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This study investigates the role of perceived power relation between target and perpetrator regarding victimization and turnover intent following exposure to bullying behavior at the workplace. We hypothesized that (1) targets of bullying behavior who self-label as victims experiences a larger power imbalance with the perpetrator compared to targets who do not self-label as victims, and (2) that the association between exposure to bullying behavior and intent to leave the job is stronger when there is power balance between target and perpetrator than when there is a power imbalance. The hypotheses were tested in a probability sample of employees working in the child welfare service in Oslo municipality, Norway, and that had been exposed to at least one instance of mistreatment from a colleague at their workplace (N = 374). Targets of bullying behavior whom self-labeled as victims reported a larger power imbalance with the perpetrator. Supporting the study hypothesis, and representing a reverse buffering effect, exposure to bullying behavior was most strongly associated with intent to leave among targets in power balance with the perpetrator. For targets in a perceived power imbalance, both low and high exposure to bullying behavior were associated with higher levels of intent to leave. These findings highlight the importance of implementing measures directed at preventing bullying and other forms of mistreatment, irrespective of the power relation between the two parties.
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INTRODUCTION

Workplace bullying refers to a situation where an employee is exposed to frequent harassing behavior from superiors or co-workers over a prolonged period of time and where the employee finds it difficult to defend him-/herself against these actions (Olweus, 1993; Einarsen and Skogstad, 1996). Following this description, workplace bullying represents a process with two distinct steps reflecting perceived “exposure” and “victimization.” In the “exposure” step, an employee experience systematic acts of aggression and mistreatment from others at the workplace over a prolonged period. These acts may range from relatively infrequent episodes of incivility to high-frequent exposure to harassment. In the “victimization” step, the exposed employee perceive him-/herself as unable to defend him-/herself against this exposure due to an experience of imbalance in power (Einarsen et al., 2011). As bullying, by definition, involves a victim-perpetrator relationship (Cuadrado-Gordillo, 2012), one may argue that this second step, the experience of disempowerment, is a prerequisite for describing a situation as bullying, and thereby differentiating bullying from “milder” forms of aggression such as incivility (Cowie et al., 2002; Saunders et al., 2007). However, in quantitative studies of those exposed, the aspect of power relation between the bullied and the bully often remains conceptual rather than empirical, as power relation is not explicitly measured when assessing bullying (Ciby and Raya, 2015; Nielsen et al., 2021). From a measurement methods perspective, this lack of overlap between the theoretical and operational definition of the bullying concept may contaminate the construct validity of research on bullying as it is likely that targets able to defend themselves against bullying should react differently compared to targets not able to defend themselves. In contrast, others have argued that measuring power relation explicitly is not necessary, as disempowerment is inherent in the assessment of bullying behaviors given the nature, prevalence, and duration of the ongoing mistreatment (Einarsen et al., 2009).

Due to these conflicting perspectives, there is a need for further empirical studies to determine the role of power relation in bullying (D'Cruz et al., 2018). To be able to make valid interpretations of the nature, frequency, antecedents, and outcomes of bullying, we need to be sure that our measurement instruments and assessment methods are sound and reliable. As the issue of power relation has been largely ignored in empirical studies on bullying to date, the aim of this study was to examine how power relation influences perceptions of workplace bullying and its outcomes. Specifically, by defining power relation as the degree of perceived psychological power imbalance between the bully and the bullied as seen from the perspective of the target, we will (1) examine whether power relation predicts victimization following exposure to bullying behavior and (2) investigate whether perceived power relation moderates the association between exposure to bullying behaviors and intent to leave. Previous research has established intent to leave as a main outcome of workplace bullying (Nielsen and Einarsen, 2012; Glambek et al., 2014; Spence Laschinger and Fida, 2014). Knowledge concerning moderators of how bullying influence intent to leave is therefore highly important regarding the development of interventions that can reduce the likelihood and costs of turnover in organizations.


The Role of Power Relation in Workplace Bullying

A power imbalance between target and perpetrator may be present at the onset of the bullying behaviors or it might evolve and increase over a period (Ciby and Raya, 2015). In addition, the power imbalance could be either due to the formal power of organizational position or due to the informal power, such as, social support, knowledge and experience (Einarsen, 2000). Although a few qualitative studies have provided preliminary evidence for the importance of examining power relation (D'Cruz and Noronha, 2018; Patterson et al., 2018), there is a lack of quantitative research that can complement and extend the qualitative findings. To be able to understand why the aspect of power relation has received relatively little attention in quantitative investigations of workplace bullying, it is necessary to examine how bullying has been measured and assessed in existing research. To date, two main methods has been applied, each capturing different characteristics of the bullying phenomenon. The behavioral experience method assesses exposure to acts of harassment through an inventory that includes multiple types of unwanted and negative behavior typically experienced by victims of bullying, hence constituting exposure to severe bullying when occurring repeatedly over time. The respondents are then asked to report how frequently they have been exposed to the different behaviors listed in the inventory within a given time period (Einarsen et al., 2009; Nielsen et al., 2011). Accordingly, this method can be used to identify different forms of psychological harassment ranging from one-off incidences, such as incivility, to more severe and systematic harassment, such as exposure to on-going and severe workplace bullying and social exclusion. Hence, this method reflects the theoretical notion that bullying is a gradually escalating process that exist on a continuum rather than being an either-or phenomenon. While an important strength of the behavioral experience approach is that the method allows for assessing the nature, frequency, and duration of the unwanted behaviors that characterize bullying, power relation between target and perpetrator is not explicitly measured (Nielsen et al., 2011, 2017). Consequently, the method does not permit inferences about experienced disempowerment.

The second approach used to assess workplace bullying is the self-labeling method (Nielsen et al., 2011). Here, respondents are given a single-item question, often accompanied by a theoretical definition of bullying, asking about whether they have perceived themselves as bullied within a specific time-period (e.g., Einarsen and Skogstad, 1996; O'Moore et al., 2003). This method has high face validity, is efficient in terms of applying only one question to measure the phenomenon and is easy to administer, yet also treating exposure to bullying more as an end state where one is either a victim of bullying or not. However, from a psychometric point of view, using single-item measures is often discouraged as such measures allegedly suffer from reliability issues (Gardner and Cummings, 1998). Furthermore, the method does not offer nuanced insights in the actual behaviors involved in the bullying, nor does it provide any information regarding the severity or persistency of these behaviors. Finally, although the self-labeling method allows for determining whether the respondent feels victimized by bullying, it does not provide any explicit information about the perceived power relation with the perpetrator, apart from it often being a part of the definition that accompanies the question about bullying. Hence, findings based on this method are restricted to whether the respondents perceive themselves as victims of bullying, and is a highly subjective approach likely to be biased by a range of factors such as personality, emotional states, cognitions, and misperceptions (Nielsen et al., 2011). Compared to the behavioral experience approach, prevalence rates tend to be lower in studies employing this assessment method (Ilies et al., 2003; Nielsen et al., 2010), thus indicating that the threshold for labeling oneself as a victim of bullying is high.

Taken together, a limitation of existing assessment methods is that they do not provide direct and explicit information regarding the power relation between target and perpetrator (Ciby and Raya, 2015). However, knowledge about power relation is necessary to understand the nature, causes, and outcomes of bullying. According to Salin (2003), bullying is a specific type of workplace aggression as the target is placed in a helpless and defenseless position. An imbalance in power on behalf of the target regarding the perpetrator is therefore considered as a main aspect of the definition of workplace bullying (Cowie et al., 2002; Einarsen et al., 2011). This victim-perpetrator structure indicates that a perceived power imbalance, be it formal or informal, is a prerequisite for bullying to occur, and victimization following exposure to bullying behavior should therefore only take place if the target is in power imbalance with the perpetrator. Without having information about the power relation when assessing bullying, we do not know if the target would be able to withstand the negative acts and even retaliate, thus preventing these negative acts to escalate into bullying. An implication is that the target should perceive him-/herself as disempowered in order to self-label as a victim. To test this assumption, we propose the following hypothesis.

H1: Targets of bullying behavior that self-label as victims experiences a larger power imbalance with the perpetrator compared to targets who do not self-label as victims.

Since power imbalance is such a central aspect of definitions of workplace bullying, it seems reasonable to expect that any health and wellbeing outcome of being exposed to bullying behaviors are determined by the power relation between the bully and the bullied. However, different theoretical perspective provides different explanations for how power relation influences the outcomes of bullying and, depending on the theoretical perspective, it can be argued that being in power balance with the perpetrator can both lessen and amplify the negative effects of being exposed to bullying (Nielsen et al., 2017). Consequently, exactly how power relations influence the outcomes of bullying is still not clear. In the following section the two contrasting perspectives are described.

The first perspective is centered around classical work stress models, with the well-established Transactional model of stress and coping (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984) as the main basis, and suggests that being in power balance with the perpetrator should attenuate the negative effects of bullying. According to the Transactional model, the nature and severity of reactions following exposure to a given stressor are functions of a dynamic interplay between event characteristics and individual appraisal and coping processes. When a person is faced with a stressor, the person evaluates the potential threat (primary appraisal) and a judgment is made as to whether the event is positive or negative (Lazarus, 1993). As a secondary appraisal, the person evaluates how controllable the stressor is and determines whether ones available coping resources are adequate for handling and mastering the situation (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). Therefore, if the target perceives him-/herself as being in power balance with the perpetrator, the target will be more likely to handle the situation and the perceived bullying should have less impact. On the other hand, if the target is in power imbalance with the perpetrator, he/she should be unable to handle and control the exposure, which could lead to a state of fatalism and resignation. Being exposed to repeated and enduring painful or otherwise aversive stimuli that the targeted person is unable to escape or avoid has been shown to be related to health impairment (Maier and Seligman, 2016). Hence, according to this first perspective, targets of bullying who are in power imbalance with the perpetrator should be more likely to experience detrimental consequences, including health problems and reduced wellbeing, than should targets who are in a balanced power relation with the perpetrator.

Contrasting this view, the potential amplifying effects of being in power balance with the perpetrator is derived from the Behavioral incongruence hypothesis. The Behavioral incongruence hypothesis suggest that individuals experience negative affect when they engage in behaviors that are incompatible with their personality preferences or self-concepts (Diener et al., 1984; Ilies et al., 2011). That is, it is assumed that a person will experience more positive and less negative affect when there is congruence between a given situation and their preferences (Pervin, 1993). In contrast, individuals will experience heightened negative affect in situations that are incompatible with their personality preferences (Diener et al., 1984; Ilies et al., 2011). Unemployment may serve as an illustration for this process. Most people want to work, and unemployed people are thereby being caught in a life situation that they do not want to be in. This state of incongruence will lead to negative affect and is therefore possibly a cause of higher levels of mental health problems found among unemployed (Paul and Moser, 2006). This line of reasoning can be extended to workplace bullying. For a target of bullying in a balanced power relation with the perpetrator, relatively infrequent and short term spells of mistreatment, such as incivility (Cortina et al., 2001), should be harmless since the perceived power balance secures an overall pervasive and enduring feeling of confidence with regard to managing the situation (Demsky, 2019). On the other hand, long-lasting and systematic exposure to severe harassment will be especially detrimental for targets perceiving themselves to be in power balance with the perpetrator since such treatment is unanticipated and creates a pervasive feeling of dissonance in the target. That is, for targets who perceive themselves as being in a balanced power relation, being repeatedly exposed to harassment over a long period of time is likely to lead to an incongruity between their self-perceptions of being able to withstand bullying, and how they actually are treated by the bullies.

Feelings of violation or incongruence have been proposed to be the byproduct of a sensemaking process where the individual attempts to derive meaning from a perceived breach of obligation (Morrison and Robinson, 1997), in this case on the part of a colleague at the workplace. The discrepancy between expected and actual events stimulates information seeking, explanation, and interpretation and people are particularly likely to seek sensemaking information when events are unexpected and negative and when they appear in relational exchange relationships (Morrison and Robinson, 1997; Sears and Humiston, 2015). As we need consistency in our conceptual system, unsuccessful sensemaking, i.e., unresolved incongruence, may be experienced as deeply shattering and may subsequently result in psychological distress, reduced wellbeing, and thereby an increased motivation for leaving one's job (Janoff-Bulman, 1992; Mikkelsen and Einarsen, 2002). Based on this perspective, it is therefore likely that perceiving oneself to be in power balance with the perpetrator, while not being able to withstand and stop the unwanted mistreatment, leads to a state of incongruence that will amplify the effects following exposure to harassment. In contrast, for targets who perceive themselves to be in imbalance with the perpetrator, exposure to bullying behavior will serve as a confirmation of the unbalanced power relation and thereby lead to a feeling of congruence between expectations and actual experience.

To our knowledge, only one quantitative study to date to have examined the impact of power relation on the outcomes following exposure to bullying behavior (Nielsen et al., 2017). In support of the behavioral incongruence hypothesis, the findings showed that power balance (measured as “ability to defend” with a single item question) only had a protective effect on the relationship between exposure to bullying behaviors and target anxiety level in cases of very low exposure. In cases of high exposure, there was a stronger increase in levels of anxiety among employees reporting being able to defend themselves than among those who generally felt unable to defend themselves. To extend the findings by Nielsen et al. (2017), the current study will examine the interactive effects of power relation regarding associations between exposure to bullying behaviors and a job-related outcome in the form of intent to leave. Based on the conclusions from the abovementioned study, in conjunction with the behavioral incongruence hypothesis, we find it most plausible to expect the relationship between bullying and intent to leave to be most detrimental among targets that perceive themselves to be in power balance with the perpetrator, whereas those who are in power imbalance already want to leave their job and thereby do not report any changes turnover intent in cases of high frequent exposure to bullying behavior. Thus, the following hypothesis will be tested.

H2: There is a stronger (positive) association between exposure to bullying behavior and intent to leave the job when there is a power balance between target and perpetrator than when there is a power imbalance.




METHODS


Design and Sample

The data were collected as part of the “Oslo Workplace Aggression Survey” (OWAS), a collaborative project between the Norwegian National Institute of Occupational Health (STAMI) and the vice mayor of education and child services in Oslo municipality. The survey was conducted electronically in March 2020. All employees (N = 1,264) working full or part time in the child welfare service in Oslo municipality received an email with an invitation to participate in a survey in which the employees were asked to fill in an anonymous self-reporting questionnaire assessing exposure to threats and violence, workplace bullying and conflicts, different aspects of the psychosocial working environment, work stress, and health and wellbeing. The data collection division of the Norwegian National Institute of Occupational Health was responsible for the sampling procedures, implementation, and quality assurance. As all employees in the organization were invited to participate, the sampling approach can be described as a probability procedure (Ilies et al., 2003). To ensure anonymity in the data collection, the researchers, were not informed about names, addresses, or other identifying information. A further description of the project and its background is provided in a separate project protocol (Nielsen et al., 2020a).

A total of 678 questionnaires were returned, yielding a response rate of 53.6%. The sample consisted of 74.4% women and 25.6% men. The mean age was 39 years (SD = 10.91). A total of 82.4% worked in a full-time position, 10.4% in a part-time position, while 6.6% were on-call staff. 0.6% were on temporary leave. Altogether 16.6% of the respondents had some sort of formal leadership responsibility.

As the overarching aim of this study was to examine the role of power relation when exposed to harassing behavior at the workplace, the study sample was limited to respondents who reported exposure to at least one bullying behavior in the employed Negative Acts Questionnaire Revised and the questions about power relation (N = 374). Exposure to at least one behavior was chosen as inclusion criterion since there is no universally agreed upon cut-off criterion for when an exposure constitutes bullying. The subsample did not differ from the overall sample regarding demographic characteristics.



Ethical Approval and Consent to Participate

The project was conducted in accordance with the World Medical Association Declaration of Helsinki. The Regional Committees for Medical and Health Research Ethics in Norway (REC South East) have approved the project (project number 28496). In line with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), the National Institute of Occupational Health acquired permission from the Norwegian Center for Research Data (NSD; approval: 226309) to process the personal data in this project for research purposes. When accessing the web-based questionnaire by a personal login code, the respondents had to confirm their informed consent before responding to the questionnaire. This procedure for securing informed consent was approved by the ethics committee and NSD. No personally identifiable information about respondents were available to the researchers, as data were de-identified prior to analyses.



Instruments

All questionnaire items used in this study are included in Appendix 1.

The nine-items Short Negative Acts Questionnaire (S-NAQ) was used to measure perceived exposure to specific bullying behaviors at the workplace (Notelaers et al., 2018). Among others, the S-NAQ covers behavior such as being withheld information, being excluded or humiliated and being given unmanageable workloads The S-NAQ has previously been validated against other bullying measures, as well as measures of health, sickness absence, work performance and turnover intention (Einarsen et al., 2009). The respondents were asked how often they had been exposed to the behavior during the last 6 months, with response categories on a 5-point frequency scale ranging from 1 = “never,” 2 = “occasionally,” 3 = “monthly,” 4 = “weekly,” to 5 = “daily” (e.g., “If you look back over the past 6 months how often did it happen that people insulted you?”). The S-NAQ had a Cronbach's alpha value of 0.85 in the present study. By measuring harassment using the S-NAQ, where the response alternatives range from occasional and monthly incidences to weekly and daily events, we were able to examine the full spectrum of harassing behavior, going from incivility to bullying. That is, although the distinction between incivility and bullying behavior may be blurry (Hershcovis, 2011), thus making it difficult to determine when incivility develops into bullying behavior, we can be sure that the response categories of the S-NAQ capture both low-frequent and high frequent episodes of harassment.

Power relation between target and perpetrator as seen from the target's perspective was assessed with a three-item scale developed for this study as an add-on to the S-NAQ. Directly following the S-NAQ, the respondents were asked: “If you have been exposed to one or more of the behaviors in the list above, did you…” (1)”…experience it as difficult to defend yourself against this treatment?,” (2) “…experience a feeling of hopelessness and resignation in relation to what you have been exposed to,” and (3) “…feel inferior and powerless in relation to the person or persons who performed the actions.” Response alternatives were “never,” “sometimes,” “once in a while,” “often,” and “every time.” Higher scores indicate that the target is in power imbalance with the perpetrator. Cronbach's alpha for the power relation scale was 0.91.

Victimization from workplace bullying was measured with the well-established self-labeling method (Olweus, 1991; Einarsen and Skogstad, 1996; Solberg and Olweus, 2003; Nielsen et al., 2011). After being presented with the following definition: “Bullying (harassment, badgering, niggling, freezing out, offending someone) is a problem in some workplaces and for some workers. To label something bullying it must occur repeatedly over a period of time, and the person confronted has to have difficulties defending himself/herself. It is not bullying if two parties of approximately equal “strength” are in conflict or the incident is an isolated event,” respondents were asked “Have you been subjected to bullying at the workplace during the last 6 months?” The response categories were “no,” “rarely,” “now and then,” “once a week,” and “several times a week.” In this study, positive responses, i.e., “rarely” to “several times a week” were recoded into a single “self-labeling” category.

Turnover intentions were measured with a three-item questionnaire (Sjoberg and Sverke, 2000), each item being assessed by the respondents on a five-point Likert scale ranging from “fully disagree” to “fully agree.” The scale measures searching for new jobs (e.g., “I am actively searching for a new job”) as well as willingness to quit given an adequate alternative (e.g., “If I had a free choice, I would quit this job”). Cronbach's alpha for the scale was 0.90.



Control Variables

Age, gender, and leadership responsibility were included as control variables in all multivariate analyses. Although existing evidence is inconclusive, studies have established age differences (De Cuyper et al., 2009) and gender differences (Glambek et al., 2018) with regard to outcomes of workplace bullying. Having a leadership position is associated with formal power in an organization and is therefore likely to influence the power relation in cases of bullying.



Data Analyses Plan

Statistical analyses were conducted with IBM SPSS 27.0 and MPLUS 8.4. The level of significance was set to p < 0.05. For all measurement inventories, summary scales were calculated based on a mean-score of their respective items. Independent sample t-tests and logistic regression analysis was used to examine group difference in power relation regarding self-labeled victimization. Cohen's d and Hedges' g were calculated to determine the magnitude of the group differences (effect size). Cohen (1988) suggested using the following rule of thumb for interpreting results: Small effect; 0.2, medium effect: 0.5, large effect: 0.8. Hedges' g is interpreted using the same thresholds. To explore main and moderating effects, we conducted a hierarchical regression analysis with the PROCESS 4.0 script in SPSS (Hayes, 2012) to test for linear associations between exposure to bullying behaviors and intent to leave, as well as the interactive effects of exposure to bullying and power relation, with regard to intent to leave. The guidelines by Baron and Kenny (1986) were followed, and, in line with Aiken and West (1991), the continuous predictor variables were centered prior to the two-way interaction analysis.




RESULTS

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics of the study variables and their zero-order correlations. All correlations were in the expected directions. As the constructs are theoretically assumed to represent second order constructs of the bullying phenomenon, it was not surprising that the correlation between exposure to bullying behavior and power imbalance were high (r = 0.63; p < 0.001). To determine whether measurement instruments were empirically different, we followed a confirmatory approach with MPLUS that compared a one-factor measurement model (i.e., all items loading on a “bullying” factor) with a two-factor solution (i.e., items loading separately on “exposure to bullying behavior” and “power relation”) using the study sample of 374 respondents. The analyses showed that the two-factor solution (X2 = 153.868; df = 53; CFI = 0.99; TLI = 0.98; RMSEA = 0.07; 95% CI RMSEA = 0.06 – 0.08) had significantly better fit to the data (ΔX2 = 26.589; df = 1; p < 001) when compared to the one-factor model (X2 = 180.457; df = 54; CFI = 0.98; TLI = 0.98; RMSEA = 0.08; 95% CI RMSEA = 0.07 – 0.09). All factor loadings exceeded 0.40 with no cross-loadings or error correlations. The findings confirm that exposure to bullying behavior and power relation represent separate and unique aspects of the bullying constructs.


Table 1. Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations for all study variables (N = 374).
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In total, 6.4% of those exposed to bullying behavior self-labeled as victims of bullying. An independent sample t-test was conducted to test the hypothesis that targets who self-labels as victims of bullying experiences a larger power imbalance with the perpetrator than to targets who do not self-label as victims. The findings supported the hypothesis. Those who self-labeled as victims (M = 2.54; SD = 1.17) reported significantly (t = −6.06; df = 372; p < 0.001) larger power imbalance with the perpetrator compared to targets who did not self-label (M = 1.49; SD = 0.79). Estimates of effect size (Cohen's d = 1.05; Hedges' g = 1.28) showed that the group difference was large and substantive. A logistic regression analysis was conducted to determine the mutual impact of exposure to negative acts and power relation on self-labeled victimization. Exposure to negative acts was significantly exposed to increased risk of self-labeling as a victim (OR = 12.88; 95% CI = 3.70 – 44.86). Although at the borderline to significance, power relation was not significantly associated with self-labeling in this analysis (OR = 1.56; 95% CI = 0.99 – 2.47). There was no evidence for an interactive effect of exposure to negative acts and power relation regarding self-labeling as a victim (OR = 1.67; 95% CI = 0.53 – 5.87). These findings show that power relation does not contribute to the variance over and above exposure to bullying behavior, thus indicating that the aspect of power imbalance is implicitly embedded in the exposure.

A hierarchical regression analysis was conducted to test the main and moderating effects of exposure to bullying behavior and power relation regarding intent to leave (Table 2). Adjusting for gender, age, and leadership position, we found that both bullying behaviors (β = 0.33; p < 0.001) and power relation (β = 0.19; p < 0.01) had significant positive main effects on intent to leave. The interaction term between bullying behavior and power relation was also significant (β = −0.15; p < 0.001). To examine the nature of this interaction, scores were plotted at the mean, low (1 SD below the mean) and high (1 SD above the mean) values on the indicators of bullying behavior and power relation. In support of the second hypothesis, the findings showed a stronger association between bullying behavior and intent to leave among respondents who perceived themselves to be in power balance with the perpetrator (β = 0.44; p < 0.001), than among respondents in power imbalance (β = 0.20; p < 0.01). That is, while respondents in power imbalance with the perpetrator report high levels of intent to leave irrespective of the frequency of the bullying behavior, respondent in power balance report an increase in intent to leave as the frequency of bullying behavior increases (see Figure 1).


Table 2. Exposure to bullying behavior and power relation as predictors of intent to leave (main and interactive effects).
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FIGURE 1. Interaction between exposure to bullying behaviors and power relation regarding intentions to leave.


The above analyses were replicated after removing the control variables age, gender, and leadership position. The findings from these supplementary analyses were consistent with the main analyses. This suggests that the controls appear to have no effect on the inferences.



DISCUSSION

We found power relation with the perpetrator to be a determinant of both self-labeled victimization from bullying and intentions to leave when exposed to bullying behaviors while at work. In support of our first hypothesis, targets of bullying behavior that self-labeled as victims experienced more power imbalance with the perpetrator when compared to targets who did not perceive themselves as victims. Supporting our second hypothesis, we found a stronger association between exposure to bullying behavior and turnover intent among respondents who perceived themselves to be in power balance with the perpetrator compared to those who reported to be in power imbalance. Specifically, the findings pointed to a reverse buffering effect where power balance with the perpetrator only had a protective effect on intent to leave in cases of low exposure to bullying behavior. In cases of high exposure, targets in power balance reported equal levels of intent to leave as targets in power imbalance. All levels of exposure to bullying were associated with high intent to leave among respondents who perceived themselves to be in power imbalance with the perpetrator. As we discuss below, our theory and findings offer insights on how individuals may respond to workplace bullying differently depending on their power relation with the perpetrator. We also discuss the implications of our findings for future research and practices.


Implications for Theory and Future Research

Although most theoretical definitions of workplace bullying highlight the role of power imbalance between target and perpetrator (Einarsen et al., 2011), the issue of power relation has been largely ignored in the measurement of the bullying construct (Nielsen et al., 2011; Ciby and Raya, 2015). The findings of this study challenge the current tradition of not including power relation in assessment of bullying. First, self-labeled victims of bullying report larger power imbalance with the perpetrator than those that do not self-label. Second, as shown by our factor analysis, exposure to bullying behavior and power relation were empirically distinct constructs and should therefore be measured separately. Yet, their intercorrelations were rather high, indicating that higher exposure to bullying behavior is associated with increased power imbalance. This finding can be interpreted in two ways. One possible interpretation is that those in power imbalance is likely to be easier targets and therefore also report more exposure. This is in line with the notion of “predatory bullying” which refers to cases where the target has done nothing provocative that may reasonably justify the behavior of the bully, but where the perpetrator either is demonstrating power or in other ways is trying to exploit an accidental victim into compliance (Einarsen et al., 2017). Alternatively, high exposure may alter the experience of power (im-)balance over time. In such cases, power imbalance may be a result of the process development of bullying which starts with exposure and reaches its final stage when the target self-labels as a victim (Einarsen, 2000).

We also found that power relation did not contribute to the variance in self-labeling as a victim over and above exposure to bullying behavior. This could denote that the aspect of power imbalance is embedded in the mistreatment in cases of high frequency exposure to bullying behavior. Especially considering that it is unlikely for a target to be exposed to systematic aggression at a weekly or daily basis without being in an actual power imbalance with the perpetrator. An implication of this finding is that it may not be necessary to add an explicit measure of power relation when assessing the severe episodes of bullying. However, as shown by our findings on the outcomes of exposure to bullying behaviors, power relation plays a crucial role in cases of low intensity exposure. Specifically, although power relation may have less impact regarding the outcomes following high intensity exposure to bullying behavior, assessing power relation when examining more low-intensity forms of mistreatment, such as workplace incivility, is highly important. If the aspect of power relation is excluded from assessment of outcomes following such low-intensity forms of workplace mistreatment, one risks losing important nuanced information concerning how mistreatment takes place and affects those exposed. A noteworthy paradox is that the role of power relation has received little attention in research on workplace incivility to this date (Demsky, 2019).

The somewhat counterintuitive finding that exposure to bullying behaviors had a stronger association with intent to leave among targets who perceive themselves to be in power balance with the perpetrator supports the Behavioral incongruence hypothesis (Diener et al., 1984; Ilies et al., 2011) and is in line with a previous study showing that bullying behavior was most strongly associated with anxiety among targets that perceived themselves to be able to defend themselves against the perpetrator (Nielsen et al., 2017). The finding also corresponds with a series of studies showing that personal characteristics such as sense of coherence (Nielsen et al., 2008), agreeableness (Ilies et al., 2011), and coping styles (Reknes et al., 2016) only have a protective effect with regard to outcomes in cases of no or only low exposure to bullying behaviors at the workplace. In cases of high exposure, bullying behaviors seem to be detrimental for all. Interestingly, this finding goes against well-established theoretical models on stress, such as the Transactional model of stress and coping (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984) and the Cognitive activation theory of stress and coping (Ursin and Eriksen, 2004), which both suggest that individual capacities will act as protective resources with regard to stressor-strain relationships. This may indicate that workplace bullying represents an especially detrimental stressor that exceeds other psychosocial hazards at the workplace. However, as this study was limited to intent to leave as an outcome, future research on workplace bullying should examine the role of power relation regarding more health-related outcomes such as anxiety, depression, and somatic complaints. As discussed in the introduction, understanding the role of the sensemaking process among targets of bullying may be especially important.



Prevention and Policy Implications

Across assessment methods, it has been estimated that about 15% of employees are subjected to workplace bullying at any time (Nielsen et al., 2010). Systematic reviews and meta-analyses of cross-sectional and longitudinal evidence show that bullying is associated with increased mental health problems (Nielsen and Einarsen, 2012; Verkuil et al., 2015), physical complaints (Nielsen et al., 2014), suicidal ideation (Leach et al., 2017), sleep problems (Nielsen et al., 2020b), and reduced work ability (Nielsen et al., 2016). The findings from this study complement this line of evidence by showing that even low intensity exposure to bullying behaviors at the workplace can be detrimental for those exposed, at least in cases where the targets perceive themselves to be in power imbalance with the perpetrator. In cases of escalated exposure, bullying is detrimental for all.

As bullying represent both a prevalent and harmful psychosocial hazard at the workplace, an up-front implication concerns the importance of developing effective human resource strategies to prevent and handle bullying in organizations. Moreover, it is essential that these new strategies also apply to, and take into consideration, how one should deal with even less intense cases of bullying. As being exposed to systematic bullying behaviors are experienced as problematic even for employees in power balance with the perpetrator, organizations and employers must actively intervene in the early stages of the bullying process rather than believing that the targeted worker is robust enough to be able to deal with the exposure him-/herself (Nielsen et al., 2017). Organizational efforts focusing on primary interventions, such as building a strong psychosocial safety climate (Bond et al., 2010; Law et al., 2011) or a strong climate for constructive conflict management (Einarsen et al., 2017, 2018) may be the most effective way to prevent workplace bullying from occurring and harming employees and the organizations. For those investigating cases of bullying, the nature of the power relation between the involved parties should be considered even in cases of less systematic exposure. The inventory presented in the current study may be one way of assessing power relations.



Methodological Strengths and Limitations

Important strengths of the current study are applying a probability sample and the relatively high response rate. The indicators of bullying and intent to leave were valid and well-established instruments. In addition, the current study also provides evidence for the validity of the tool developed to measure power relation. We note two main limitations of this research. First, the study is based on cross-sectional data, a design that does not allow for causal inferences. Although we have based the study on the theoretical assumption that bullying is a precursor to turnover intent with power relation as a moderator, other associations are also possible. For instance, it may be that employees who expresses turnover intentions are more likely to be bullied because they are perceived as disloyal by their colleagues and that this leads to an experience of power imbalance. The study variables should therefore be further examined using longitudinal data. Nonetheless, the knowledge that many pairs of variables are associated, even without knowing their causal connections, is extremely valuable as a basis for theory and the target of intervention (Spector, 2019).

Second, all data were collected using self-report questionnaires, which could hamper the internal validity of the findings. For instance, there is the possibility of subjective interpretations, common method variance and response set tendencies (Spector, 2006). However, as both bullying and intent to leave have subjective components and are influenced by perceptions, assessing these phenomena by using objective methods is difficult. Several steps were taken to reduce problems associated with common-method variance, including varying response anchors for different subscales, ensuring that the independent variables were presented in different sections of the survey from the dependent variable, and emphasizing to participants that their responses would be anonymous (Podsakoff et al., 2003).

It should be mentioned that the prevalence of self-labeled victimization was rather low in the current study (6%). Also, the levels of exposure to bullying behaviors were rather low. While these rates are in line with previous findings on prevalence in Norway (Nielsen et al., 2009), it is well-established that the prevalence rates of bullying in Norway are rather low compared to other countries (Van de Vliert et al., 2013). To validate the findings, this study should therefore be replicated in a country or culture with higher prevalence rates or employees may be more accepting of power inequalities and abusive supervision.




CONCLUSION

Theoretically, a real or perceived power imbalance between target and perpetrator is a necessary condition for labeling mistreatment at the workplace as bullying. However, our research shows that power relation has a counterintuitive role in cases of bullying behavior at the workplace. While power imbalance does seem to be a determinant of victimization following exposure to bullying behaviors, its impact on the outcomes following bullying is somewhat more paradoxical, at least when seen from the perspective of classical stress theories. That is, exposure to high-frequent mistreatment at the workplace appears to be detrimental for all, irrespective of whether the target perceive him-/herself as being in a balanced power relation with the perpetrator. Experiencing a balanced power relation with the perpetrator seem to only be beneficial in cases of low-intensity mistreatment. This indicates that workplace bullying represents a highly demanding and detrimental workplace stressor. A consequence is that organizational leaders should be concerned with implementing measures directed at preventing bullying or any systematic mistreatment for all employees, not only where there is an imbalance in their power relation.
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APPENDIX 1. QUESTIONNAIRE ITEMS IN THIS STUDY


Short Negative Acts Questionnaire

Response categories: “Never,” “Now again,” “Monthly,” “Weekly,” “Daily.”

1 Someone withholding information which affects your performance.

2 Spreading gossip and rumors about you.

3 Being ignored or excluded.

4 Having insulting or offensive remarks made about your person, attitudes or your private live.

5 Being shouted at or being a target of spontaneous rage.

6 Repeated reminders of your errors or mistakes.

7 Being ignored or facing a hostile reaction when you approach.

8 Persistent criticism of your work and effort.

9 Practical jokes carried out by people you do not get along with.



Power Relations in Bullying Inventory

Instructions: This inventory should follow directly after the items in the Negative Acts Questionnaire or another behavioral experience inventory assessing workplace bullying.

Response categories: “Never,” “Sometimes,” “Once in a while,” “Often,” “Every time.”

“If you have been exposed to one or more of the behaviors in the list above, did you…”

1. … experience it as difficult to defend yourself against this treatment?

2. … experience a feeling of hopelessness and resignation in relation to what you have been exposed to?

3. …feel inferior and powerless in relation to the person or persons who performed the actions?



Intent to Leave

Response categories: “Totally disagree,” “Disagree,” “Neither disagree nor agree,” “Agree,” “Totally agree.”

1. I am actively looking for other jobs.

2. I feel that I could leave this job.

3. If I was completely free to choose, I would leave this job.
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