management strategy were operationalized as threats and job 

expectancy problems.   

In referring to threats, Mourant (2003) noted that there have been cases of staff, 

particularly new and newly-qualified or inexperienced staff being threatened and verbally 

humiliated rather than supported.  He adds that the emphasis has been on persistent fault-finding.  

Prasad (2003) adds a reminder that “most bullies are bosses who are empowered to fire their 

victims” (Prasad, 2003, p. 6-EX).      

Job expectancy problems were further categorized as supervisors withholding 

information from employees, giving employees unreasonably increasing workloads, and 

changing employees’ duties without notice.   

Opposing viewpoints.  An argument was raised that, “verbal abuse doesn’t mean that 

every time someone upsets you, they are “abusive” (Skube, 2003, p. G1).   Murphy, writing in 

the Wisconsin State Journal on September 15, 2003, agrees, saying that “verbal abuse should not 

be confused with firmness” (p. 84). However,. Skube (2003) does acknowledge that “some folks 

believe that if they are mad [meaning angry], they are entitled to say just about anything that 

isn’t illegal” (p. G1).  Skube’s point of view, while methodologically useful, reveals some of the 

contradictions that exist in social interactions.  For example, as Americans we believe in free 

speech, yet in order to live in groups—a civilized society—we suppress negative thoughts for the 

common good.   

Also expressed in the popular press, albeit weaker than the voices which firmly believed 

that the negative communication at work was bullying, were opinions that aggressive 

management was being taken out of context and called bullying.  Two examples are: “Too many 

companies celebrate a dog-eat-dog environment in which aggressive behavior toward others is 

viewed as a means to overcome rivals” (Meyers, 2003, p. 1D); and “Bullying isn’t easy to define, 

and it can be hard to distinguish from tough, hands-on management” (“Crash Course,” 2003. p. 

80). 

Concern that every management action was being perceived as bullying, one article 

posited that “Workplace harassment does not include reasonable management action taken in a 

reasonable way” (Metcalf, 2003, p. 5). 
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There was also a viewpoint that people “should get over it” meaning that the behaviors 

being touted as workplace bullying were insufficient cause for concern or, perhaps, less 

significant than meeting the goals of the organization. 

Consequences of workplace bullying.  It became clear that consequences of workplace 

bullying were as important to explore as antecedents.  Dowling (2003), reporting in Australia’s 

Herald Sun, claimed that “people bullied at work can suffer serious physical and psychological 

health effects, undermining their confidence, working relationships and work performance” (p. 

52).  This mood resonated through articles like those in the Western Mail which portrayed 

bullying in the workplace as an important issue that “affects morale, results in high staff turnover 

and increased sickness absence, lowers productivity and has the potential for expensive legal 

costs” (Barry, 2003).  A therapist in Australia is reported as saying that “bullying caused people 

to start doubting their own abilities, regardless of how qualified they were” (“”Get on top of 

bullying,” 2003, p. 1). 

 The articles from Lexis-Nexis described above explored the meanings employees 

assigned to workplace bullying by examining definitions and descriptions of workplace bullying 

and words associated with workplace bullying.  The next section will examine articles collected 

from ProQuest.   

ProQuest.   

The search in ProQuest covered the period 1993 to 2003.  ProQuest provided information 

about organizations, organizational culture, and workplace behavior.  Data came from national 

and international sources.  Data on workplace bullying and workplace violence was also 

collected from newspapers such as the New York Times.  

A search for text containing the words “workplace bullying,” “organizational culture,” 

and “organizational behavior” yielded 33 articles.  Articles that referred to sexual harassment and 

crime control were deselected leaving 30 articles to be examined.   

A report from the June 2003 issue of the Journal of Employee Assistance posited that 

workplace bullying was present when: 

An employee identifies ongoing exploitative or abusive interactions with a boss or 

co-worker as the source of his/her stress.  Remarkably, one in six U.S. workers 

suffers such relationships, which damage psychological health while eroding 

overall workforce productivity. 
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We call this phenomenon workplace bullying when the mistreatment is repeated, 

health-harming, and illegitimate. Bullying is a sub-lethal, non-physical form of 

violence, psychological in both its execution and its impact on targeted 

individuals (of those self-identified as bullied, 41 percent are clinically depressed, 

while 30 percent of women and 21 percent of men suffer from post-traumatic 

stress disorder). Bullying's illegitimacy refers to the use of destructive 

interpersonal tactics that interfere with work performance--that is, bullying 

undermines accomplishment of the employer's business interests. Bullies put their 

need to control others above the employer's genuine goals..   

Researchers in one U.K. study credited the importation of American command-

and-control management style for the rise in bullying, but some people are 

predisposed to mistreat others, regardless of workplace culture. For the majority 

of otherwise good people who become bullies, however, title power elicits the 

darker, crueler side we all possess but few manifest. When pressure is on to meet 

profit goals or efficiencies (especially in cases with fewer staff), managers are 

expected to deliver results without regard for human consequences. The fiscal 

bottom line is paramount (“Anti-bullying advocacy,” p. 9). 

This description of workplace bullying includes several elements found in Lexis-Nexis 

articles described above and in other ProQuest articles, elements such as “exploitative and 

abusive interactions,” “relationships which damage psychological health,” “eroding . . . 

productivity,” “mistreatment that is repeated, health-harming, and illegitimate,”: “sub-lethal, 

non-physical,” “undermines accomplishment,” “need to control,” “pressure . . . to meet profit 

goals,” “deliver results without regard for human consequences,” and “fiscal bottom line is 

paramount.”   

McKitrick (2002) explains that workplace bullying has been called “harassment, hostility, 

cruelty, psychological violence and emotional abuse” (p. 1)  McKitrick (2002) refers to 

American workers as “targets” and goes on to say that they “tend to be competent workers with 

high ethical standards who are easily assailed because of their non-confrontational cooperative 

personality styles and over-commitment to their jobs” (p. 1). 

Workplace bullying was described as “persistent demeaning, devaluing and harassing” 

(Anon., 2002, pp. 33-34) and a “significant and often subterranean problem in many 
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organizations” (Cooper, 1999, p. 14).  Cooper (1999) believes that workplace bullying is 

“persistent harassment, both physical and primarily psychological in its nature, which demeans, 

devalues and humiliates individuals” (p. 14).  Bullies are referred to as individuals who shout 

and publicly humiliate others, who use verbal abuse as part of their management style (Cooper, 

1999; Gopinath, 2001), and who treat employees like servants (Gopinath, 2001).  Gopinath 

(2001) describes workplace bullying as “the deliberate, repeated, hurtful verbal mistreatment of a 

person (known as the target) by a cruel perpetrator (the bully)” (p. 1).  He continues, 

“Harassment based on gender and race are illegal practices in the US and may be considered sub-

sets of the generalized practice of bullying” (p. 1).  Gopinath goes on to say that organizations 

“tolerate [bullying] as long as it remains at the level of teasing, and crack down only when the 

occasional severe case raises its head” (p. 1). 

The following vignette is from a visit Gopinath (2001) made to a travel agency in India.   

I recall visiting a small travel agency in Delhi a few years ago where the manager 

(also the proprietor) sat in a glass-walled cubicle with the door open and the rest 

of the staff, about eight of them, sat at desks in an open hall. 

While I waited for my turn to see the manager, he was working himself up in his 

cubicle over a problem he saw as having been caused by an employee.  He was 

letting himself go in a loud voice, using words that would make anybody wince.  

It was difficult to see who his target was, since I found all the employees cringing 

and glancing surreptitiously at each other through the corners of their eyes.  

Clearly, this was not unusual for them, and they seemed to be sharing and giving 

support to each other in their misery (pp. 1-2).  

Familiar patterns emerged as Gopinath (2001) described workplace bullying:   

Screaming and yelling at the target in an attempt to humiliate him or her. 

Denying resources such as time, budget, or support, that would prevent the target 

from being successful at the job and setting him or her up to fail. 

Personal verbal assaults, through name-calling, questioning and challenging 

unimportant details, and systematically demeaning the target’s competence. 

Manipulating the impression others have of the target, dividing the work group so 

people tae sides, and slowly destroying the person’s reputation (pp. 1-2) 

Once-traditional organizations were reported as currently supporting  “longer hours, 
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short-term contracts, intrinsic insecurity and a new management style” (Anon., 2002, pp. 33-34).  

At the same time, organizations claim that their work environments are progressive, that 

employees are trained in “autonomy, learning opportunities, meaning, purpose, and a way to 

grow and get ahead.  High involvement activities include the use of self-managing teams, 

information sharing, shared goal setting, suggestion programs, brainstorming sessions . . . idea 

campaigns, and motivational meetings” (Smith, 2002, p. 1).   

A more profound change in organizations was the move to bridge the chasm between 

home and business: “We can’t merely hire employees’ hands and tell them to leave their hearts, 

minds, and spirits at home.  Today’s workers are looking for many things in an employment 

relationship.  They want a meaningful partnership with their workplaces.  Workplaces that 

provide meaning and purpose and are fun, engaging, and energizing will enjoy greater retention, 

higher productivity, and lower turnover” (Smith, 2002, p. 1).  Intrapersonal communication 

became important as researchers explored whether “feelings of competence, identity, and self-

esteem are at least partially derived from one’s feelings of success at work” (Simmons, 2002, p. 

51).   

Among organizational changes are the “removal of layers of management; the idea that 

the fast track is the only route to the top; a drive for quality in an unstable world, the 

strengthening of the relationship between results and rewards, and the pressure on 

boss/subordinate relationships” (Whyte, 1995, p. 30).   

These shifts have been attributed to changing economies where “work has increasingly 

become knowledge work and managerial work” (Axelrod, 1999, p. 18).  Axelrod (1999) believes 

that “many of us are willing to work long hours if the work seems meaningful and it makes us 

feel effective, important and needed” (p. 18).  

However, as stated above, “When pressure is on to meet profit goals or efficiencies 

(especially in cases with fewer staff), managers are expected to deliver results without regard for 

human consequences. The fiscal bottom line is paramount” (“Anti-bullying advocacy,” 2003, p. 

9).   

It is common knowledge that organizations consist of attitudes, customs, norms, and roles 

(Whorton & Whorley, 1981) and that organizations are “stabilized and perpetuated” through 

“myths, sagas, language systems, metaphors, symbols, ceremonies, rituals, value systems, and 

behavior norms” (Shrivastava, n.d., p.103).  Whorton & Whorley (1981) raise an argument that 
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organizational culture can be traced to positive and negative forces:  “a philosophical expression 

of high ideals and aspirations (a positive force) and a distrusting statement of constraints and 

limited powers (a negative force)” (p. 358).  There is a push toward unity, a direction in which 

the organization proceeds toward goals and objectives necessary for the organization to succeed 

while, at the same time, rules are instituted to contain employee involvement (the pull factor) 

through “sunshine laws, personal financial disclosures, civil service protection, and 

accountability procedures” (Whorton & Whorley, p. 358). 

A multiplicity of reasons cause groups to form and re-form continuously in organizations.  

Each group conforms to the organizational culture yet invents, discovers or develops (Schein, 

1984) its own identity as new meanings arise out of group member interactions.  Supervisors and 

managers are seen in most organizations as “they” while all other employees are viewed as “us.”  

Positive and negative communication is taught to new employees (from both groups) through 

orientation seminars or other types of “welcome to the organization” inductions.  “The role of 

organizational myths in initiating recruits into the organization is crucial.  The new members’ 

attitudes and dispositions toward others are shaped by the stories they are told at the time they 

join the organization” (Shrivastava, n.d., p. 104).    Shrivastava (n.d.) opines further that 

“sociocultural norms describe acceptable behavior in circumstances where no explicit guides to 

behavior exist.  They make it possible to judge the appropriateness or “goodness” of an 

individual’s conduct by comparing it with the organizational values.  Norms also describe 

standards of performance and reward systems for tasks not normally included in formal job 

descriptions” (p. 105).  Shrivastava (n.d.) recognizes that conflict occurs in organizations and 

point out that “politics may cause frustration and anxiety among managers and lead to the 

eventual choice of suboptimal solutions.   

Politics may also create permanent factions among managers who try to keep information 

from each other.  . . . Conflicts arise because managers hold different assumptions, interpret 

information differently, and fail to share their understanding of events.”  Shrivastava posits that 

without trust and openness, participatory decision-making will not succeed. 

Schein (1984) addressed the need humans have for cognitive order and consistency.  

Schein opined that “humans experience the anxiety associated with being exposed to hostile 

environmental conditions and to the dangers inherent in unstable social relationships, forcing 

groups to learn ways of coping with such external and internal problems” (p. 8). 
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In organizations where bullying is tolerated, Yandrick (1999) believes that the “best and 

brightest may be let go at the expense of the most aggressive and uncivil.” Yandrick cites Namie 

& Namie: 

The perpetrator initiates the bullying behavior, using tactics such as intrusive 

remarks about competency or personal character. 

The perpetrator builds a base of support in private—such as conversations with 

other employees in the bathroom—and suggests that he is the one being 

tormented.  He also seeks support from higher-ups to inoculate himself against 

complaints by the target later on.  Simultaneously, the perpetrator’s behavior 

toward the target may intensify. 

Co-workers and witnesses come to learn the truth about the perpetrator’s bullying 

tactics, but they retreat out of fear of becoming targets themselves.  Feeling it is 

too costly to be involved in the situation, they become tacit collaborators. 

Relationships between the coworkers and the victim outside of work are cut off. 

Co-workers and witnesses abandon the target and support the bully.  . . . The 

solution for people in the work unit is to show group solidarity . . . employees 

need to feel that this will lead to genuine action.  The alternative is that each of 

them will feel that they’ve stuck their neck out and that the bully will 

systematically go after each of tem on an individual basis (pp. 61-62). 

A phenomenon called “turf wars” was found that contained descriptions discussed earlier 

in this chapter.  The descriptions included:  “withholding or controlling information for personal 

gain and at the expense of the group’s progress,” “withholding what should be shared in the best 

interest of the group—in our business especially technical information about production 

processes,” “physical, emotional, and intellectual possessiveness,” “I own my area of 

responsibility—no one enters this hallowed ground without first going through me,” and “What’s 

mine is mine.  What’s yours is questionable” (Simmons, 2002, p. 51). 

McKitrick (2002) echoes Gary Namie, founder of Campaign Against Workplace 

Bullying, “It’s not about business, tough management or squeezing productivity out of lazy 

workers . . . it’s all about control” (p. 1).  McKitrick reiterates specific elements of control:  

supervisors who “humiliate their targets in front of co-workers or behind closed doors, 

supervisors who withhold information or tools needed to successfully do the job, nit-picking 
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perfectionists who belittle subordinates about unimportant details, and two-faced lunch buddies 

who undermine targets behind their backs” (p. 1). 

The following vignettes from Chanen (1999) demonstrate the abuse of power in 

situations regarded as bullying at work: 

Vignette 1:  For most people the birth of a child is a quintessentially joyous 

occasion.  But when Virginia lawyer Doug Hilton looks back on the birth of his 

first, his memory is mixed with pain.  A first-year associate toiling away at a 

satellite office of a large, national law firm, he found himself back at work the 

morning after his wife delivered.  It wasn’t by choice.  A powerful partner had 

laid the groundwork, alternately ignoring Hilton or going on tirades when his 

work was less than perfect.  The partner made him feel so bad about himself and 

his work that Hilton felt compelled to return or face an uncertain future at the law 

firm.  That next day, Hilton watched the partner storm past his office on his way 

to a meeting.  He did not stop to offer congratulations.  Instead, he called Hilton 

from his car.  “He just said, ‘Listen we’ve been going easy on you.  Now that your 

baby is born, it’s time to start pulling your own weight around here.’  When I 

think back on it, it was ridiculous,” says Hilton, now a solo practitioner in 

Fredricksburg, VA. There was my wife in the hospital with our first child, and I 

was at the office because this jerk made me feel bad.. .Hilton takes some solace in 

knowing he wasn’t the only target of the tyrannical partner’s browbeating.  Some 

at the firm had it even worse.  He remembers the partner telling the field secretary 

who was having domestic problems that he could no longer tolerate her excuses 

for missing work.  In fact, Hilton recalls the partner telling the secretary the only 

excuse that would suffice for the next time she missed work was her death (pp. 

90-91). 

Vignette 2.  One Boston lawyers’ experience illustrates the problem.  She often 

bore the brunt of her one-time boss’s frustration with himself when he waited 

until the last minute to draft and file court briefs. The lawyer, then clerking for the 

bully, says he would scream into his dictation machine often without completing 

thoughts, and then stand over her while she was typing, demanding to know why 

the brief was not ready.  Then he complained about paying her for the overtime 
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she worked to finish the court filings on time.   The lawyer became so fed up with 

covering for the bully that she quit after a few months, repeating a pattern begun 

by previous employees (pp. 91).   

Chanen (1999) points to management styles that encourage silence when such 

communication occurs in organizations.  Chanen cites law profession Yamada who claims that 

“few businesses encourage reporting bullying . . . because they haven’t been found to be liable 

for such behavior” (p. 91).   

Whyte (1995) notes that workplace bullying was not necessarily physical but referred to 

“abuse of power, particularly on the part of managers and often with a gender dimension.  Thus 

threats of disciplinary action, removal of privileges, insistence on early or late working, [and] 

public reprimands” (p. 30).  Whyte cautioned that: 

It is important to recognise [sic] that bullying is not necessarily solely dependent 

upon the personality of the abuser of power, in many respects recent widespread 

commercial and organisational [sic] changes have combined to at least give the 

illusion of being supportive of intimidation.  Among such changes are the 

removal of layers of management; the idea that the fast track is the only route to 

the top; a drive for quality in an unstable world; the strengthening of the 

relationship between results and rewards and the shift from product management 

to client relationship management; all these trends are likely to increase the 

pressure on boss/subordinate relationships and thus provide the potential for an 

increase in the instances of what may be regarded as bullying. 

Writing in the Journal of Business Ethics, Vandekerckhove and Commers (2003) address 

power and ethics as they elaborate “on downward workplace mobbing” which they describe as 

“the intentional and repeated inflictions of physical or psychological harm by superiors on 

subordinates within an organization” (p. 41).  They believe that “causes of and facilitating 

circumstances for downward workplace mobbing . . . match current organizational shifts taking 

place within a context of globalisation” (p. 41)  In other words, “it is not the organizational shifts 

themselves which are to ‘blame’, but an inadequate transformation of leadership and power in 

reaction to those shifts” (p. 41).  

Wilson OmniFile.   

A non-dated scan of Wilson OmniFile using the words “bullying,” “workplace bullying,” 
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“organizational behavior,” “organizational communication,” and “verbal aggression” brings up 

over 1,000 documents.  The search for documents, therefore, will be restricted to the time period 

January 1996 to November 2003 as well as to further scrutiny for definitions of workplace 

bullying and vignettes about workplace bullying. The new search resulted in 34 articles which 

contained underlying themes of credibility, civility, deception, relationship management, body 

language, and respect.  A link to violence also emerged.   

Various interpretations of bullying included references to group communication and 

organizational climate, for example: 

a) Bullying “involve[s] the victimization of one individual by a group.  There 

is no typical situation where bullying takes place” (Davies, 1996, p. 50) 

b) Typical bullying behavior might include verbal or physical threats, 

humiliating someone in front of others, making offensive or abusive personal 

remarks about people or leveling false allegations against them.  It also manifests 

itself in undermining people, freezing them out or making it impossible for them 

to do their job.  That might be achieved by setting unattainable targets, 

withholding information, persistent criticism of a person’s work or removing 

areas of responsibility. 

The behavior must be persistent—one-off incidents in which someone loses their 

temper do not count, and neither does the use of legitimate and constructive 

criticism of an employee’s performance or behaviour, or ‘strong management”.  

This can be justified . . . the big difference is that staff are still treated with dignity 

and respect (Hammond, 2001, p. 82). 

c) A management style that uses “repeated aggressive behavior that 

deliberately causes physical or psychological torment . . . the repeated, less 

favorable treatment of a person by another in the workplace, which may be 

considered unreasonable and inappropriate workplace practice.  It includes 

behavior that intimidates, offends, degrades, or humiliates a worker; possibly in 

front of co-workers, clients, or customers” {Glendinning, 2001, p. 270). 

There is some disagreement on the broad, general descriptions used above.  For example, 

Calleja (2000) writes: “No wonder bullying appears to be such a widespread problem, 

considering antibully advocates include everything from criticism and assigning of unpleasant 
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tasks to shouting physical assault and even homicide as forms of bullying” (p. 99). 

Robb (Spring 2003) believes that cultural differences can be destructive: 

“To the victor belong the spoils,” so goes the old phrase.  And while it may be 

true to war, it is deadly in an M&A [Mergers and Acquisitions].  Enforcing a 

foreign culture (remembering that cultures can be foreign even if the companies 

are both from the same country) can lead to a mass exodus of talent and a freefall 

on Wall Street (p. 12). 

 In England, bullying has been described by the Manufacturing, Science and 

Finance Union (MSF) as: 

“Persistent, offensive, abusive, intimidating, malicious or insulting behaviour, 

abuse of power or unfair penal sanctions, which makes the recipient feel upset, 

threatened, humiliated or vulnerable, which undermines their self-confidence and 

which may cause them to suffer stress” (Davies, 1996, p. 50). 

Perceptions of power and motivation have been described in previous chapters by 

participants in the focus group interview and in interviews with individual employees as potent 

antecedents in interpreting workplace bullying.  Aguinis & Henle (2001) believed that employee 

effectiveness was based on their perceptions of power.  They defined power as “the potential of 

an agent to alter a target’s behavior, intentions, attitudes, beliefs, emotions, or values” (p. 537).  

Aguinas & Henle (2001) regarded nonverbal communication as “relevant to several interpersonal 

processes such as deception, impression formation, attraction, social influence, and emotional 

expression” (p. 537).  They referred to French & Raven’s power taxonomy:   

a) reward power—perceptions that the perpetrator can provide positive outcomes 

and eliminate negative outcomes and provide rewards that can increase 

incrementally 

b) coercive power—belief that the perpetrator can punish the victim by providing 

negative outcomes and eliminating positive outcomes, as well as penalties that 

can increase incrementally 

c) legitimate power—perception that the perpetrator has authority over others.  This 

type of power is mediated by organizational cultures. 

d) referent power—desire to be associated or identified with the perpetrator, and  

e) expert power—perception that the perpetrator has special knowledge, skills or 
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abilities (French & Raven, 1959, pp. 180-189). 

Another element which had been added to this power taxonomy was credibility, a 

concept that was operationalized in terms of “truthfulness, follow-through, and accuracy of a 

source” (p. 537).  Aguinis & Henle (2001) believed that credibility “is an antecedent to an 

agent’s ability to influence a target” (p. 537).   

Aguinis & Henle (2001) also addressed social interaction at work.  They opined that “on 

the basis of culturally outlined gender roles, men and women are expected to behave in certain 

ways: when they violate these expectations, others may evaluate them negatively” (p. 538).   

Aguinis & Henle (2001) found that nonverbal communication by females at work such as 

eye contact, facial expressions, and posture resulted in either a negative evaluation or in lowered 

perceptions of power.  For example:   

“when the female employee used an assertive nonverbal behavior . . . the 

participants evaluated her as possessing a negative power source.  Second, as 

predicted, if a female employee’s relaxed facial expression decreased the 

participants’ perception of power of all six power bases.  The relaxed facial 

expression . . . led to perceptions of lower power than did the nervous facial 

expression” (p. 546). 

Hardingham (2000) emphasizes how communicators motivate employees using 

nonverbal strategies.  She identifies “intent” as a potent element in effective management and 

posits that: 

“If people won’t listen to us, we might as well go home.  But more than that, if 

people won’t follow us, we can’t do our job properly.  Our job is to take people 

on a journey of exploration into unknown aspects of their potential.  If they don’t 

explore at the very least mentally, then we haven’t done out job.  We need to 

communicate not only to impart information, but also to inspire, influence, 

challenge and provoke” (p. 59). 

Hardingham (2000) says that “the key [to good communication] is the relationship 

between technique and intent” (p. 59).  She points to the fact that potent communicators 

generally “mirror” their audience’s posture, a positive, effective technique (p. 59).  However, she 

advises that: 

We need to go further and ask ourselves why this behaviour is typical of great 
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communicators.  It is because they become so absorbed in relating to their 

listeners’ world that they subconsciously notice, and become affected by, their 

listeners’ behaviour.  Their intent is to explore and understand the other person.  

And it is the intent that makes their communication effective, not the technique in 

itself. (p. 59). 

Weiss (1998) believes that successful supervision involves a knowledge of employee 

needs and the communication styles to use at work, the ability to promote upward 

communication and to provide “meaningful feedback” (p. 12),  and skillful use of nonverbal 

communication.  He believes that “both downward and upward communications are required for 

a smoothly functioning organization to maintain production or services and be profitable” (p. 

12).  . . . 

Weiss (1998) also explains that “the burden of having [employees] understand 

instructions and directions is with their supervisor” (p. 12).  He points out that: 

Verbal communications include information, assignments, instructions and 

announcements via the organization’s intracommunications system.  Written 

communications are disseminated through operating procedures, specifications, 

company regulations, bulletin board notices, safety and other handbooks and the 

company newspaper.  Employees not only want to know about their benefits and 

pay, they also want to understand how they can improve their performance (p. 

12).  

Weiss (1998) points out to supervisors that they should take note of employees’ gestures: 

The nervous habits of some employees in the workplace confirm they are 

concerned or worried about something, although they may also be impatient.  

They show their uneasiness by tapping their fingers, adjusting their eyeglasses 

and pulling on their ears . . . frowns, downcast eyes and drooping shoulders tell 

you a person is either displeased or discouraged, so prepare yourself to hear a sad 

story.  If you suspect you know the problem, start thinking about how you can 

perk up or console the person.  A kind word or a pat on the back may do it” (p. 

13). 

O’Neil (2000) reflects on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs—physiological, safety, social, 

self-esteem, and self-actualization—as he addresses relationship management strategies.  
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According to O’Neil: 

Your style also reflects how you would like to be treated.  If you’re a relater, for 

example, you tend to favor a slower paced environment.  This pace may not work 

very well, however, if you’re interacting with a Director.  So is conflict 

inevitable?  Enter the concept of flexibility or versatility.  If you treat the Director 

the way you want to be treated as a Relater, there’s going to be problems.  In this 

case “The Platinum Rule” as Dr. Alessandra calls it, would seem to take 

precedence.  Instead of treating others the way you want to be treated, treat them 

the way they want to be treated.  In our example, the Relater will have to “kick it 

up a notch” in order to be effective with the Director.  Flexing your style is a little 

painful because you have to be someone you’re not.  Through this process you’re 

creating an environment favorable to the other person. 

So why go through this anguish?  Because the payoff is worth it!  You’re creating 

a pleasant environment, building a relationship, growing as a person and 

acquiring some personal and/or work-related outcomes form the other person (p. 

3).    

O’Neil (2000) puts more credence on nonverbal communication as he states: 

Nonverbal communication is, in and of itself, another facet of relationship 

management.  There’s another old adage that says “What you do speaks so loudly 

that I can hardly hear what you’re saying/”  How true.  Actions do speak louder 

than words.  We’re giving off non-verbal vibes in one way or another, 

consciously or unconsciously, all the time.  It’s been reported there are more than 

750,000 ways to communicate non-verbally.  That’s a lot in any language.  Think 

of how many messages are given off just by the facial muscles and the eyes.  How 

we use eye contact, for example, can ruin or reinforce a relationship.  How we 

break off eye contact with someone can convey a sense of rudeness or acceptance.  

Then, too, we have the frowning, scowling and other little things we do that 

reflect our non-verbal reaction to various stimuli.  Oh, yes, and how about poster.  

We can sure “say” quite a bit about our “territorial” moves.  Just look at people in 

a restaurant and watch how they lay out the boundaries as to what part of the table 

and floor belongs to whom!  They’ll use placemats, salt and pepper shakers, 
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silverware, and whatever else might be available to “stake their claim.”  Well, we 

all engage in these things in one way or another.  The important thing is to check 

our non-verbal behavior and see if it’s hurting or helping us.  Here’s an idea.  Ask 

someone you know and trust to describe what kinds of messages you are sending 

to others with your pattern of communication.  Feedback is critical to 

improvement (p. 4). 

Like Weiss and O’Neil, Warfield (2001) is also sure that body language is very important 

at work.  When a salesperson told her “she would do whatever it took to make [Warfield] happy” 

(p. 60), she was not happy.  She said: 

“Why?  Shouldn’t I be thrilled at her offer?  I wasn’t, because her words didn’t 

match her body language.  As she talked, she placed her hands on her hips, stood 

with her legs apart and looked down at me.  Her stance came off as, “Lady,. You 

really are being a pain, so what will it take to get rid of you?” (p. 60) 

Warfield (2001) raised the issue of the nonverbal communication that accompanies 

verbal communication and says that:  “The lesson is that people will listen more to your body 

language than to your words.  So, think about whether your body language matches what you 

say” (p. 60).  She goes on to say: 

If someone tells you, “You’re doing a great job!” with a smile on her face and a 

relaxed body, you’ll probably believe her.  On the other hand, if that person says, 

“You’re doing a great job!” with gritted teeth, a half smile, and a stiff body, you 

may be unsure about the true message.  Most likely, you’ll feel that you aren’t 

working up to par, but you won’t be sure why (p. 60). 

Lee (1999) refers to “an epidemic of coarse and obnoxious behavior” (p. 24) as he studies 

civility at work, Lee refers to behavior that may not be illegal, but argues that it is pervasive.  He 

refers to familiar situations: 

You race into the office just in time for a meeting with the boss, which starts late 

and gets interrupted half a dozen times in the hour you’ve managed to schedule 

with him because he answers his phone while you sit and wait, inwardly 

steaming.  You return to the semi-haven of your cubicle and begin sorting through 

47 emails and 11 voice messages.  It’s not easy to concentrate because the gang 

from marketing is replaying last night’s basketball game just outside your walls.  
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You go to fetch a cup of coffee from the community pot, and find it empty—

whoever took the last cup didn’t start a new pot brewing . . . and so your day goes 

(p. 24). 

Lee (1999) refers to Peter Drucker’s notion that the “lubricating oil of our organizations” 

(p. 24).  Lee was referring to “manners,” in other words, “respect” for others.  He cites a 1996 

study by U.S. News & World Report that found that “88 percent of Americans thought incivility 

was a serious problem” and cited the consequences of this problem as “increase in violence, 

divided communities, and eroding moral values” (p. 25).  Lee (1999) observes that our fast 

changing environment may contribute to this problem:  “The faster we go, the less we honor the 

human moment, and the more disconnected we become” (p. 28).   

In Chapter One, the fact was noted that employees were sometimes subjected to both 

psychological and physical abuse as was the fact that they are humiliated, ridiculed, and treated 

with disrespect.  Davies (1996) notes that “it is important to monitor employees’ mental well-

being as their physical health” (p. 50).  Davies pointed out that: 

Verbal abuse and threats constitute a more insidious type of workplace violence 

than fighting.  Bullying can occur between managers and subordinates, colleagues 

of the same grade, or it can involve the victimization of one individual by a group.  

There is no typical situation where bullying takes place (p. 50). 

He referred to the abuse suffered by an employee in the “Brearley v Wm Morrisons 

Supermarkets plc (COIT 3073/168B)” case as a campaign of bullying: 

Brearley was subjected to a campaign of bullying by his manager who referred to 

him sarcastically as “brain dead” and “illiterate” in the presence of subordinates.  

As well as verbal abuse, Brearley suffered physical assaults, such as having his 

tea doctored with cleaning agent.  The tribunal concluded this was “an extremely 

bad case of bullying, harassment, and humiliation” and, because the employer had 

made no attempt to deal with the situation, it was in breach of its implied duty of 

mutual trust and confidence (p. 50). 

On the other hand, a viewpoint that employers needed protection against employee 

aggression indicates that bullying may be bidirectional.  Lucero (1998) labels harassment, 

intimidation, veiled and direct threats, weapon possession, and physical violence as types of 

aggressive behaviors.  She notes that employers attempt to protect themselves through 
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disciplinary policies that include penalties for “harassment, threats, intimidation, physical 

assaults, and fighting” (p. 58) and in which a zero-tolerance policy is iterated.   

Discussion

 In general, the data from the three databases support the claim that workplace bullying is 

a unique type of negative communication.  However, some people argue that a) workplace 

bullying does not exist, or b) workplace bullying has positive outcomes.  The following 

discussion on these points of view is framed within the six root images that guide the theory of 

symbolic interactionism.  This approach was different to those in Chapters Four and Five.  I 

believed that the magnitude of the data needed a forum in which it would be easy to distribute 

the data.  It must be remembered that the voices heard during the focus group interview 

converged easily into one voice because people were able to interact immediately.  There were 

multiple voices from the individual interviews but this number could not compare with the 

number of voices that emanated from documents.  Using Blumer’s “root images” has simplified 

the challenge of reporting on the multiple voices and points of view from textual research. 

 To reiterate, the “root images” are:  human beings engage in action, social interaction, the 

nature of objects, the nature of the human being as an organism, and interlinkage of action 

Human beings engage in action.   

It is clear that as communication flows horizontally and vertically through organizations, 

it changes continuously in ways that may require physical and psychological adjustments. For 

managers to accomplish their goals, they communicate continually with employees.  They make 

decisions daily.  Guy (1990) posits that  

Everyone who makes decisions relies on a moral code . . . [which] must be 

conscientiously applied to the issue at hand such that any decision maximizes the 

most important values and minimizes the less important values (p. 6).   

In general, a review of documents supported the theory that bullying at work was a phenomenon 

that disrupted employees’ lives.  Those beliefs could be summed up in as follows:    

Bullying is an abuse of power or position that usually manifests itself in 

persistently criticizing someone, openly condemning them, or humiliating them.  

It involves personal attack rather than constructive criticism of a colleague’s 

mistakes (“Crash Course,” 2003, p. 80). 

Let us begin with the employee who enters the workplace and forms not only a legal 
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contract but also a psychological contract with the organization, a contract that is shaped by each 

individual’s feelings, needs, and wants (Witzel, 2003). The contract differs subtly depending on 

the individual (Witzel, 2003).   As the supervisor-employee or employee-employee relationship 

develops, individuals have to deal with all the situations that confront them (Blumer, 1969) and, 

sometimes, that relationship is interpreted as abuse.    

The level of reported bullying has increased, he says, which may be due to increased 

awareness of the issue and employee rights.  But he believes the work environment is 

contributing to bullying.  ‘Everyone acknowledges we are working harder and harder and 

it’s perhaps increasing as well.’ The pressure to meet targets and profits, and the 

perception that objectives can be obtained more effectively through bullying, are 

contributing to the problem.  . . . The pressure to increase productivity is being passed on 

to already overworked employees.  Technology is putting demands on people and after 

work hours (Fox, 2003, p. 59). 

 The data collected are very clear that workplace bullying is viewed as psychological 

abuse, a violation of that contract.  While it is not necessary here to embark on a discussion on 

the meanings assigned to employee contracts, it must be noted that, because people assign 

meanings and act on those meanings, the violation of a contract whether by the supervisor or by 

the employee is of paramount importance to the work environment.  While I was director of 

labor relations in a state agency in Florida, several employees confided to me that when their 

expectations of a secure work environment were violated, they considered the violation to be 

psychological abuse.  As a result, they viewed each supervisor-employee communication with 

suspicion.   

Social interaction.   

In examining the example of workplace bullying above it can be seen in the chart below 

that supervisor-employee interpretations of some situations are far apart.    
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TABLE 3 – DIFFERENCE BETWEEN SUPERVISOR-EMPLOYEE INTERPRETATIONS 

Roles Interpretation Label Meaning Meaning expanded 

through social 

interaction 

Employee 

Intrapersonal 

com 

We are 

working harder 

and harder 

Overworked We are being 

bullied and this is 

an unreasonable 

approach 

This organization 

believes it can get 

more out of us by 

using bullying  

Supervisor 

Organizational 

com 

We are 

working harder 

to meet targets 

Profits We will increase 

production and 

this is a 

reasonable 

approach 

This organization can 

get more out of 

employees through 

longer hours 

 

The supervisor obviously has a different interpretation for the long hours that employees 

are working, an observation that is supported by an observation made during the focus group 

interview.  The supervisor perceives the longer working hours as positive and profitable.  The 

employee resents it and uses a negative term, “overworked.”  This communication gap led 

Goodwin (1998) to point out the tensions between “management’s desire to motivate” and 

employee perceptions that productivity was management’s only goal (p. 350). While this chart 

demonstrates that the employee has a perception that workplace bullying is occurring, is this 

sufficient for an organization to believe that workplace bullying is occurring?   

On the one hand, through internal dialogue (intrapersonal communication), the individual 

interprets and defines what is happening to him or her based on the social situation (increased 

awareness of the issue and employee rights,” and the work environment (pressure to increase 

productivity).  The individual interprets the environment as a negative situation, “we are working 

harder and harder” as well as the fact that employees are “already overworked” and designates a 

negative meaning “objectives can be obtained more effectively through bullying.”  On the other 

hand, supervisors (through interpersonal communication) or other employees (through group 

communication) communicate the necessity to work harder to meet “targets and profits” 

(organizational communication).  The employee feels psychologically violated while the 
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supervisor sees a need to produce.  The employee interprets “overworked” as an element of 

negative communication, an unreasonable management action, while the supervisor interprets 

harder work and longer hours as strategies to increased production as reasonable management 

action.  The fact that people are “overworked” and continue in that condition represents, in my 

mind, a belief by those individuals that there is nothing they can do to rectify the situation; they 

are powerless to do so.  As pointed out by focus group interviewees, sometimes the 

powerlessness may arise from a perceived threat, for example, a supervisor’s comments that 

there are several people outside the organization who could be hired to replace those who 

complained of the long hours. 

Two characteristics of psychological abuse also resonated in the texts:  “repeated and 

deliberate” communication and “abuse of power.”  There was a strong belief that workplace 

bullying was ongoing communication meant to humiliate, intimidate, and ridicule others.  As 

with one voice, those who supported the viewpoint that bullying at work existed, that it was a 

gesture that was deliberate, intentional, and with malice aforethought,   Mead’s definition of 

“gesture” is “any part or aspect of an ongoing action that signifies the larger act of which it is a 

part—for example, the shaking of a fist as an indication of a possible attack” (Blumer, 1969, p. 

9)..  

Mead asserts that “the vocal gesture affects the individual who makes it just as much as it 

affects the individual to whom it is directed” (Strauss, 1956, p. 36).  That means that the bully is 

also affected when he or she engages in that type of communication.  Mead includes three factors 

in understanding gestures:  “it signifies what the person to whom it is directed is to do; it 

signifies what the person who is making the gesture plans to do; and it signifies the joint action 

that is to arise by the articulation of the acts of both” (Blumer, 1969, p. 9).  Thus the perception 

that bullies raise their voices, persistently find fault, become sarcastic, issue threats, or spit out 

verbal abuse (Dargan, 2003, p. E08) must include a perception that the bullies’ communication 

affects them as much as it affects the victim.   

The nature of objects     

One of the central themes that arose in the research was that management played a vital 

role in workplace bullying.  This study refers to management as a collective of roles and 

processes that carry out executive functions in relation to the ownership and control of the 

organization.  Employees are those persons who have no authoritative power but who perform 
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the tasks necessary for those executive functions to materialize as products.  This relationship is 

usually referred to in organizations as the antagonistic “we” versus “they” syndrome.  Blumer 

(1969) notes that  “An object is anything that can be indicated, anything that is pointed to or 

referred to” (p. 10).  Bullying at work would be categorized by Blumer as an abstract object.  He 

posits that “the nature of the object . . . consists of the meaning that is has for the person for 

whom it is an object.  This meaning sets the way in which he sees the object, the way in which 

he is prepared to act toward it, and the way in which he is ready to talk about it” (p. 11).  When 

intrapersonal communication (“we”) intersects with organizational communication (“they”), an 

individual’s self-esteem can be damaged. 

 Yandrick (1999) cites a personal account by Tim Field of how his self-esteem was 

eroded: 

Within days of the manager’s arrival, criticism had replaced compliments, 

achievements were undermined, requests were denied and decisions overruled . . . 

My responsibility increased in the department, yet authority was taken away from 

me.  I could never pin him down to an explanation about what was wrong and, 

when challenged, he would become impatient, aggressive and often made veiled 

threats of demotion (p. 60). 

 Research also revealed that interpersonal communication was perceived as bullying when 

it intersected with management culture: 

A silent epidemic of workplace bullying has resulted from a global trend of macho 

management . . . Prof McAvoy said the silent epidemic of bullying was nurtured by toxic 

workplaces, in which workers were intimidated into keeping quiet about the problem   

(“Workplace bullying follows macho management,” 2003, p. 1);  

 Blumer ( 1969) posits the importance of understanding that people identify with “their 

world of objects” (p. 11), equating “world” with environment, that is, the communication setting 

or surroundings, and “the texture of things that confront them” (p. 11).  Thus a completely 

different picture is presented when exploring the world of the bully vis-à-vis the world of the 

victim.  Since objects are formed out of a process of interpretation and definition, workplace 

bullying must surely embrace both perspectives. 

The nature of human beings as an acting organism 

The division between management and employees, the “we and “they” syndrome, 
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emphasizes Mead’s point that “human beings must have a makeup that fits the nature of social 

interaction” (Blumer, 1969, p. 12).  Those supervisors who use an autocratic management style 

obviously see themselves in a hierarchical structure.  They have the power to fire their 

subordinates (Prasad, 2003, p. 6-EX).    Blumer (1969), citing Mead, sees a human being as an 

organism that “makes indications to others and interprets their indications” (p. 12).   

Action

Mead’s posits that this action is accomplished because of the “self,” one aspect of human 

development which “arises in the process of social experience and activity” (Strauss, 1956, p. 

199).  When an individual bullies, he or she plans their communication, believes that the 

communication will elicit a specific response, while controlling the communication process itself 

(Strauss, 1956, p. 205).  If someone says something unpleasant because he or she realizes that the 

communication is cruel (Strauss, 1956, p. 205), then the supposition that bullying is intentional.  

Surely, not only the victim, but the bully must realize that bullying is occurring. 

Deliberate, ongoing aggressive behaviour [sic] that psychologically . . . torments its 

victim is the cornerstone of workplace bullying.  The vicious conduct drains morale and 

creates an offensive work environment by humiliating, intimidating or degrading 

employees, often in the presence of others (Prasad, 2003, p. 6-EX). 

  This study does not ignore the fact that human beings are viewed as biological 

organizations or as psychological organizations (Blumer, 1969), but those observations rely on 

the reactive nature of the human organism in a non-symbolic interaction.  The human being as an 

organism engages in social interaction through intrapersonal communication, and the 

communication that ensues to the social interaction is not thoughtless reaction, rather the 

interpersonal communication that arises out of both interpretation, labeling, and assigning 

meaning. 

When bullies are under pressure, when they exhibit more autocratic styles of decision-

making, their gestures must be closely examined.  What is their plan, what do they expect their 

victims to do?  If bullying is indeed an abuse of power, manifested in persistent criticism or in 

humiliating someone (:”Crash Course,” 2003), what was the bully’s expectations?  Blumer 

(1969) proposes that the communicator, in this case, the bully, has processed internally “his 

objectives, the available means for their achievement, the actions and anticipated actions of 

others, his image of himself, and the likely result of a given line of action” (p. 15).  If the bully 
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has already mapped out his or her success as a bully, then, from prior experience, he or she has 

determined that the victim has one or several weaknesses.  The interpretative process probably 

occurred when the bully and the potential victim first engaged in conversation.  That observation 

does not imply that this initiating factor applies to all situations.   

Interlinkage of Action 

As stated earlier, humans exist in an interlocking series of activity.  Blumer (1969) 

argued that such interlocking of activity constitutes joint action, which was “made up of diverse 

component acts that enter into its formation, is different form any one of them and from their 

mere aggregation” (p. 17).  According to Blumer, three things must be considered.  First, society 

exists “in the form of recurrent patterns of joint action” (p.17).  Yet, even as the patterns are 

repetitive, they are continually re-formed with each activity.  As each communication occurs 

between bully and victim, the dual process of interpretation and definition takes place.  Blumer 

would shrug aside the belief that the communication between bully and victim was precisely 

similar.  He strongly believed that “repetitive and stable joint action is just as much as result of 

an interpretative process as is a new form of joint action that is being developed for the first time 

(p. 18).  Thus, when a boss berates his or her employee daily, plying that person with obscenities, 

the boss has continually interpreted the employee’s verbal and nonverbal communication, and, if 

the interaction proved successful, would continue unabated.  The point is that the boss (the bully) 

continually interprets the situation.   

 According to Daniel (2001)5, if the bully meets opposition mostly in the form of 

“recourse,” the bullying will stop.  In this study, recourse is defined as a safety net, a place where 

one can get assistance.  More specifically, in terms of organizations, the ability to seek help from 

a person in authority for example, a secretary may be related to the head of the organization or an 

employee may have a relationship with a Board Member. 

 A boss may pressure his secretary, berating him or her in front of others, or continually 

finding fault with the secretary, but, if that boss learns that the secretary is friendly with the 

CEO’s sister, the bullying will cease.  A new form of joint action will arise and the constant 

interlocking of activity will shift in a different direction as the boss continues to interpret and 

define the situation.  The point here is that social interactions are necessarily everchanging.  

Bullying, as one reference above points out, is hard to define.  This is necessarily true.  The 

                                                 
5 Unpublished paper submitted to Southern Communication Journal 
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instances that were reported above cannot be replicated.  Every time a person is bullied, a new 

form of joint action arises.  At the same time, bullying actions can be termed repetitive and 

deliberate.  They are repetitive in the sense that the bully may engage in a pattern that has many 

similarities, and deliberate because the gestures are inherently planned events. 

 The next chapter, Chapter Seven, draws Chapters Four, Five, and Six together, 

“comparing the perspectives of people from different points of view” (Patton, 2002, p. 559).  The 

analytical perspectives that ensue are intended to validate the accuracy and credibility of the 

assertions (Patton, 2002).  .   
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CHAPTER  7 - TRIANGULATION 

Introduction 

 The theory of symbolic interactionism places a premium on the communication that 

occurs between individuals.  In other words, symbolic interactionism states that meaning 

development is uniquely a human activity.  The ability to assign meanings to things and act 

based on those meaning is at the heart of human society/groups, the difference between man and 

other species (Blumer, 1969).  According to Mead, “In man, evolution can be directed through 

intelligent action—itself made possible by the purely human capacity for symbolization” 

(Strauss, 1956, p. xix).  The viewpoint that people exist in action “must be the starting point (and 

the point of return) for any scheme that purports to treat and analyze human society empirically” 

(Blumer, 1969, p. 6).   Blumer (1969) describes symbolic interactionism as a personal interaction 

that arises out of social, or community, actions. Meanings are continually shaped and re-shaped 

through an interpretive process as people become aware of and assign meanings to things based 

on their individual circumstances.   

I expected to find multiple, differing concepts of workplace bullying during research; 

instead I found that multiple descriptions of workplace bullying were comparable.  These 

included professionalism, lack of dignity, lack of respect, decreasing politeness, verbal abuse, 

attacks to one’s self-concept, put downs, character attacks, demeaning and/or belittling 

communication, ridicule, humiliation, malice, lies, teasing, power, control, lack of recourse, 

unfair criticism, insults, intimidating communication, attacks on one’s competence, being made 

to feel inadequate, indicating false perceptions of power, harassment and micromanagement, and 

subtle communication, falsity, deliberate, repeated, intent; threats, false accusations, frightening 

communication; gender, and culture.   

These differing meanings were grouped as six major themes:  verbal abuse; 

unprofessional communication; power and control; subtle communication; deliberate and 

repeated communication; and diversity issues.   

This chapter triangulates the data gathered and addresses these themes through the 

pentamerous process of identification, indication, action, interaction, and joint action described 

in Chapter Three. 

Design 

Data was collected through three methodologies—a focus group interview, individual 
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interviews, and textual research.  The focus group interview provided insight from individuals in 

senior positions in Florida’s state government and professionals who come in close contact with 

those employees when problems arise.  Individual interviewees represented state employees who 

had been bullied at work and those who had witnessed bullying at work.  Textual research 

provided viewpoints from private organizations, HR professionals, journalists, academics and 

citizens. Lexis-Nexis, ProQuest, and Wilson OmniFile databases were researched.  A majority of 

the textual research came from outside the United States.  Many countries, including England 

and Australia, have adopted legislation aimed at preventing uncivil communication at work.  

Australia promulgated laws under their Public Service Act, effective August 4, 2003, directly 

addressing the problem of workplace bullying and providing a forum for employees to grieve if 

they were subjected to bullying communication (Metcalf, 2003). 

Another methodology, participant observation, emerged during the research.  As the data 

unfolded, I realized that I could not separate my experiences from the research.  As a participant 

observer, I shifted between etic and emic perspectives.  For example, I held an etic, or outsider, 

perspective of workplace bullying because of my role as labor relations director at Florida’s 

Department of Education.  At that time, I was interested in the antecedents to workplace violence 

and firmly believed that the communication between front-line supervisors and employees 

caused problems that escalated to workplace violence.  I investigated various conflicts that arose 

in the agency.  I realized that a unique type of communication was occurring at work that was 

not addressed in organizational policies and procedures.  For example, there were no policies to 

prevent individuals from insulting each other or from using demeaning communication that, 

although inappropriate to the workplace, did not reach the standard set for claims of 

discrimination.  Toward the end of my employment at the agency, I became part of the culture of 

“victim,” and shifted to an emic, or insider, perspective.  I experienced the communication that I 

had spent three years examining.  For over a year, I examined the communication from this emic 

perspective, realizing the frustrations and feelings of helplessness that had been described to me 

by others.   

Drawing together these methodologies in the context of symbolic interactionism, this 

chapter conflates the data in search of answers to the research questions: 

a) What elements/symbols describe workplace bullying?    

b) Is workplace bullying a unique phenomenon?  
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c) Is there a method to assess workplace bullying? 

The connection between workplace bullying and  workplace violence has been ever-present.  As 

will be seen in the following discussion, it is inevitably the outcome of workplace bullying.  The 

violence is always psychological as pointed out clearly in the textual research, and many times 

the consequences are physical. 

The strategy used in this chapter is called triangulation which Stake (1995) thinks of as a 

way to impose discipline as we search for answers.  Stake also points out that it provides 

validation of the research, imposing on researchers the responsibility for ethical representations 

of the data.  Triangulation of the three methodologies takes place using the interpretive 

framework of symbolic interactionism.   

Symbolic Interactionism and Workplace Bullying 

 The first step is Identification.  Across the three methodologies—focus group interview, 

individual interviews, and textual research—there was a consensus that workplace bullying was 

a phenomenon to be recognized and rejected in organizations.   

At the same time, interviewees made observations about their own communication, or 

observations about how they believed they would communicate in specific situations.  One 

interviewee observed: 

I think it’s incumbent on the supervisor, someone in authority, to work extra hard 

to find ways to help people feel good, to help people feel like they can do the job 

and they are capable and they can improve in areas that they need improvement.  

But it’s with a lot of encouragement and support from me, if I’m the supervisor.  

So bullying would be not following that code of ethics f I am responsible for 

creating pain, defensiveness, creating circumstances that would undermine the 

people I work with or undermine their ability to do their work or cause other 

people, to see them in a bad light, because I am making fun of them, I am joking 

about them or simply just a lack of communication.” 

Another interviewee observed:   

So, in that context, I am the bully and I do not mean to be the bully.  But I am the 

lawyer, I am the boss . . . I don’t mean to bully but I guess that is what I am doing.   

This ability to step backward and reflect on one’s actions is a significant premise of symbolic 

interactionism.  Blumer (1969) points out that the third premise—these meanings are handled in, 
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and modified through, an interpretative process used by the person in dealing with the things he 

encounters —is at the heart of the theory of symbolic interactionism.  He explains that: 

While the meaning of things is formed in the context of social interaction and is 

derived by the person from that interaction, it is a mistake to think that the use of 

meaning by a person is but an application of the meaning so derived. . . .  This 

process has two distinct steps.  First, the actor indicates to himself the things 

toward which he is acting; he has to point out to himself the things that have 

meaning. 

Participants observed that many people were reluctant to go to work daily.  Some of the 

messages they received at work were identified as negative and caused them distress.  As one 

interviewee pointed out:  

It’s your comfort level.  You don’t enjoy going to work. There’s anxiety.  You 

know, Sunday afternoon comes and you start to feel all doubled up, I have to go 

to work on Monday.  I have to walk in the door.  It could be a whole 

conglomeration of things.  You’ve lost that feeling of going to work  

Corroborating their viewpoints, documents retrieved from Lexis-Nexis, ProQuest, and 

Wilson OmniFile databases portrayed people, nationwide and around the world, who 

experienced similar communication and suffered similar distress.   

In identifying what workplace bullying meant to them, many people spoke of verbal 

abuse, believing that the situations imposed on them, mostly by supervisors, were attacks on 

their self-concept, put-downs, character attacks, demeaning and/or belittling communication, 

ridicule, humiliation, malice, lies, teasing, unfair criticism, or insults.   

 An argument can be made that these types of communication were not imposed on 

employees but were derived from a dual process in which the supervisor and the employee, 

respectively, constructed a specific line of action.  Each individual assigns meaning to a 

communication and indicates to another how that individual interprets the communication.  So, a 

supervisor sends a message and indicates his or her expectations of how the message should be 

received (Blumer, 1969), but the decision to internalize or reject the message, while influenced 

by previous indicators, is not made by the sender of the message.  The employee also goes 

through a transactional process as the message is received and before feedback is given.   

Verbal abuse at work is generally directed toward others.  Various meanings are assigned 
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to the verbal abuse as the employee becomes aware of, interprets, and reflects on the verbal 

abuse (Blumer, 1969).  Previous indicators influence the communication as the employee 

interprets the situation prior to response.  This interpretive process highlights the fact that the 

response to verbal abuse is not merely reactive.  Assigning meaning to and acting upon that 

meaning, could result in several courses of action, some of which may result in negative 

outcomes.   

 Yet, imposed or not, verbal abuse was brought out overwhelmingly as communication 

that identified workplace bullying.  Interestingly, every element contained in this theme of verbal 

abuse was encircled by another theme, lack of recourse.  Simply put, “recourse” means “having 

support.”  There seemed to be two types of recourse:  external recourse and internal recourse.  

External recourse refers to support from management while internal recourse refers to support 

from one’s own strength and resolve.  This notion of external and internal recourse emerged 

during the research and should be researched further by communication scholars.  During the 

focused interviews, it was pointed out that the notion of lack of external recourse is inherent in 

discussions on workplace bullying.  As interviewees noted, unless there is an intervention 

strategy, people are afraid to lose their jobs and succumb to put downs and character attacks.  

They also pointed to internal recourse in which the recipient of the bullying interpreted the 

communication as motivation.  Another perspective on external recourse appeared in the textual 

research where one employee was told by her supervisor, “You will have to call me king.”  

Implicit in that message is the supervisor’s perception that the employee had no recourse.  Based 

on this theme, an assumption is made that if the person had recourse, bullying would not occur or 

would not result in trauma. 

A theme that emerged from the textual research that was not referred to in the focused 

interviews was that of financial impact.  Some articles found on the Lexis-Nexis database 

identified how costly workplace bullying was (Dargan, 2003):  costly to employees who suffered 

trauma and sometimes were forced to resign, costly to families when employees lost their lives 

as a result of workplace bullying, and costly to employers in terms of legal fees, damages paid to 

victims and their families, loss of profits, and loss of credibility in the business world (Daniel, 

2001).  It is common knowledge that money is the lifeblood of most organizations and a negative 

financial impact can destroy an organization.   

 The second step is Indication.  Blumer (1969) posits that “the association of people is 
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necessarily in the form of a process in which they are making indications to one another and 

interpreting each other’s indications” (p. 50), in other words, placing oneself in the position of 

the other person.  For example, it was noted that supervisor-employee communication differed 

depending on whether they were privy to the “bigger picture.”  Sharing information might cause 

employees to construe certain types of supervisory communication as motivation rather than 

workplace bullying.   

The following is an example, obtained from a focus group participant during a follow-up 

session, as she continued making indications to herself about workplace bullying after the 

interview: 

This is supervision:  “I’m disappointed in the quality of this report. And it is late. I 

won’t accept this. Do not let this happen again – your job depends upon it.” 

 This is a management decision:  “I’m disappointed in the quality of this report. 

And it is late. But even more serious is that this is the third time this has happened 

this year. I cannot continue to accept poor work products. You are fired.” 

This is sexual harassment:  “I’m disappointed in the quality of this report. And it 

is late. But even more serious is that this is the third time this has happened this 

year. Of course, why did I even think a woman could do this job?” 

This is bullying:  “I’m disappointed in the quality of this report. And it is late. 

How could you be so stupid as to think that you could pull the wool over my 

eyes? God, I can’t tolerate your complete inability to do even the most simple 

task. How does someone as incompetent and stupid as you manage to get out of 

bed? You are worthless.” 

The interviewee made indications to herself about differences between harassment and 

workplace bullying by saying:  “In all of these, the person could be obnoxious and yelling in 

each event – but it crosses over into bullying when a harasser makes demeaning, personal 

comments.” 

Another point of view that sums up the varying indications about workplace bullying was 

that “if you are on top of the heap,” you see your actions as motivation, while the person 

receiving the communication sees it as bullying.   

These discussions bring to the fore the theme of power/control, which resonated 

throughout all three methodologies.  There was strong correspondence between themes of verbal 
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abuse and power/control.  Verbal abuse has been identified above as an essential component of 

workplace bullying.  Power/control is another essential component.  In fact, the notion of 

authoritative power eclipsed all other aspects of control on the job.  Across methodologies it was 

obvious that the term “organizations” was interpreted as hierarchies or levels of power.  It was 

clearly indicated that a supervisor was someone in charge, someone who could make decisions 

that would impact others.   

When I began this study, I was interested in the communication between front-line 

supervisors and employees in conflicting situations.  In contemplating the helplessness expressed 

by some employees, I found that interviewees interpreted the ability of front-line supervisors to 

insult them or to make false representations about them as evidence that management supported 

that type of communication.  One interviewee gave an example:  

If “Mike” is bullying the person . . .he may go to you.  If you’re “Mike’s” boss, 

and I come to you and say, ‘”Derick”, “Mike” is bullying me and I’m a little tired 

of it.’  You may be giving “Mike” the authority to bully so there is no recourse for 

that person.   

In other words, all managers, front-line or not, are put in the same category, a group known as 

“they.”    

McKitrick (2002) referred to managers who are supported by management because 

“outside of work, they are charming and supportive.  On the job, they are well-connected up the 

chain of command and have mastered the art of reading cues in the workplace to know when to 

mistreat others in order to get ahead” (p. 1).   

 Intimidation was stressed as another indicator of authoritative power, an abstraction 

describing the communication that, purportedly, is used by managers to frighten others into 

compliance.  Frequent references were made to intimidation across methodologies.  Other 

elements of power/control that were perceived as bullying techniques toward employees include 

receiving unfair performance evaluations that attack one’s competence; being made to feel 

inadequate especially in front of others; and being subjected to deceitful communication 

specifically when someone wanted to indicate a power that in reality the person did not possess.  

Bullying managers were perceived as those who attacked individuals who had no recourse, that 

is, no support within the organization; those who engaged in communication meant to harass 

others; those who supervised by micromanaging employees, using tactics such as demanding 
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daily status reports that were not necessary for operational efficiency. 

The third step is Action.   A multitude of supporters of those who believe workplace 

bullying occurs opine that workplace bullying is a collectivity of negative indicators which are 

activated with devastating effects.  Organizational culture, for example, was described as a 

collection of indicators which, when negative, could be destructive.  Khoo (2003) reports that an 

employee, on “speaking up” about organizational practices, was subjected to bullying and 

“stripped of management responsibilities” (p. 4).  She left her job in March 2001 after 12 years, 

“a broken person, [who] walked home and stayed within those four walls for a year except to go 

out for some shopping” ( Khoo, 2003, p. 4).   

Those who do not believe that workplace bullying exists assess the communication at 

work as a management process.  In one instance, an employee was rebuked for complaining 

against a supervisor.  The supervisor’s management style was not considered to be bullying, 

rather it was referred to as a “no-nonsense management style” (Lacey, 2003, p. 22).  Yet, no 

matter which side of the argument was supported, there was a general agreement across 

methodologies that some action took place at work that, at a minimum, made people 

uncomfortable about going to work.   

Part of that discomfort, for some people, arose when they had to work with those who are 

from a dissimilar culture or gender.  When discussed across methodologies, issues of gender 

seemed provocative.  Many people spoke of the American culture as one in which  

“men are taught to be more aggressive in this country, women less aggressive. . . 

There’s so many rewards and benefits and negatives that go with the idea of being 

aggressive or being the best or being the hardest and the fastest for guys, and 

women have a different set of guidelines” (Focus Group Interview).   

From the woman’s point of view, a “glass ceiling” prevented her from being effective.  For many 

years, organizational communication has been different for men and women (Aguinis & Henle, 

2001).  Women who want to “fulfill their organizational role expectations” (Aguinis & Henle, 

2001), would have to step back and view themselves objectively because they might have to 

“violate gender role expectations and be perceived negatively” (Aguinis & Henle, 2001).   

Similarly, culture has been an issue for many people.  The fact that supervisors may 

speak “with an accent,” or have a different work ethic, or have a firmer management style were 

noted across methodologies as perceptions of workplace bullying.  For example, a stereotype of 
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someone yelling at work was mentioned as normal for that person because of his culture.  

However, “yelling” in general, was perceived as impolite communication, not only as a cultural 

object. 

These themes of diversity issues such as gender and culture have been raised in 

discussions on other HR issues and is not unique to workplace bullying.  For example, 

misperceptions of gender and culture communication may lead to complaints of sexual 

harassment or stalking in the same way that they may lead to complaints of bullying.   

 A theme that goes to the heart of Blumer’s action “root image” is that of professionalism 

or lack thereof.  We should construct our actions so that we can exist as a civil people, a people 

who show respect for others (Kimmel, 2001; Lee, 1999).  Lee (1999) refers to Namie’s 

conclusion that “incivility is at the low end of a continuum of workplace abuse” (p. 27).  

However, interviewees interpreted incivility as a major negative element of workplace bullying 

exemplified by communication that was demeaning, belittling, and disrespectful.  They 

concluded that this communication was a lack of professionalism that, intentional or not, had an 

adverse effect on the recipient.  Each negative action taken by supervisors toward employees is 

newly constituted (Blumer (1969), even though, as suggested above, the communication might 

be repeated and deliberate.  Each action is subjected to the interpretive process and, each time 

that someone engages in non-professionalism, the activity is interpreted again.  It is apposite to 

note that re-interpretations might produce different responses especially if situations change, if 

more actors are involved in the communication, or if the “self” has been newly constituted.   

There was a strong conviction among interviewees and in the text that this theme is one 

of the root causes of workplace bullying.  A suggestion was made that people in authority might 

be more open to discussions on ‘professionalism’ and lack thereof than to discussions on 

‘workplace bullying’.  This was a surprising factor.  However, it goes to the heart of the theory 

of symbolic interactionism, that is, that people act toward things on the basis of the meanings 

that those things have for them.  During the focus group interview, participants were continually 

interpreting and re-interpreting what workplace bullying meant to them.  As suggested in 

interviews, changes are already occurring in personnel offices where titles such as “secretary” 

have been replaced by “administrative assistants,” a more palatable title for some employees, a 

title that, according to interviewees, appears to convey dignity and respect.   

It was widely acclaimed across methodologies that the lack of respect shown to 
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employees, as well as the lack of politeness and the lack of dignity constitute workplace bullying 

and these forms of communication should be considered when defining workplace bullying.   

 The fourth step is Interaction.  Blumer (1969) places emphasis on the interpersonal 

communication that occurs in human groups.  One theme that is embedded in the interpersonal 

communication that undergirds workplace bullying is deliberate and repeated communication.  

There was a general consensus, across methodologies, that workplace bullying was not 

accidental:  One interviewee claimed that “There are some people you have to bully sometimes.  

Some people, it’s like you have to take a stick to them to get results”. . 

The element of intent was often mentioned.  In fact, every mention of workplace bullying 

situated it as an intentional act inherent in the communication that made employees feel bad.  

Managers can always be accused of intent, good intentions or bad intentions.  Their task is “not 

only to impart information, but also to inspire, influence, challenge and provoke” (Hardingham, 

2000), actions that are fraught with deliberation and purpose.  Hardingham (2000) reminds us 

that great communicators are filled with intent.  In one speech, they can leave lasting impressions 

on their audiences, impressions that influence how those audiences interpret future 

communication.  Unlike those good intentions, intention to harm has been associated with 

workplace bullying.  It can occur in one instance influencing how employees interpret 

communication from that communicator in the future or it can occur repeatedly.    

Some people opined that one instance of bullying at work might be just a person having a 

bad day.  But others believed that workplace bullying did occur in single instances that remained 

in people’s memories causing them to avoid repetition of those instances.  An interviewee who 

had been bullied at work concluded that, after one instance of bullying, “from then on I had a 

fear of having to interact with her.”   

 Inherent in notions of deliberate and repeated communication were elements of threats, 

lies, and false personal accusations.  As supervisors and employees interact, their actions are 

constantly reviewed by each other.  The meanings that arise out of those interactions create 

positive or negative environments.  The lady who spread gossip around the office, gossip that 

was based on lies, created a negative environment for the target of the gossip.   

 The theme of deliberate and repeated communication is troublesome.  Those who support 

the theme present a strong case.  They have been subjected to or witnessed bullying that occurred 

over a period of time.  Surely, this theme should be part of a definition of workplace bullying.  
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The vignette on page 122, repeated here, concerns a man who was bullied over time and finally 

left his job. 

For most people the birth of a child is a quintessentially joyous occasion.  But 

when Virginia lawyer Doug Hilton looks back on the birth of his first, his 

memory is mixed with pain.  A first-year associate toiling away at a satellite 

office of a large, national law firm, he found himself back at work the morning 

after his wife delivered.  It wasn’t by choice.  A powerful partner had laid the 

groundwork, alternately ignoring Hilton or going on tirades when hi work was 

less than perfect.  The partner made him feel so bad about himself and his work 

that Hilton felt compelled to return or face an uncertain future at the law firm. 

That next day, Hilton watched the partner storm past his office on his way to a 

meeting.  He did not stop to offer congratulations.  Instead, he called Hilton from 

his car.  “He just said, ‘Listen we’ve been going easy on you.  Now that your baby 

is born, it’s time to start pulling your own weight around here.’   When I think 

back on it, it was ridiculous,” says Hilton, now a solo practitioner in 

Fredricksburg, VA. There was my wife in the hospital with our first child, and I 

was at the office because this jerk made me feel bad (Chanen, 1999, pp. 90-91). 

An equally strong case has been made for bullying occurring in a single instance.  An 

interviewee recalls: 

I can think of somebody in my work experience who one time did something that 

really frightened me and was intimidating to me, obviously to make me feel bad, . 

. . so she did not repeat that behavior toward me but from then on I had a fear of 

having to interact with her 

The readiness to include this theme in a definition of workplace bullying has waned.  It 

might not be defensible unless provision is made for the definition to provide for one or 

more instances of deliberated and repeated communication.   

 Joint action.   As lines of action are interlinked, they constitute joint action (Blumer, 

1969).  Sometimes those joint actions meld and harmonize.  At other times, joint actions erupt 

into conflict.  The joint action, objectified as management, was perceived as a major contributor 

to workplace bullying and, oftentimes, management was referred to as “they.”  The words “they 

should get down off their thrones” by one interviewee sums up the sentiments among 
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interviewees about management.  Another thought was that management was autocratic when 

they should encourage participation.  These and other similar comments about management were 

always followed by strong sentiments that supervisors needed training.  In general, it was 

believed that management needed to provide relief to employees. 

Management style includes several aspects attributed to organizations:  strategies, style, 

and techniques.  Although references were made to co-worker communication, an overwhelming 

perception of workplace bullying was that management style was initiated and supported by 

management and operationalized by front-line or immediate supervisors.  Subtle communication 

in this study means communication that is packaged skillfully to deceive third parties into 

believing that the communication is positive.  The communicator style used can seem friendly 

and open but the recipient of the communication understands its negative symbolism.  

Sometimes interviewees described the bullying communication toward them or around them as 

subtle.   

The theme of subtle communication emerged alongside the theme of management styles.  

It was confirmed by interviewees who believed that workplace bullying was more subtle than 

harassment:  “Sometimes people have authority over you and it’s hard to figure out whether they 

are expressing their authority or whether it goes over into intimidation”  

Subtle communication appeared to be one of the more devastating aspects of workplace 

bullying.  The inability to explain to others exactly what was happening to them was especially 

traumatic to some of the five interviewees who had been victims of workplace bullying.  They 

lost self-confidence, and reflecting on the interaction, they doubted themselves.  Subtle 

communication seems to be a way of undermining a person’s ability to perform.  Another 

example, referenced in the text, included subtle communication such as “withholding 

information from employees” or “giving people jobs they cannot be expected to complete” (Fox, 

2003).  When subtle communication occurs, people engage continually in the transactional 

process of identification, indication, action, interaction, and joint action of same message.  

Across methodologies, the interpretations were similar.  People re-hash the incoming message 

multiple times; they sometimes interact with the bully again to ensure they are not mistaken; and, 

sometimes, they check with co-workers to see if they, too, were aware of the subtle 

communication.   

These themes of management, management style, and subtle communication emerged as 
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important themes in considering workplace bullying.  Subtle communication seemed the most 

insidious form of communication. 

Summary

 The themes that resonated from the focus group interview, individual interviews, and 

document search are as follows:  lack of recourse, verbal abuse; power and control, deliberate 

and repeated communication; diversity issues, management style, professionalism, and subtle 

communication.  Reviewing the discussions from Chapters Four, Five, and Six led to a belief that 

lack of recourse was the defining characteristic of workplace bullying.  It was a powerful theme 

that also reverberated through themes of verbal abuse, power and control, and subtle 

communication, strong themes that should also be included in a definition of workplace bullying.  

The theme of deliberate and repeated communication, while accepted by many interviewees and 

supported by articles about workplace bullying, was challenged by strong beliefs that workplace 

bullying could occur in one instance and incur as much psychological harm as intentional or 

repetitive communication.  For this theme to be included when defining workplace bullying, the 

wording would have to reflect both points of view. 

Diversity issues of gender and culture were also problematic.  I did not discern anything 

in the interviews or literature that indicated this theme was strong enough to be considered as 

part of a definition of workplace bullying.  Rather, just as in sexual harassment cases, a person 

should be given at least one opportunity to explain his or her communication that led to a charge 

of workplace bullying.   

One of the central themes was management style.  Individual interviewees were in 

agreement that management style was sometimes a problem that could be viewed as workplace 

bullying.  Focus group interviewees felt that what some people called workplace bullying, others 

called motivation.  The text refers to autocratic management styles as bullying that sometimes 

occurs when pressures are constant, when deadlines have to be met.  These differences in 

opinion indicate the need for further study to understand the implications for inclusion in a 

definition.  Yet, if management is to take responsibility for ensuring a safe and secure workplace, 

it seems that, underlying any definition of workplace bullying, the issue of management style 

must exist. 

 The theme of professionalism emerged as a concern about the term ‘workplace bullying.’  

While abstract concepts of dignity, politeness, and respect are addressed, the general opinion was 
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that the lack of these types of communication at work was a result of a decline in professionalism 

in the workplace.  A return of professionalism to the workplace was seen as a barrier to 

workplace bullying.  Additionally, a name change was suggested as a methodology for giving the 

issue of workplace bullying some visibility. 

 A theme that emerged was that bullying is not strictly downward communication.  

Interviewees referred to it as multidirectional, while the text refers to it as bidirectional.  The 

notion of more than one direction is troublesome.  It seems true that some supervisors lack 

recourse and can be bullied from any direction.  .However, the authoritative power with which 

the supervisor is endowed provides a perception, if not a fact, of recourse.  Quantitative studies 

in the future might provide data showing that the percentage of cases in which bullying is 

multidirectional is relatively small.  The definition remains silent on this aspect of workplace 

bullying and leaves it to future scholars to make the case for or against its inclusion. 

Surprisingly, the major theme that resonated throughout the study was ”lack of recourse.”  

For example, employee M may be related to the head of the organization.  If he or she has a 

problem, the head of the organization will help to resolve the problem.  Most likely, when 

supervisor J learns of the relationship, he or she will not communicate negatively with employee 

M.  Employee M has recourse.  Alternatively, if employee M has no influential relatives in the 

workplace, then he or she may be targeted for bullying.  Employee M lacks recourse.   

There was an expectation that “lack of recourse” would play a subordinate role in 

defining workplace bullying.  However, lack of recourse appeared consistently in almost every 

element that emerged, either in an overt manner or embedded in the meaning.  It seems that “lack 

of recourse” is the exigency that must be attended to at work if workplace bullying is to be 

reduced.   

 The preceding discussion suggests the following definition: 

Workplace bullying is unprofessional communication, encouraged by a person’s 

lack of recourse, used to intentionally harm that person.  That communication 

consists of one or more instances of overt or subtle verbal abuse complemented 

by displays of power and control.   

As discussed above: 

a) unprofessional communication includes elements of dignity, respect, and politeness.   

b) lack of recourse refers to lack of support, which, in turn, refers to issues of power and 
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control..   

c) Verbal abuse includes attacks to a person’s self concept, put downs, character attacks, 

demeaning and/or belittling communication, ridicule, humiliation, malice, lies, teasing, unfair 

criticism, and insults.   

d) Power and control is demonstrated through intimidating communication, attacks on one’s 

competence, being made to feel inadequate, indicating false perceptions of power, and 

harassment including micromanagement.   

e) Subtle communication refers to false communication which includes deceitfulness and 

dishonesty. 

 Recommendations to organizations, based on this definition, are made in the following 

chapter.  The theme of lack of recourse is also discussed as well as recommendations for further 

research. 
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CHAPTER 8 - CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

Introduction

This chapter contains conclusions of the themes and beliefs that developed in this 

qualitative research (Griffin, 2003; Stake 1995).  It draws from a mix of personal experience at 

work and home, the knowledge gained from interactions with professors and students in various 

courses, and assertions made by others (Stake 1995).  The study began as an exploration for 

themes that could define workplace bullying and determine whether workplace bullying was a 

unique phenomenon.  It evolved out of a belief that antecedents to workplace violence arose out 

of supervisor-employee communication, a communication that was fraught with something I 

intuitively called workplace bullying.  This belief grew as I worked at the Florida Department of 

Education as labor relations director.  I was privy to communication that caused misery among 

employees, a communication that seemed to occur when employees lacked recourse in the 

agency.  In this study, workplace violence does not include domestic violence or robbery or any 

instance where a person not employed by the organization harms a manager or employee. 

The research questions were: 

a) What elements, or symbols, define workplace bullying? 

b) Is workplace bullying a unique phenomenon? 

c) Is there a method to assess workplace bullying? 

As stated before, I believed that violence was a consequence of workplace bullying; it has been 

presented this way in popular accounts.  The vignettes that open Chapters Five and Six 

demonstrate the tragic outcomes of workplace bullying.  The cost of workplace bullying, in 

reality, increased and severe workplace and societal stress is the cost of violence.  Intending to 

cause harm, bullies incur costs for organizations when work environments are disrupted 

physically and psychologically (Nixon, 2003; “Get on top of bullying,”, 2003).  If, as this study 

infers, workplace bullying is one of the antecedents to violence (suicide and homicide) at work, 

then providing recourse at work may prevent workplace bullying and, as a result, reduce 

incidences of workplace violence. 

This study emphasizes, however, that while workplace bullying can be thwarted by the 

presence of recourse, it cannot be eliminated.  It would be difficult for any organization to 

monitor every word or action committed by its managers or employees.  Therefore employees 

must be advised that they have recourse.   
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The definition presented in Chapter Seven places parameters around a type of negative 

communication at work, setting it apart so that its presence is known and, as pointed out in 

Chapter Two, people assign meanings as they interpret that communication, then respond based 

on the interpretation (Blumer, 1969).  They do so through a transactional process of 

identification, indication, action, interaction, and joint action.   Blumer (1969) opined that: 

The human being is seen as an active organism in his own right, facing, dealing 

with, and acting toward the objects he indicates.  Action is seen as conduct which 

is constructed by the actor instead of response elicited from some kind of 

preformed organization in him (p. 65). 

Knowing that one has recourse becomes embodied in the interpretative process.  For example, 

when bullying is observed at work, a person who knows that he or she has recourse may be 

shielded from the bully who, according to some researchers, will look for someone else to bully.  

In other words, the meaning assigned to the bullying communication determines its success or 

failure.   

Implications of the Study

 The themes that emerged during the research were brought together in Chapter Seven 

through methodological triangulation (Stake, 1995), that is, a process in which three 

methodologies were interwoven through discussion.  Those three methodologies were individual 

interviews, a focus group interview  and textual research, the latter being used  to ensure 

confidence in the emerging interpretations (Stake, 1995).  Inherent in the research was a latent 

methodology, my observations.   Across methodologies, there was a strong sense that this 

phenomenon differed from other HR issues such as sexual harassment, harassment, 

discrimination, and so on.   These methodologies spawned a definition of workplace bullying. 

Five themes were major determinants in the emerging definition of workplace bullying:  

lack of recourse; verbal abuse; professionalism; power and control; and subtle communication.     

The major theme that emerged was “lack of recourse.”  It quickly became apparent that 

interviewees felt employees were helpless when subjected to verbal abuse and power issues such 

as intimidation.  Underlying the responses to a majority of the statements was a belief that 

negative communication was occurring but that no relief was available.  Some interviewees 

pointed out the uselessness of seeking relief from their supervisor’s supervisor.  In expanding on 

their views of what the term “workplace bullying” meant to them, interviewees responded, 
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sometimes with regretful sighs, sometimes with nonverbal displays of anger; underlying these 

responses were feelings that they were unable to prevent the communication.  Further, the 

communication did not fit with their perceptions of harassment or sexual harassment or 

discrimination.   

The issue of management intervention became an important one.  Interviewees expected 

management to provide employees with a safe and secure workplace.   They spoke of some 

employees who were told, on entering the workforce, that they had recourse, but when the 

employees sought support by filing complaints, they were either ostracized at work or fired.  

Sometimes they were labeled “troublemakers” and forced to resign; sometimes their perceived 

lack of recourse drove them to commit suicide and homicide.   

This research suggests that management must shoulder its responsibility for negative 

outcomes at work.  In the case of workplace bullying, an antecedent to workplace violence, 

management can ensure that each employee has recourse.  Managers might argue that they 

provide recourse through employee assistance programs.  What they are really saying is that 

employees need counseling about their financial problems or that employees are unreasonably 

angry at work and need to be counseled.  Programs like employee assistance programs do not 

provide recourse.  Creating and enforcing policies that prohibit managers from engaging in 

verbal abuse is one way of providing recourse.  Providing recourse for employees must be the 

first step taken to prevent or eliminate workplace bullying.  In so doing, appropriate training 

mechanisms should be put in place to ensure that all persons in the organizations are aware of 

what constitutes workplace bullying and the organizational tolerance level.   

Interviewees made several suggestions about training.  They believed that top 

management must be committed to the notion of providing recourse and must be included in the 

training.  They were unanimous in their belief that supervisors and employees needed awareness 

training.  Orientation sessions, they posited, could be used to make new employees aware of the 

organization’s policies, while a prolonged period of training could follow.  Just as some 

professionals have to take examinations in pre-determined periods of time—for example, every 

two years—all supervisors should have to undergo training on workplace bullying.   

The second theme that emerged was “verbal abuse.”  The array of elements that were 

drawn into this theme signifies the magnitude of this problem.  Various researchers have 

delineated problems between supervisors and employees such as berating tirades from autocratic 
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supervisors that traumatized many people.  This study added to their perspectives on verbal 

abuse.  However, this study claims that the source of the distress suffered at work is not in the 

verbal abuse.  Verbal abuse is just one symptom of the problem.    The source that must be 

eliminated is a person’s lack of recourse forcing the verbal abuse to stop.   

Once again the notion that workplace bullying is a unique phenomenon came to the fore.  

Harassment and sexual harassment issues did not rectify situations where employees were 

belittled in front of others.  No sexual innuendos were needed for a person to feel belittled.  

Many times, as interviewees pointed out, other people shrugged off complaints of belittling 

communication as misguided or cultural interpersonal communication that did not rise to the 

level of harassment. Verbal abuse is contextualized in unprofessional communication.   

Unprofessional communication was the third theme that resonated throughout the focus 

group interview and individual interviews.  People bemoaned the presence of communication of 

disrespect, communication that stripped people of dignity and lowered their self-esteem.  The 

unprofessional conduct was so pervasive that, out of the focus group interview, a suggestion was 

made that the label “workplace bullying” be changed to “professionalism.”  Maybe, they 

suggested, perceptions about the phenomenon might be more palatable to organizations.  

Professionalism, or high and distinct standards of professional practice, was an issue in other HR 

issues such as harassment and sexual harassment.  In this respect, workplace bullying was not 

seen as a unique phenomenon. 

The fourth theme was power and control.  People recognize that organizations are made 

up of hierarchies.  Notions of hierarchies go hand in hand with notions of power.  It was not the 

use of power and control that made it a strong theme during this study.  The blatant or latent use 

of power to intentionally harm others underlay almost every interview, and every reading of the 

text.  Recourse is about power; lack of recourse is about lack of power.  Throughout the study, 

anecdotes revealed how the person targeted for verbal abuse lacked recourse.  The woman who 

resigned and could not go out for approximately one year was an example of the thousands of 

people who lack recourse.  Over and over again, in studies by researchers Ruth and Gary Namie, 

and others like them, we hear statistics that three out of four persons at work are exposed to 

bullying communication (Namie & Namie, 2003).  Intimidation is an element of power and was 

referred to as one of the elements that set bullying at work apart from harassment.  Another 

element of power that emerged from the study is micromanagement.  This is perhaps the most 
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controversial of the power issues.  Some people perceive of micromanagement as motivation.  

Others see it as a necessary evil as deadlines approach.  Yet others view it as an aggressive, not 

destructive, management style.  While intimidation and micromanagement was evidenced in 

issues such as harassment, the level of intimidation and micromanagement perceived as 

workplace bullying made it appear unique. 

The fifth theme was about subtle communication.  This notion of subtlety was not 

subsumed in verbal abuse or power and control or professionalism.  It was perceived as an 

antecedent to anger.  Using subtle communication was a potent recourse for the bully; however, 

it was perceived as an insidious type of communication that was difficult to fight.  A strong sense 

of lack of recourse pervaded this theme.  This type of communication is apparent in other HR 

issues including harassment and discrimination. 

Embedded in each of these themes was non-verbal communication.  The non-verbal 

component changed what might have been a negative, but palatable, communication into a 

bullying communication.  Non-verbal communication swirled around themes of “verbal abuse” 

and “power and control” incessantly.     

Lack of Recourse 

The definition that emerged in this study, and the preceding discussion, clearly establish 

lack of recourse as the setting for workplace bullying.   As mentioned in Chapter Two, Namie & 

Namie (2003) proposed that some people seek out those they perceive to be the weakest people 

at work:  new employees, employees who do not resist their attacks, and employees who seem to 

be insecure (p. 43) and target them for bullying   This study corroborates this claim although it 

does not limit “the weakest people” to those named by the Namies.  The study found that almost 

every instance of workplace bullying reported in the text or experienced or witnessed by 

interviewees took place in a situation where the employee apparently had no recourse.  As 

expected, the theme of power resonated throughout the research as a positive factor for the bully; 

what was surprising was how important the lack of recourse (also regarded as powerlessness) 

was throughout the research.   

This study interprets lack of recourse as an imperfection in management practices, a 

failure by management to provide employees with a psychologically safe and secure workplace, 

in other words, an exigency that needs to be addressed.  When they are uncomfortable at work, 

and speak up, then are castigated by management, or if they perceive this situation from a third 
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party perspective, they become aware that they lack recourse.  As one interviewee noted, in such 

circumstances the workplace is not psychologically safe. . This study recommends that 

management advise its employees that unprofessional communication will not be tolerated and 

that management will back up that promise.   

This study also points to the fact that bullying communication can be subtle.  Yet, it 

argues, if employees perceive that they have recourse, the subtle communication should not be 

effective.  Further studies are needed to study the effects of subtle communication on workplace 

bullying in general and, more specifically, lack of recourse.   

This study also recommends that organizations address this exigency without delay and 

save themselves the costly impact of workplace bullying referred to in preceding chapters.  

Training has been suggested over and over again across methodologies. Various training 

methods are already in place in organizations.  Adding workplace bullying to the training budget 

should not be a heavy burden.  Not doing anything could result in a financial burden that many 

companies cannot withstand.   

It would be a mistake to underestimate the potency of this phenomenon.  Since the 

traumatic event on September 11, 2001 in New York City, many organizations have changed 

their structures, incurring layoffs in large numbers.  Because of these and other shifts in 

employment, employees are concerned about how they are treated at work.  Because of shifts in 

how people view work and the workplace, for example, the shift to identity formation at work, 

people expect to be treated with dignity and respect.  This study suggests that the continued 

presence of workplace bullying rests on the presence or absence of support employees have.  

Almost without exception, interviewees believed that management should ensure the absence of 

unprofessional communication and the presence of recourse for all employees.   

Management Strategy 

Is workplace bullying a management strategy?  Taking strategy to mean a preconceived 

method to meet a goal or realize a vision, this study found references, by those who opposed the 

notion of workplace bullying, that the communication used at work was management’s way of 

ensuring production.  The focus group concurred, adding that the communication might be 

motivation.  Individual interviewees also recognized the communication as a management 

strategy and felt that production could be achieved with a more positive type of communication.  

There are many studies available about organizational communication and its influence on 
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organizational behavior.  However, descriptive studies are needed to fully understand the 

implications of using workplace bullying as a management strategy.   

Recommendation 

In lieu of a specific method to assess workplace bullying, the following recommendation 

is made so that employers could provide recourse to employees in their organizations.  

Resonating through the research was the opinion that workplace bullying is contextualized in the 

supervisor-employee relationship and that the responsibility for preventing workplace bullying 

rests with organizations.  At the same time, there was a sense that employees were blamed for 

negative outcomes, and held solely accountable through profiling, for example, “the 

troublemaker,” and through disciplinary policies that did not extend to supervisors.   

This study recommends that organizations recognize workplace bullying as a reality and 

take steps to provide employees with recourse. Why would organizations be willing to accept the 

fact that workplace bullying is a reality?  As Montgomery (1973) pointed out, “simple exposure 

to a new set of opinions . . . is not sufficient for bringing about the acceptance of a new opinion” 

(p. 12).  The answer lies in what has already been said about organizations.  Their main interest 

is profit whether that profit is tangible or less perceptible, as is usually the case with not-for-

profit organizations.  But facing up to the reality of workplace bullying might make a difference 

when fiscal losses are objectified in the bad press coverage and loss of market shares that follows 

violent outcomes (Braverman, 1999). 

The proposed definition might take its place among other definitions forgotten or ignored 

by organizations.  However, at least one factor might prevent this from happening.  As 

mentioned in Chapter Two, in the changing workplace, people are looking at work in a different 

way.  No longer do people associate work only with a paycheck.  Through work, they form 

identities.  As Goffman (1967) points out, people look for confirmation of their self-concept and 

when that does not happen they are traumatized.  More and more we hear of people searching for 

ways to punish organizations when that happens.  Costly episodes of violence occurred over the 

past three decades as people punished organizations for attacking their self-concepts.  The 

vignettes used to open Chapters Five and Six propose that damaged self-concepts can result in 

violence.   

 Why should organizations provide employees with recourse?  As mentioned in earlier 

chapters, most organizations are wary of rising litigation costs.  People recognize that policies to 
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prevent sexual harassment and other forms of negative communication are implemented to avoid 

lawsuits.  The rising interest in workplace bullying suggests that organizations might face 

potential lawsuits in the future.  Whether a supervisor is the bully or a co-worker is the bully, the 

supervisor is ultimately responsible, as management’s representative, for maintaining a safe and 

secure work environment.  Organizational recognition that employees need recourse would be a 

major step toward prevention. 

The works of HR experts such as Ulrich (1997), Osborne (1990), Peters & Austin (1985), 

and Drucker (1973) have influenced training curricula in organizations.  Yet this study found, 

overwhelmingly, in text and through interviews, that many people are unaware of what 

workplace bullying is and how to handle it.  Many people opined that the problems they believed 

caused other not to recognize bullying at work was associated with a lack of awareness.  They 

believed that training should begin with senior managers and filter down to employees through 

orientation sessions and more intensive training sessions.  Training was seen as a dual enterprise. 

One function of training was to raise awareness of workplace bullying.  Some supervisors might 

not be aware that their communication was perceived as bullying.  Alternatively, some 

employees might suffer trauma needlessly.  Only aware that they are suffering, they might not be 

able to readily identify the problem.  The second function accomplished by training everyone in 

the organization was the message of management’s willingness to provide employees with a 

work environment that was not only physically safe but also psychologically safe.  

Future Research 

 Theoretical and practical research in the field of communication is needed to continue the 

discourse about workplace bullying.  The use of three methods—focus group interview, 

individual interviewing, and textual research—was challenging but gave credibility to the data.  

Future researchers might consider similar approaches.  Using the focus group gave me insight 

into perspectives from experts on management and HR issues.  Individual interviews gave me an 

almost ethnographic view of the workplace.  Those interviews even provided insights that, as an 

on-site observer, I might have missed.  Finally, the textual research provided several voices that 

supported those raised through interviewing.  Voices that arose out of news articles and voices 

out of academic and professional journals converged with those from the experts and victims of 

or witnesses to workplace bullying as well as voices of dissent.  Triangulating the data provided 

an excellent forum for deliberation, giving me a chance to pause and reflect (the third premise of 
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symbolic interactionism) on the interpretations that I had collected. 

 This study was exploratory.  I wanted to have a better understanding about workplace 

bullying.  As Babbie (2001) suggested, it was a good way to test the feasibility of undertaking a 

more extensive study” (p. 92) as well as a way “to develop the methods to be employed in any 

subsequent study” (p. 92).  More research is needed that employ other theoretical perspectives 

and methods.  The following paragraphs set out some ideas for future research. 

The theme, “lack of recourse,” needs careful scrutiny.  It underlay almost every 

description of workplace bullying.  Perhaps it underlies descriptions of other forms of negative 

communication.  Is it an element that people always consider when interpreting messages? Is it 

only considered when people stop to reflect on their actions?  During the study, interviewees 

were sometimes self-reflective.  They pondered their responses to bullying communication in the 

context of powerlessness.  Interviewees who were in managerial positions reflected on the need 

for or effects of authoritative communication as they continually shaped and re-shaped their 

interpretations of workplace bullying.  

 Another area that requires research is that of management’s responsibility for the 

psychological welfare of its employees.  Researchers like Yamada (2000) have studied legal 

remedies for employees.  However, research into opportunities organizations can utilize to avoid 

litigation would provide a positive perspective in which interest might be generated.  For 

example, research on effective training techniques rather than the tried-and-failed methodologies, 

failed because, as was commonly decried among interviewees, when supervisors return to the 

workplace after training, they usually return to status quo communication.    

 Mention was made in Chapter Two to the fact that research on verbal aggression had 

fallen off although some interest had recently been generated by researchers like Dietz, 

Robinson, Folger, Baron, & Schulz (2003).  The need for research on verbal abuse was apparent 

in this study.  I believe that research on training should intersect with research on verbal abuse to 

ensure that areas of discontent are adequately covered.  At the same time, research on 

powerlessness, called lack of recourse in this study, should serve as a foundation for research on 

every aspect of workplace bullying, and, as suggested above, aspects of negative communication. 

 More studies are needed also on professionalism.  Kimmel (2001) and others have 

researched issues of civility, body language, and so on.  They have stressed the need for a return 

of these types of communication to the workplace.  However, more qualitative studies are needed 
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to uncover how professionalism is disappearing from the workplace and what is causing that to 

happen.   

 Finally, research on workplace bullying has become more pressing as people look for 

answers to social problems.  Suicide is one of the tragic outcomes of workplace bullying;  this 

fact should be of interest to the suicide prevention task force that has just been created in Florida.    

Closing Thoughts 

 Using symbolic interactionism as a methodological strategy proved challenging, yet 

satisfying.  A different approach, for example, symbolic convergence theory and its reference to 

fantasy chains, might not have led to the discovery of lack of recourse as a significant promoter 

of workplace bullying.  Delving into the responses by interviewees and the descriptions in the 

text through a process of symbolic interactionism even as I applied the methodology gave me a 

great appreciation for this theory.  I believe that this realization was instrumental in my ability to 

surmount barriers as they arose during the research.  For example, at times when my emic biases 

surfaced, I returned to the point when interviewee responses made me aware that a theme was 

emerging such as “lack of recourse” to regain balance.  Similarly, in triangulating the data, when 

points of difference or similarity seemed difficult to comprehend, I returned to the data and re-

analyzed people’s interpretations of workplace bullying.  Overall, using symbolic interactionism 

as an approach to exploring workplace bullying was a good decision.     

 When I began this study, I strongly believed that workplace bullying was an epidemic, 

something out there begging for resolution.  I went through stages of belief and disbelief, 

sometimes wondering whether the communication was really a management strategy to 

maximize performance.  As I triangulated the data, applying a perspective that viewed meaning 

development as a transactional process, I realized how personal this research had become (Stake 

1995).  I learned that my ability to withstand bullying at work was my internal recourse.  I had 

never thought of it that way.  Many people are less fortunate; they have to rely on external 

recourse in situations such as those referred to as workplace bullying in this study.    
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APPENDIX A 
 

APPROVAL LETTER FROM HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE 
AND INFORMED CONSENT FORMS 
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INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW 

This research is being conducted by Barbara Daniel who is a Ph. D. candidate at Florida 
State University.  I understand the purpose of this research project is to better understand 
workplace bullying especially as it pertains to the relationships that exist between supervisors 
and subordinates.  I understand that I will participate in a focus group interview.  I understand 
that I will be asked about bullying in the organization where I work and about my personal 
opinions about workplace bullying as well as general information about myself. 

I understand that I will be asked to view 3 minutes of a film, “Swimming with Sharks” in 
which language and behavior inappropriate for the workplace, but not offensive, has been used.   
 I understand that my participation is voluntary.  I will receive $50.00 per hour for 
participating in a two-hour session conducted at the University Center Club.  I may refuse to 
answer questions or make suggestions, and I may stop participation at any time without loss of 
monetary remuneration.  All my answers to questions and my suggestions will be kept 
confidential and identified by a subject code number.  My name will not appear on any of the 
results to the extent allowed by law.  No individual responses will be reported unless I give written 
permission.  Only group findings will be reported. 

I may refuse to answer questions or make suggestions, and I may stop participation at any 
time.  All my responses and my suggestions will be kept confidential and identified by a subject 
code number.   

I understand that there are no risks involved in this study.  I understand that the entire 
focus group interview will be audiotaped and that the tapes will be used only for obtaining 
exactly what was stated in the interview.  I understand that the tapes will be stored in the 
Department of Communication, Diffenbaugh Building, and will be kept until the research is 
completed.  I understand that the tapes will be destroyed by the end of 2004. 

I understand that if I have any complaints about the researcher or concerns about the 
research project during or after the interview, I may contact the Human Subjects Committee at 
Florida State University or the Department of Communication, Diffenbaugh Building, Florida 
State University. 
 I understand that this consent may be withdrawn at any time without prejudice, penalty, 
or loss of benefits to which I am otherwise entitled.  I have been given the right to ask and have 
answered any inquiry regarding this study.   Questions, if any, have been answered to my 
satisfaction.   
 I understand that I may contact Ms. Barbara Daniel at 645-4815 or Dr. Steve McDowell 
at 644-5034 for answers to questions about this research or about my rights.  I understand that I 
will receive a copy of the interview report.  I understand that a follow-up session may be 
conducted toward the end of the project either by phone or in person as I choose.   

Consent to Participation 

I acknowledge that I am at least eighteen years old, and that I understand my rights as a 
research participant as outlined above.  I acknowledge that my participation is fully voluntary. 
 
Print Name __________________________________  Witness ____________________ 
 
Signature: ___________________________________   Date ______________________ 
(Revised November 10, 2003) 
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INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEWS 

This research is being conducted by Barbara Daniel who is a Ph. D. candidate at Florida 
State University.  I understand the purpose of this research project is to better understand 
workplace bullying especially as it pertains to the relationships that exist between supervisors 
and subordinates.  I understand that I will be asked about bullying in the organization where I 
work and about my personal opinions about workplace bullying as well as general information 
about myself. 

I understand that I will be asked to view 3 minutes of a film, “Swimming with Sharks” in 
which language and behavior inappropriate for the workplace, but not offensive, has been used.   
 I understand that my participation is voluntary.  I will receive $30.00 per hour for 
participating.  I may refuse to answer questions or make suggestions, and I may stop 
participation at any time.  All my responses and my suggestions will be kept confidential and 
identified by a subject code number.  My name will not appear on any of the results to the extent 

allowed by law.   
 I understand that there are no risks involved in this study.  I understand that the entire 
interview will be audiotaped and that the tapes will be used only for obtaining exactly what was 
stated in the interview.  I understand that the tapes will be stored in the Department of 
Communication, Diffenbaugh Building, and will be kept until the research is completed.  I 
understand that the tapes will be destroyed by the end of 2004. 
 I understand that if I have any complaints about the researcher or concerns about the 
research project during or after the interview, I may contact the Human Subjects Committee at 
Florida State University or the Department of Communication, Diffenbaugh Building, Florida 
State University. 
 I understand that this consent may be withdrawn at any time without prejudice, penalty, 
or loss of benefits to which I am otherwise entitled.  I have been given the right to ask and have 
answered any inquiry regarding this study.   Questions, if any, have been answered to my 
satisfaction.   
 I understand that I may contact Ms. Barbara Daniel at 645-4815 or Dr. Steve McDowell 
at 644-5034 for answers to questions about this research or about my rights.  I understand that a 
follow-up session may be conducted toward the end of the project either by phone or in person as 
I choose.   

Consent to Participation 

 I acknowledge that I am at least eighteen years old, and that I understand my rights as a 
research participant as outlined above.  I acknowledge that my participation is fully voluntary. 
 
Print Name __________________________________  Witness ____________________ 
 
Signature: ___________________________________   Date ______________________ 
 
(Revised November 10, 2003) 
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APPENDIX B 
 

LIST OF STATEMENTS FOR INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEWS 
 
These statements have been extracted from the Verbal Aggressiveness Scale created by Infante 
& Wigley (1936). 
 
The interviewee will respond in open style rather than the scale used by Infante & Wigley.  
 

1. When individuals are very stubborn, I use insults to soften the stubbornness. 
2. When people refuse to do a task I know is important, without good reason, I tell them 

they are unreasonable. 
3. If individuals I am trying to influence really deserve it, I attack their character. 
4. I try to make people feel good about themselves even when their ideas are stupid. 
5. When people simply will not budge on a matter of importance I lose my temper and 

say rather strong things to them. 
6. When I dislike individuals greatly, I try not to show it in what I say or how I say it. 
7. I like poking fun at people who do things which are very stupid in order to stimulate 

their intelligence. 
8. When I attack persons’ ideas, I try not to damage their self-concepts. 
9. When I am not able to refute others’ positions, I try to make them feel defensive in 

order to weaken their positions. 
10. I refuse to participate in arguments when they involve personal attacks. 
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APPENDIX C 

THREE DEFINITIONS OF WORKPLACE BULLYING 

Any behavior that frightens, threatens or intimidates another person qualifies as 
bullying.  Besides physical force, the most common types of bullying include:  
verbal abuse, written, spoken or implied threats, name-calling and racial slurs, 
vandalism, put-downs (Ramsey, 2002, p. 2)  

 
Workplace bullying is cruelty deliberately aimed at others with the intent of 
gaining power by inflicting psychological and/or physical pain (Middleton-Moz 
& Zawadski, 2002, p. xiv). 
 
Workplace bullying is a management style that uses “repeated aggressive 
behavior that deliberately causes physical or psychological torment.”  It is the 
repeated, less favorable treatment of a person by another in the workplace, which 
may be considered unreasonable and inappropriate workplace practice.  It 
includes behavior that intimidates, offends, degrades, or humiliates a worker, 
possibly in front of co-workers, clients or customers” (3-4). 
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APPENDIX D 

LETTER INVITING PARTICPANTS TO FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW 

 

Dear Participant: 

I am a graduate student under the direction of Professor Stephen McDowell in the College of 
Communication at Florida State University. I am conducting a research study to generate a 
definition for workplace bullying and find an instrument to assess workplace bullying. 

I invite you to join a focus group interview which will be conducted on [date] to discuss your 
perceptions of workplace bullying.  The interview will take approximately two hours.  You will 
be asked to express how you perceive workplace bullying.  You will also be shown a 5-minute 
extract of the film “Swimming with Sharks” and asked for your opinions about the film extract.  
You will be given some viewpoints about workplace bullying and asked for your opinions.   

Your participation in this study is voluntary. If you choose not to participate or to withdraw from 
the study at any time, there will be no penalty. You will receive $50 per hour.  The results of the 
research may be published, but your name will not be used. 

If you have any questions concerning this research study, please call me at 668-3035 or send me 
an email at bdd0737@garnet.acns.fsu.edu.   
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APPENDIX E 
 

 
FISCAL PLAN FOR INTERVIEWS 

 
COST OF FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW 
 
ITEM COST 

 
Room rental $216.56 
Meals and Beverages 
Television/VCR  
Participant incentive $300.00 
 
TOTAL $516.56 
 
 
 
 
 
COST OF INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEWS 
 
Participant incentive $120.00 
 
 
TOTAL COST $636.56 
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APPENDIX F 
 

FOCUS GROUP REVISED AGENDA 
 
 
 

FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW 
 

Location:  University Center Club 
 

December 4, 2003 
 

7:00 p.m. – 9:00 p.m. 
 

Researcher:  Barbara Daniel 
 

Moderator:  C. Derick Daniel 
 

AGENDA 
 

 
1. Welcome, introductions, and explanation of meeting objective 
 
2. Explanation of ground rules 

 
3. Preliminary discussion on workplace bullying. 

 
4. Review of three established definitions of workplace bullying 

 
5. Viewing of and discussion on film 

 
6. Summary of main discussion points 

 
7. Closing thoughts. 

 
8. Wrap up   
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