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2. To identify organizational and psychosocial mediating and moderating
factors (leadership, climate, injustice, group characteristic) that may explain
how and when workplace bullying occurs and develops.
3. To identify individual factors (coping style, activation, emotions, personality
and genetic factors) that may mediate or moderate the negative health
effects of workplace bullying.
4. To identify characteristics and dynamics in groups that may facilitate or
prevent the occurrence of workplace bullying.
5. To develop and evaluate a clinical treatment procedure for targets of
workplace bullying
6. To develop and evaluate sound and effective organizational based
methods to prevent and manage cases of bullying at the workplace.
7. To build and maintain an internationally leading research team

Project summary

Project summary 

Workplace bullying has been established as a prevalent social stressor
with severe detrimental outcomes for exposed employees, organizations,
and the society at large. Compared to other well-known psychosocial work
stressors, bullying seems to have particularly strong relationships with both
health problems and sick leave. While the prevalence rates and outcomes of
workplace bullying are relatively well-established, there is a striking lack of
knowledge about mechanisms and conditions (mediators and moderators)
that may explain how and when bullying arises, develops, and impacts
those exposed, as well as on interventions against bullying. The project
overarching aims is:

1) To determine mechanisms (mediating and moderating factors) that
influence and explain how and when workplace bullying occurs and
develops, as well as how and when it impacts those targeted.
2) To develop and evaluate sound and effective methods to prevent and
manage cases of bullying at the workplace and to rehabilitate and treat
targeted individuals.
3) To build and maintain an internationally leading research team

The current project has a multi-methodological and cross-disciplinary
approach employing cross-sectional and longitudinal survey data,
experimental designs, animal models, qualitative interviews, diary studies,
and clinical assessments. The mediating and moderating factors may
be classified according to individual level, organization level, or society
level and several factors are transactions between levels. Furthermore,
both biological/medical, psychological, and social factors determine
how workplace bullying occurs, develops, and impacts those involved.
Consequently, we employ a biopsychosocial perspective. The project
comprises six subprojects focusing on individual and psychosocial
mechanism involved in the onset and outcomes of bullying, group processes
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that may predict bullying, and interventions at both the individual and
organizational level.
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Data collection STAMI laboratory 2016 2 2017 3

Participation in international conference 2016 2 2020 4

Data-collection Group dynamics 2016 3 2017 4

Annual Group meetings 2016 4 2020 4
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International visiting researchers 2017 1 2020 4
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Data collection representative survey 2018 2 2019 2
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Public closing seminar 2020 3 2020 4

Book published from project 2020 4 2020 4

Dissemination of project results

Dissemination plan 

The project will publish findings as articles in international journals with
referee-function and at international scientific conferences.

The data from the large battery of parameters included in the project allow a
large number of studies in addition to a range of already planned articles

The project will publish a range of  popular-science articles/reports and book
chapter on its findings and present it at courses, seminars and conferences
for practitioners.
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The project has good relationships with some of the larger newspapers to
inform the public of findings.

The project will report major findings to the relevant Government/public
authorities as well as Labour Unions and Employer Associations and self
help groups for victims.

A book is planned at the end of the Project.

Popularized reports and chronicles will be published in order to make the
findings of the project available to the general public. As described in the
project application, the participants in the Jobbfast-project are provided
extensive feedback through their participation in the intervention project.
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Bullying in the workplace: 

From mechanisms and moderators to problem treatment. 
 

Professor Ståle Einarsen 

Department of Psychosocial Science, Faculty of Psychology, University of Bergen 

 

1.1. Status of knowledge 

Over the last decades, workplace bullying has been established as a prevalent social stressor 

with severe detrimental outcomes for exposed employees, organizations, and the society at 

large. Compared to other well-known psychosocial work stressors, bullying seems to have 

particularly strong relationships with both health problems and sick leave. In a study of risk 

factors for sick leave in 31 European countries, workplace bullying was the most important 

factor [1], whereas another study with data from 34 European countries [2] showed that 

workplace bullying, discrimination, and low sense of community were by far the strongest 

work-related predictors of well-being, thus promoting bullying and social exclusion at work 

as highly important problems in contemporary working life.  Yet, while the prevalence rates 

and outcomes of workplace bullying are relatively well-established across the globe, there is a 

striking lack of knowledge on how this pertinent problem may be managed, be it on an 

individual, an organizational, or a societal level. Furthermore, to prevent, handle, and treat 

cases of workplace bullying, we need to know the mechanisms and conditions (mediators and 

moderators) that may explain how and when bullying arises, develops, and impacts those 

exposed. These mechanisms are so far not well understood.  

Workplace bullying refers situations where an individual persistently, and over a period 

of time, perceives him- or herself to be a target of harassment from superiors or co-workers, 

and where this target finds it difficult to defend him- or herself against these actions [3-5]. 

While the bullying phenomenon was described as early as 1976 [6], the first peer reviewed 

scientific article on workplace bullying appeared as late as 1989 [7]. From the late-1990ies 

there has been a tremendous increase in research on workplace bullying with more than 6000 

papers, PhD-dissertations, books, and book chapters on the topic registered in Google Scholar 

by May 2015. Hence, the phenomenon has moved from being a taboo in organizational life to 

a mainstream issue in work and organizational psychology. The Bergen Bullying Research 

Group, led by Professor Einarsen, has been at the forefront of this development since the late 

1990s.  

Research on workplace bullying has become steadily more sophisticated through the use 

of representative samples and prospective research designs. Based on meta-analytic 

summaries of the existing research we know that workplace bullying is a prevalent social 

stressor with severe detrimental consequences for those exposed [8, 9]. Representative 

findings show that 14.3% of Norwegian employees are targets of bullying behaviors on a 

weekly basis, while some 5% of the total population perceive themselves to be victims of 

bullying [10]. Globally, prevalence rates of 11-18% have been estimated [8]. As for 

outcomes, meta-analyses of cross-sectional evidence shows that exposure to bullying is 

strongly related to anxiety, depression, somatic complaints, general stress, symptoms of post-

traumatic stress, burnout, job dissatisfaction, lack of commitment, and turnover intent [9, 11]. 

The severity of bullying is further supported by longitudinal findings which have established a 

significant negative impact of bullying on outcomes such as mental health [12-14], chronic 

neck pain [15], sleep problems [16], job satisfaction [17], and absenteeism [18].  

Summarizing longitudinal findings on bullying and health indicators by means of meta-

analysis, Nielsen, Magerøy [19] showed that exposure to bullying was related to later 

increases in both somatic and mental health problems. Interestingly, baseline mental health 
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problems were also significantly related to subsequent reports of bullying thus indicating a 

reciprocal relationship. Compared to other established stressors at the workplace, bullying has 

stronger associations with both health problems and absenteeism [1]. Workplace bullying has 

also detrimental ripple effects on organizations and the society at large [11, 20, 21]. An 

Australian study estimated  depression caused by workplace bullying to result in $AUD693 

million (4.2 billion Norwegian kroner) in preventable lost productivity costs per annum [22]. 

In a representative study of register based sick leave in the Norwegian working population 

which comprised more than 12000 respondents (Survey of living conditions, Statistics 

Norway), victims of bullying had a 75% higher probability for long-term sickness absence 

compared to non-bullied employees [23].  

The two prevailing explanations for why bullying occurs have been the work-environment 

hypothesis and the individual-dispositions hypothesis [24]. The former claims that bullying 

rather is a consequence of prevailing psychosocial work environment and job characteristics 

within organizations. In contrast, the individual-disposition hypothesis highlights individual 

characteristics or personality traits as potential precursors of bullying and claims that specific 

characteristics scores, or combinations of characteristics, increase the risk of being a target or 

victim of bullying. In support of these explanations, research has identified both individual 

dispositions in the form of personality traits and psychosocial factors in the form of leadership, 

job demands, role strain, and organizational climate as potential risk factors of bullying [25, 26].  

 

1.2 The key knowledge challenges in the field 

While existing research has provided some evidence for the prevalence, outcomes, and 

predictors of bullying, there are still crucial key knowledge challenges within the field that need 

to be solved in order to develop effective organizational interventions and clinical treatment 

procedures.  Five of the most important knowledge challenges are:  

1. Causality Although studies with prospective designs show that bullying is related to 

subsequent health problems, a reoccurring finding is that existing health problems also predicts 

later exposure to bullying [9, 19]. Similarly, in research on predictors of bullying, work factors 

and personality dispositions have been established as both antecedents and outcomes of bullying 

in time-lagged studies [27, 28]. An implication of these reciprocal relationships is that we still do 

not know when bullying is a cause or a consequence of related variables. Experimental research 

designs or large survey studies following the same individuals over several time points are 

needed in order to provide better indications of causality. However, to this date, the vast majority 

of studies within the field are based on only one measurement point. To understand the causal 

nature of workplace bullying there is a need for more advanced study designs.  

2. Processes. Theoretically, it is well-established that bullying by nature is a process which 

develops and escalates over time [4, 29]. However, due to the use cross-sectional research 

design, existing studies have provided nothing more than a series of “snapshots” of the bullying 

phenomenon and little is known about how bullying develops and escalates over time. In 

addition, as most research has focused on the targets of bullying, there is a lack of knowledge 

about the role of bystanders and colleagues in the bullying process, including how managers may 

intervene or contribute to further problems   

3. Mechanisms (mediators and moderators). To establish causality and a sound basis for the 

development of interventions it is necessary to better understand the impact of third variables 

which determine relationships between bullying and other factors. As most studies on workplace 

bullying only have investigated direct relationships between bullying and covariates, there is a 

clear shortage of studies which add to the understanding of the conditions and underlying 

mechanisms which can explain 1) how and under which conditions bullying occurs and develops 
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as a process, 2) how and when exposure to bullying influence the health and well-being of the 

targets, and 3) for whom bullying have the most profound negative effects. To this date, only a 

few studies, mainly based on cross-sectional self-report data from small and specialized samples 

(e.g., members of support associations for victims of bullying), have examined such factors. To 

fully understand the mechanisms which govern how bullying influence individuals there is a 

need for further empirical assessments of moderating and mediating variables using prospective, 

preferably with more objective data and with data from randomized samples [see 9].  

4. Interventions and rehabilitation of victims. A consequence of the lack of knowledge about 

causality, processes, and mechanisms is that our understanding of interventions against bullying 

has been hampered. A recent systematic review found only 12 scientific studies which provided 

information about interventions against workplace bullying. All studies were classified as weak 

or moderate in terms of quality and the majority of the interventions provided inconclusive 

evidence with regard to effectiveness. Hence, we know very little about how to handle and 

prevent workplace bullying or how to rehabilitate victims of bullying. In light of the documented 

devastating outcomes of bullying it is pertinent that our research contribute to the development 

of applied tools to handle and treat such cases.  

5. Methodology. The above constraints in what we know about the development and 

outcomes of workplace bullying can be explained by important methodological limitations in 

existing studies. In a recent methodological review of the literature on bullying [30], it was 

concluded that the research within the field is hampered by 1) an overuse of cross-sectional 

designs, 2) an overuse of self-report surveys, 3) a reliance on single-source data, 4) analyses at 

the individual level rather than at a group or organizational level, 5) an one-sided focus on the 

antecedents and outcomes of bullying rather than on mechanisms and conditions,6) an overuse of 

field/survey studies, 7) a lack of information about perpetrators, and 8) the use of non-

representative sampling procedures. To advance our knowledge about workplace bullying the 

methodological quality of research must therefore be improved. This include adopting 

longitudinal and experimental designs, utilizing within-person approaches, employing animal 

models, incorporating the perspectives of witnesses and perpetrators of harassment, developing 

combined group/organizational and individual levels of analysis, and focusing on the dynamic 

processes of workplace bullying [9, 30, 31]. Providing information on when and why certain 

interventions procedures may work is another pertinent need.  

 

1.3 The contributions of the current project 

As workplace bullying represents one of the most important challenges in contemporary 

working life, valid and reliable knowledge about the phenomenon is of vital importance for 

the development and implementation of effective interventions and rehabilitation procedures. 

Still, the limitations of existing research described above suggest that there is a need for more 

groundbreaking research on the mechanisms involved. In order to add to what is currently 

known, upcoming research must develop and examine more advanced theoretical models 

within multiple disciplines which include both the mechanisms and conditions which can 

explain how and when bullying arises, develops, and harms individuals and organizations. To 

progress our knowledge and understanding of causal associations, processes, mechanisms, 

and interventions, upcoming research should be based on a broad set of methodological 

approaches with longitudinal data rather than relying on the cross-sectional questionnaire 

survey method alone. Hence, in order to fully understand the process development of 

bullying, as well as the mechanisms which govern its antecedents and consequences, there is a 

need for further empirical assessments of moderating and mediating variables using 

prospective and objective data from randomized samples [see 9].  

The overarching aim of this project is therefore: 
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1) To improve our understanding of the workplace bullying phenomenon through 

determining mechanisms (mediating and moderating factors) that influence and explain 

how and when workplace bullying occurs, develops, and impacts those targeted.  

2) To provide information that can be used to develop sound and effective interventions 

and rehabilitation approaches for targeted individuals and organizations.  

By including expertise from different scientific areas, including psychology, social 

sciences, epidemiology, medicine, and biology, the project will be interdisciplinary and multi-

methodological. In addition to employing and utilizing a large body of already collected 

survey data from both Norway and abroad, new data based on experimental designs, 

qualitative interviews, diary studies, and clinical samples will be gathered.  

 

 
Figure 1. Theoretical model for the development and outcomes of workplace bullying 

 

The project, its studies, and hypothesis are all based on the general theoretical model 

presented in Figure 1 which shows that workplace bullying, including its causes and 

consequences, may only be fully understood when mediating and moderating factors are 

examined in a time perspective. The mediating and moderating factors may be classified 

according to individual level, organization level, or society level and several factors are 

transactions between levels. Both biological/medical, psychological, and social factors 

determine how workplace bullying occurs, develops, and impacts those involved. 

Consequently, one can only understand the bullying phenomenon through a biopsychosocial 

perspective which includes relationships and interactions between factors at all of the above 

mentioned levels. The project comprises six subprojects where each focuses on a different 

part of the above model. A presentation of the subprojects, their aims, theoretical rationales, 

methodological approaches, hypotheses, and contributions will be provided in the following.  

 

1.3.1 Subproject 1. Explaining the workplace bullying process by group dynamics 

Studies including intragroup dynamics are almost entirely absent in the literature [for an 

exception; see: 32]. We aim to address this limitation by investigating bullying from a group 

perspective drawing on intragroup theories including social identity theory [33], conflict 

research models [34-36] and Social Rules Theory (SRT) [37]. The project will be based on 

data from several survey databases as described in section 1.4.1.  

Aim 1. Social Identity Theory [SIT; 33] defines group identity as an important 

determinant of group members’ behavior. Indeed, Escartin and colleagues [32]  found support 

for the protective effect of high social identification against workplace bullying. Including 
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(i.e. prosocial behavior) versus excluding (i.e. negative behavior) an individual’s relationship 

with the social group is based on the salience of characteristics that connect (in-group) versus 

distinguish (out-group) the group members [38]. The prevalence of bullying may therefore be 

influenced by the work group’s compositional features in terms of heterogeneity and the 

relationship between a group’s compositional features and workplace bullying cannot be 

limited to a single characteristic. Rather, it is likely that multiple characteristics interact in 

whether or not in-group and out-group members are defined and consequently whether one is 

excluded and bullied. The first aim of subproject 1 is to investigate workplace bullying 

through the lenses of SIT.  

Aim 2. Social Rules Theory [SRT; 37] explains group processes in terms of social rules: 

human social activity and social behavior is regulated by a socially produced set of rules. 

While these social rules strongly influence interactions, they are also sustained and reformed 

by the individuals involved in the interaction. The importance of SRT has been demonstrated 

in school bullying [39, 40] but not in workplace bullying research. In absence of measures 

regarding social rules regarding workplace bullying in the workplace, we need to develop one 

to test the propositions of SRT for bullying. We plan develop an adapted version of the 

Violence Climate Survey [41]. This instrument will measure policies / procedures to 

implement non-bullying practices / responses to bullying and commitment to non-bullying 

and will be extensively psychometrically tested and validated. 

Aim 3. Ramsay and colleagues [42] developed a conceptual framework combining both 

SIT and SRT to specifically explain workplace bullying from a group perspective. On the one 

hand, groups with social rules based on pro-sociality or respect would be less likely to 

experience bullying as group members would discipline and stop anti-social and negative 

bullying behavior. This reasoning is especially the case for groups with a high social 

identification. That is, groups combining pro-social and respectful rules with a high social 

identification would show less workplace bullying. Groups with a low social identification 

will have a less clear prototype regarding rules and members would be less likely to intervene 

and correct the bullying behavior by a deviant group member. In contrast, groups with 

aggressive or anti-social rules would promote and condone bullying within the group, 

particularly in case of high social identity. Groups combining aggressive and anti-social rules 

with a low social identity will also have a higher risk of workplace bullying as this behavior is 

not socially condemned. The framework elaborated by Ramsay and colleagues holds 

interesting propositions regarding the role of group processes – social rules and social identity 

- in bullying specifically. However, to date, these propositions remain valuable ideas that have 

not yet been empirically investigated. The third aim of subproject 1 is therefore to examine 

how SIT and SRT in conjunction can explain the workplace bullying process.  

 

1.3.2 Subproject 2. Individual and psychosocial antecedents of workplace bullying: 

Identifying mechanisms and moderators   

With some notable exceptions, existing research on the antecedents of workplace bullying has 

examined direct associations between a handful of psychosocial factors at work and/or 

individual factors and workplace bullying through the use of individual level cross-sectional 

research designs. Hence, we do not know whether the examined factors actually predict 

workplace bullying or vice verse [27, 28]. Second, the focus on direct associations between 

potential antecedents and bullying limits our understanding of how and when predictors are 

related to bullying, hence limiting our possibilities to effectively intervene. Using multilevel 

and longitudinal data, the objective of this subproject is to identify mechanisms and 

moderators that governs how and when specific predictors influence the risk of workplace 

bullying.  
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 The importance of including both individual and situational characteristics as 

predictors of workplace bullying is highlighted in several theoretical models. The stressor-

emotion model [43] proposes counterproductive work behavior (e.g., engaging in bullying 

behavior) to be an emotion-based response to stressful conditions experienced by employees. 

Individuals appraise their work environment differently, and individual dispositions and 

perceived control at work are important factors for the development and nature of this 

response. Similarly, the social-interactionist perspective predicts that stressful events affect 

aggression indirectly through their effect on the target’s behavior [44]. General stress may 

cause some employees to violate workplace norms and to perform their work less competently 

than others. Employees may thus have a tendency to become targets of bullying because 

stressors in their jobs generate affective and behavioral reactions in them that may encourage 

others to engage in bullying behavior towards them, possibly as a means of gaining social 

control [45, 46]. In particular, distressed employees may violate established and accepted 

social norms of politeness, and thus evoke aggressive behavior in co-workers or supervisors. 

In situations where the origin of stressful events is unclear or cannot be reached, tendencies 

towards displaced aggression may also be frequent [45]. 

In order to further add to the understanding of how individual and situational factors 

function as predictors of workplace bullying, the following research questions will be 

answered in this subproject: 1) Which individual (personality dispositions, distress etc) and 

situational factors (leadership, social support, work stressors) are predictors of exposure to 

workplace bullying? 2) What are the intervening (mediating) variables that explain how 

individual and situational factors function as antecedents of bullying?, and 3)What are the 

moderating variables that explain when individual and situational factors function as 

antecedents of bullying? Although some previous studies have examined predictors of 

workplace bullying, the vast majority have applied the individual as the unit of both 

measurement and analysis. It has, however, been argued that the appropriate level of inference 

regarding environmental conditions is the work-group [47]. This part of the project will 

therefore include group level cross-sectional and longitudinal survey data from existing 

databases to answer the research questions (see section 1.4.1).   

 

1.3.3 Subproject 3. Consequences of workplace bullying: Mechanisms and moderators 

The main objective of this subproject is to examine the mechanisms and moderators that 

determine how and when bullying is related to outcomes. Building on psychological stress 

theories [48, 49], the point of departure is that exposure to systematic and prolonged 

aggression in the form of bullying negatively affects targeted employees [see also 50]. 

According to transactional stress models [48], 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 ability to cope. It is therefore likely that outcomes of workplace 

bullying are dependent upon the interaction between the severity and nature of the 

experienced bullying behavior and individual characteristics among those targeted. According 

to the Cognitive Activation Theory of Stress [49], prolonged exposure to a negative event 

such as bullying will eventually develop into repeated and chronic cognitive activation. This 

kind of sustained cognitive activation could, over time, lead to prolonged physiological 

activation, which is subsequently manifested through impairment of health and well-being. As 

empirical evidence has shown that the consequences of bullying vary between individuals, 

moderating factors must also be taken into consideration. The inherent psychological nature 

of workplace bullying behavior and the subjective interpretation of being a victim of such 

treatment [13, 51] indicate that the effects of exposure to bullying can be determined by 

cognitive mechanisms and individual dispositions such as personality traits, coping strategies, 

and attributional style.  
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Although individual dispositions are important with regard to understanding the 

outcomes of psychosocial stressors, contextual factors in the work environment must also be 

considered. Following a social interactionist perspective, no comprehensive model of 

workplace bullying would be satisfactory without including both the individual differences of 

those involved and contextual factors in the work environment [52]. In line with a job 

demands-resources model [53] in which exposure to aggression can be considered as an 

extreme form of job demands, organizational factors such as leadership, organizational 

measures, and social support may serve as protective resources which moderate the impact of 

aggression on outcomes. Based on the above arguments for the importance of mediating and 

moderating variables in the relationship between bullying and outcomes, two overarching 

research question will be answered in this subproject: 1) What are the intervening (mediating) 

variables that explain how relationships between bullying and outcomes in the form health 

problems and reduced well-being and 2) What are the moderating variables that explain when 

bullying is related to health problems and reduced well-being. This part of the project will 

include both cross-sectional and longitudinal survey data from existing databases (see section 

1.4.1).  

 

1.3.4 Subproject 4. The biopsychosocial basis for workplace bullying and health effects  

The objective of this subproject is to examine how the effects of bullying, through mediating 

or moderating genetic factors, may contribute to negative health effects. First, in an animal 

model recently established to examine social stress in rodents [54], we will screen for stress-

induced epigenetic changes. Next, in a random sample of 2500 Norwegian employees (see 

section 1.4.1), we will address the association between bullying, distress, epigenetic changes, 

pain and sick leave. Our hypothesis is that such epigenetic modifications may have negative 

health effects related to both hypothalamic pituitary adrenal (HPA)-axis attenuation [55] and 

inflammation [56].  

Epigenetic changes may be defined as environmental-caused modifications of the 

chromosomes without changes in the DNA sequence. Animal data show that paternal stress 

exposure may induce epigenetic changes important for the HPA-axis regulation [55]. 

Moreover, animal models have demonstrated that mild chronic stress may induce increased 

levels of pro-inflammatory cytokines in the limbic system as well as lymphoid tissues like 

thymus [57]. Epigenetic changes include covalent modifications of DNA (metylation) and 

DNA-packing histones (deacetylation). Such changes are controlled by small regulatory non-

coding RNAs, so-caller micro-RNAs (miRs). Hence, changes in the miRs and subsequent 

covalent modifications of DNA or DNA-packing histones induced by environmental factors, 

may influence transcription of various genes. In general DNA metylation is mostly associated 

with gene repression. One important enzyme that promotes the DNA metylation and gene 

repression is DNA methyltransferase 3a (DNMT3a). Regarding histone 

acetylation/deacetylation, this is controlled by two counteracting enzymes: histone 

acetyltransferases (HATs) and histone deacetylases (HDACs). Whereas HATs catalyze the 

addition of acetyl groups and are associated with enhanced gene transcription, HDACs 

remove acetyl groups from the histones, and promote gene silencing. 

Animal data show that global epigenetic reprogramming induced by social isolation or 

chronic stress may be linked to the expression of miR-29 in salvia [58] and miR-30a in sperm 

[55]. Two of the targets of the miR-29 and the miR-30a are the enzymes DNMT3a and 

HDAC9 mentioned above. By indirectly remodeling of the spatial conformation of the 

chromatine, these enzymes repress the plasma corticosterone levels [55]. This probably 

reflects a HPA-axis attenuation. Moreover, evidence exist that miR-146 and miR-155 through 

the NFkB signaling influence a number of down-stream pro-inflammatory cytokines like 

TNF, IL-1 and IL-6 [59, 60]. Changes in the expression of miR-146 and miR-155 therefore 
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affect the immune system [56, 59]. Since miR-146 and miR-155 are immune system 

regulators, they are found in many circulating immune cells, including monocytes, 

macrophages, T cells as well as B cells [56]. 

 Based on the recent animal data demonstrating that social isolation and chronic stress 

may induce global epigenetic reprogramming, this part of the project includes both an animal 

model, and analyses of data from an on-going national representative survey on humans. Two 

overarching research question will be answered in this subproject; 1) what kind of epigenetic 

changes may be induced by severe psychosocial stress and 2) what are the health effects of 

such epigenetic changes. 

 

1.3.5 Subproject 5. Organizational interventions against workplace bullying 

There are very few existing studies that propose and evaluate organizational interventions 

against bullying. The present subproject will examine which types of interventions 

organisations tend to use and how effective these are in terms of reducing the occurrence of 

workplace bullying, looking in particular at those prescribed by the Norwegian work 

environment act related to policies and procedures for the prevention and management of such 

cases. In an evaluation of the Swedish law on workplace bullying, we have shown that 

interventions prescribed by laws and statuaries do not easily manifest at the organizational 

level [61]. In this project we will employ the concepts of ethical infrastructures to investigate 

which kinds of interventions that seem to work best under which conditions. Ethical 

infrastructure is composed of formal and informal systems that may influence different kinds 

(un)ethical behavior in organizations, in our case bullying [62]. In our study formal systems 

include policies, recurrent communication, formal surveillance, training, and sanctions, 

whereas informal systems include social norms and organizational climate. The study explore 

a) the degree to which the use of such formal and informal systems tends to be interrelated 

and therefore are more often present in some organizations that others, and b) how such 

ethical infrastructure may predict perceived success of interventions against workplace 

bullying. Based on findings from a Finnish pilot study [63, 64], a database including more 

than 50% of all Norwegian municipalities with such data has already been established. 

 Based on the coming findings on antecedents and risk-factors and the involved 

mediating and moderating factors, we thereafter will develop interventions for the prevention 

of bullying and test their effectiveness. As the interventions will be firmly based on empirical 

findings from the current project, this is a somewhat high-risk part of the present research 

program. However, the intervention research will be based on well-established methods for 

evaluation research employing both effect and process evaluations, and including control 

groups [65].     

 

1.3.6 Subproject 6. Clinical assessment and treatment of victims of bullying 

“Jobbfast” is the first Norwegian examination and treatment service for patients with health 

problems related to conflicts, bullying and harassment in the workplace. The clinic was 

established in the autumn of 2011 and is located at the Department of Occupational Medicine, 

Haukeland university hospital. The clinic receives patients from the entire country, on referral 

from doctors or psychologists in the first- or second-tier services. The examination at the 

outpatient clinic provides knowledge on the characteristics of the patients, the clinical nature 

of their health problems and their work-life experiences. The clinic offers a three day 

intervention program with examination, diagnosis, elements of therapy, counseling and 

medical rehabilitation, provided by a team of occupational health physicians, psychologists, 

physiotherapists and an occupational and social service consultant. Day 3 of the program ends 

with a meeting where the team and the patient mutually summarize the results of the 

intervention, and plan ahead. Topics are health issues, work participation, and how to cope 
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with ones bullying scenario. These topics are discussed in a new meeting (on the phone) 4 

weeks later, where the referring doctor (or psychologist) also takes part. The patients receive 

questionnaires 4 weeks, 6 months and 12 months after the assessment. The intervention at the 

clinic may restore the patients’ health and promote their return to work after sick leave. The 

evaluation of the clinical program will: 

1. Provide knowledge on what these patients have experienced of negative acts at work. For 

this purpose both the patient history and standardized questionnaires will be used. 

2. Provide knowledge on the clinical health condition of individuals exposed to workplace 

bullying. Clinical outcomes including a standardized neuropsychiatric interview on mental 

health will be used. A standardized physiotherapy examination will assess the 

musculoskeletal system of the patients. Comparison will be done with patients with localized 

and generalized pain and healthy controls assessed previously in other studies.  

3. Provide knowledge on effective treatment. Data from the questionnaires will be used for 

one year follow up of mental and physical health condition of the patients and will be 

compared to population data. One year retrospectively, written feedback from all the patients 

on how they value the intervention is collected.  In addition some of these patients and their 

referring doctors are interviewed for the evaluation.   

4. Establish better knowledge on the personal and social costs of workplace bullying. Data on 

sick leave and employment status will be collected from the database FD-Trygd to determine 

previous and subsequent vocational activity. Self-reported patient data will be linked to the 

FD-Trygd data. 

5. Provide knowledge on possible effects on future work participation. In addition to the 

previously mentioned one year feedback, information on return to work rates and work 

participation among our patients will be gathered from FD-Trygd for the following 5 years 

during this project. The Data inspectorate has given permission for 30 years of follow-up. 

A total of 150 patients will take part in the study. The data will be gathered in the time period 

August 2011 - December 2016. As of this day, 91 patients have agreed to participate. The 

Norwegian Data Inspectorate approved the Jobbfast health registry May 10. 2012. A quality 

register, 2011-05553, has been established at Helse Vest. One project has already been 

approved by the Regional Committee for Medical Research Ethics, Western Norway; project 

number 2014/53.  

1.4 Approaches, hypotheses and choice of method  

1.4.1 Methods:  

The current project utilizes a multi-methodological approach which includes cross-

sectional and longitudinal survey data, registry data, experimental designs, animal models, 

qualitative interviews, diary studies, and clinical assessments. As existing research on 

workplace bullying is more or less based on questionnaire data only, this multi-

methodological approach will provide stronger and more robust findings compared to what is 

already known and will also give better indications of the causal nature of the bullying 

phenomenon. Study variables are measured with well-established and validated instruments in 

all surveys.  

 

1.4.1.1 Survey data  
The following datasets will be included in the survey part of the project: 
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 A survey of work environment. Destructive behavior at work. This dataset is based on 

a three wave national representative survey of the Norwegian working population which was 

conducted by The Bergen Bullying Research Group and Statistics Norway in the years 2005 

to 2010. Altogether 2539 employees participated in the survey. The questionnaire included 

questions on workplace bullying, work factors, health, and well-being. Data are linked to 

registry data for objective effect measurements (Forløpsdatabasen Trygd, FD-trygd) 

 Psychosocial work factors, persistent back pain and sickness absenteeism. This is an 

on-going national representative longitudinal survey with three time points carried out by the 

National Institute of Occupational Health and Statistics Norway. Expected sample size is 

>2500 respondents. The questionnaire includes questions on workplace bullying, work 

factors, health, and well-being. Participants are requested to provide saliva samples which will 

be used to analyze genetic variability and epigenetic changes. Data will be linked to registry 

data for objective effect measurements (Forløpsdatabasen Trygd, FD-trygd).  

 International databases. The project has access to a large body of international 

databases which in total comprises about 70000 respondents. Several of these databases 

include individual and group level data, as well as time-lagged survey designs.   

 VITT2000. This is a longitudinal database with measures on exposure to bullying, 

psychosocial factors, individual characteristics and health and well-being with data collections 

when participants were aged 13, 14, 15, 18, 21, 23 and 30, with plans for a new data 

collection when they are 40. Here we may look at long-term outcomes as well as mediators 

and moderators. 

 In addition the group is in position of a wide range of survey databases collected in 

public and private enterprises with the possibility to look at mediators and moderators, 

including “shortitudinal” data from diary studies. Additional data will be gathered 

continuously in all subprojects. These include a national representative questionnaire survey 

which emphasize mediating and moderating variables, evaluation of the Jobbfast project 

(Subproject 6), and the organizational intervention study.   

  

1.4.1.2 Animal models and genetic variability 
In the animal model, we will define the relevant stress-induced epigenetic changes i.e. up-

regulation of miRs in serum. Social stress will be induced by placing a dominant male rat 

(stranger) in or next to the cage [54]. Electrophysiological single unit recordings in the dorsal 

horn [66], will be performed to study the effect of exosomes loaded with the relevant miRs on 

the pain pathways. All laboratory work and genetic analyses will be performed at the National 

Institute of Occupational Health (NIOH). The on-going national survey (approved by the 

ethical committee in 2014; REK 2014/1725 REK sør-øst D), is performed in collaboration 

with the Statistics Norway (SSB). 

Bio-Assays, animals (rats): The stress-induced changes of miRs expression from 

circulating leucocytes in salvia will be examined by qPCR. A pathway-focused miScript miR 

PCR array (96 wells array, Qiagene) will be used to profile miRs potentially relevant for 

negative health effects, for details about the use of PCR arrays see [67]. Additional 

extracellular single unit recordings of spinal dorsal horn neurons [66] will be performed to 

study the functional effect on the sensory system of candidate miRs identified by the array. 

Bio-Assays, humans: Analyses of genetic variability of relevant genes and epigenetic 

changes, whose function is demonstrated by the rat model, will then be carried out in the 

sample 2500 Norwegian employees described above. A special RNA collection kit (DNA 

technology; RE-100) for sampling of DNA/RNA will be used. As previously described [68], 

the genotyping will be analyzed by TaqMan methodology. Expression of candidate miRs in 

salvia released from circulating leucocytes will be performed by qPCR (Applied Biosystems), 

for details about the use of the salvia self collection kit and qPCR see [69]. 
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1.4.2 Strengths of design:  

Through emphasizing longitudinal designs, the survey part of this project performs repeated 

measurements of bullying, antecedents, and outcomes. This provides more reliable data 

bullying than what has been customary until now. The longitudinal design will also give 

important information on variation over time. Analyses of reversed associations (strain-

stressor relationship) will be conducted when appropriate. Experimental tests of animal 

models with physiological measurements will provide unique information about the causal 

effects of bullying on those exposed. Comparisons of genetic variants with human subjects 

make generalization of findings possible. As the survey part builds on well-established 

measurement instruments, the included inventories are psychometrically tested for validity 

and reliability. Several moderating or mediating factors are measured, allowing the study of 

social and psychological mechanisms. Registry data are objective data. In some of the 

databases, the data structure allows for multilevel models where individual level data are 

aggregated to department and organizational levels.  

 

2.0 The project plan, project management, organization, and cooperation 

The overall project start is January 2016. All subprojects are scheduled to start in spring 2016 

and will continue throughout the full project period. The project will be finished in December 

2020. Risk assessments show that all subprojects can be accomplished within the described 

timeframe. For project time plan and milestones, see electronic application form.  

 

2.1 Project management and organization 

The research team comprises a combination of senior researchers, international visiting 

researchers, post-doc researchers and doctoral students, in addition to the described 

international network. Ståle Einarsen, (Dr.Psychol), principal investigator (PI)/project 

manager of this grant proposal, is Professor in Work and Organizational Psychology at the 

University of Bergen, Norway, and Head of the Bergen Bullying Research Group. Einarsen 

has published extensively in top tier journals on workplace bullying, leadership, and creativity 

and innovation in organizations for more than 20 years. Einarsen acted as advisor to the 

Norwegian Government regarding their national campaign on workplace bullying and has co-

edited three international volumes on bullying and harassment in the workplace. Einarsen is a 

founder member and a current member of the board of the International Association on 

Workplace Bullying and Harassment. Einarsen is considered as the leading scientist within 

bullying research and has acted as key-note speaker at a range of international scientific 

conferences. He is highly cited with more than 11000 citations on Google scholar and a H-

index of 43 (se CV for more details).  

Guy Notelaers, professor in work and organizational psychology at the Department of 

Psychosocial sciences at the University of Bergen, will also be a senior member in the project. 

He has published extensively on workplace bullying and related topics in high impact 

journals. Notelaers is an expert in applied statistics. In addition specific members will be 

professor Anders Skogstad, professor II Stig Berge Matthiesen, Associate professor Jørn 

Hetland, all with a range of top publications on workplace bullying an destructive leadership. 

The group currently consist of three PhD students on workplace bullying; Mats Glambek, 

Iselin Reknes and Leo Kant. The group will be strengthened with another four PhD students, 

two 20% researcher positions, one post doc position and a 100% senior research position, 

providing a base of which to recruit as well as proper career opportunities for our junior 

members.     

 

2.2National partners 
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Morten Birkeland Nielsen (PhD psychology) is senior research scientist at the Department of 

Psychology and Physiology, National Institute of Occupational Health and Professor II at the 

Department of Psychosocial Science at the University of Bergen. Nielsen has broad 

experience from research on workplace bullying, health, work factors, and statistics. He has 

authored close to 50 peer-review papers in top-tier journals on topics relevant for the current 

project. Nielsen has been the first author of five meta-analytic review studies on workplace 

bullying. He has held key-note and state-of-the-art lectures on bullying at international 

scientific conferences. 

Johannes Gjerstad, professor, dr. scient., Department of Psychology and Physiology, 

National Institute of Occupational Health (NIOH) / Department of Biosciences, University of 

Oslo. The main research interests of Gjerstad are molecular neuroscience, basic pain 

mechanisms and genetics. Gjerstad has broad experience in animal research, molecular 

analyses, clinical studies, serum cytokine measurements and experiments on healthy 

volunteers. Moreover, Gjerstad is head of the on-going national survey and biobank “Work 

factors, epigenetics and pain”. This is a collaboration between National Institute of 

Occupational Health (NIOH) and Statistics Norway (SSB). Gjerstad has published extensively 

in high impact journals such as Brain, Behavior and Immunity, Pain, and The Journal of 

Neuroscience.  

Nils Magerøy, MD, PhD, is head of the clinic Jobbfast at the Department of Occupational 

Medicine at Haukeland University Hospital, a research clinic for those who have experienced 

psychosocial strain at work; especially harassment at work. This is the first and only clinic in 

Norway of its kind. Since 2010 Dr. Magerøy has acted as Treasurer and a member if of the 

Board of Directors of the International Association on Workplace Bullying & Harassment 

(IAWBH). 

 

2.3 International collaborators and exchange 

Elfi Baillien: Associate professor at the Human Relations Research Group (Faculty of 

Economy and Management) of the HUBrussel, with a wide range of publications on 

workplace bullying. She is also affiliated to the Research Group for Work, Organizational and 

Personnel Psychology (WOPP) at the KULeuven. Her research interests focus around 

negative behavior at work, interpersonal and intergroup conflict, organizational change, work 

related stress, impression management, work motivation, and employee well-being  

Denise Salin: Academy Research Fellow in social psychology at the Swedish School of 

Social Science. Her research areas are organizational behavior and gender in management. 

She has published extensively on the topic of workplace bullying: its causes, consequences 

and in particular on organizational responses, and has acted as a key –note speaker on 

workplace bullying at a wide range of international conferences.  

 

2.4 Cooperation 

International cooperation will take place by research stays abroad for the members of the 

research group, in joint publications, in meetings at international conferences and by having 

funding for visiting researchers throughout the project period. The group will prioritize 

attending to international conferences and meetings. This interdisciplinary project will 

through cooperation with national and international associates strengthen the existing research 

group, qualify new researchers and support a new research network with strong national and 

international research partners. As a result of cooperation with partners, several other studies 

based on the conceptual framework and datasets will be published in addition to the proposed 

subprojects. This includes meta-analyses and conceptual reviews.  

 

3.0 Budget  
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See electronic form.  

 

4.0. General considerations 

4.1 Environmental impact and benefit to society 

The proposed project has no impact on the external physical environment. The project will 

generate new knowledge about the mechanisms that can explain workplace bullying, its 

antecedents and its consequences, and effective interventions. As bullying is a prevalent 

problem with highly detrimental consequences, knowledge about the underlying mechanisms 

is important for both theoretical and practical reasons. With regard to theory, the project will 

increase the understanding of how and when exposure to bullying is associated with specific 

antecedents and outcomes. To this date, no previous studies have examined the impact of 

biophysiological factors on bullying. Hence, the project will contribute to theory by shedding 

light on such factors. As for practical implications, long-lasting exposure to bullying can be a 

direct cause of health problems, sickness absenteeism, disability, and loss of productivity, as 

well a threat to workplace safety. Consequently, an understanding of the mechanism that 

influence the understanding of workplace bullying, and the outcomes of workplace bullying, 

is important with regard to individual suffering as well to the economy of society. Translation 

of knowledge from basic neuroscience into applied research may be important for future 

prevention of workplace bullying, and for the treatment and rehabilitation of targets. 

Knowledge of how bullying contribute to health, absence, and participation in/exit from 

working life is central to the development of laws and regulations and to any political decision 

on measures against absence and early retirement. This has been demonstrated during 

discussions and decisions of the Stoltenberg committee 2006, the 3-party negotiations for new 

agreement on “Including working life”, and by the Norwegian Official Report (NOU) 

2010:13. 

 

4.2 Ethical perspectives and gender considerations 

The project complies with Norwegian and international law. The proposed project will be 

carried out in accordance with the Helsinki declaration and will be submitted to the Regional 

Ethical Committee for approval and/or the necessary approval for the privacy ombudsman for 

research in Norway (NSD) will be acquired. Participation in the planned data collection will 

be voluntary and based on informed consent. Statistics Norway will take part in some of the 

data collections. Data will be kept confidential and no organizations or individuals will be 

identified. No part of this research project should inflict pain or cause harm to individuals 

participating. Equal opportunities to participate for men and women are highly emphasized in 

this project. A central aim of the project is to promote the recruitment of women to higher 

academic positions. Gender is important study factor for all research questions of this project 

and will be addressed explicitly in the analyses. 
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