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Abstract 

This paper aims to identify and analyze the aspects of a business organization and its employees 

that might lead to the occurrence of workplace bullying. To achieve this aim, eight journal 

articles were read and examined in detail during the research. The results of the literature review 

are consistent with the purpose and indicate that workplace bullying can indeed be unconsciously 

caused by indirect factors, such as organizational culture, job characteristics, leadership styles, 

and certain personality traits of managers and subordinates. The shortage of studies that focus on 

one particular country was observed during the research process, and this makes the findings of 

the study less specific and accurate. The future suggestion for the society implied by the 

literature review is for managers of business organizations to be more attentive to the predictors 

of bullying and to have a more serious approach toward the preventive actions. 

Keywords:  workplace bullying, Machiavellianism, organization culture, job. 
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Negligible Misunderstanding or Concealed Danger?  

           A Literature Review of Causes of Workplace Bullying in Businesses When the 

word 'bullying' comes to our mind, we, including me some time ago, tend to imagine only a rude 

high-school bully harassing a naïve weak child at the school backyard, as it is always presented 

in films. However, bullying is not only restricted to childish, irresponsible behavior; people can 

experience it even in professional backgrounds. Workplace bullying can be defined as: 

 …the unwanted, unwelcome, abuse of any source of power that has the effect of 

or intent to intimidate, control or otherwise strip a target of their right to esteem, 

growth, dignity, voice or other human rights in the workplace (Carbo & Hughes, 

2010, p. 394). 

Workplace bullying is becoming a widespread issue all across the globe, and its causes 

and consequences may be disguised. Let us look at one of the examples:  

I was repeatedly laughed at and called the “B” word by some of my co-workers. 

When I brought it to the attention of two of my supervisors, they did nothing. 

They did not even acknowledge the email that I sent them. Instead, they came 

over to my desk the next day and told me that the co-worker in question (who had 

been visiting from another department when I was called the derogatory name) 

was asked not to come back to our department. Nothing was said to my co-

workers who were sitting around gossiping and allowing the bullying. Two 

months later I was fired for having a panic attack. I was eight months away from 

having 30 years with the company (Elmers, n.d). 

An employee of one of the business organizations in the United States has anonymously 

shared this ‘horror story’ in an article written by Danielle Elmers (n.d.) for ‘TopResume’ website. 
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This story clearly shows how dismissively workplace bullying can be perceived and treated by 

employers and co-workers who become bystanders. Nevertheless, this does not mean that 

workplace bullying is something to be neglected because it has serious negative effects on 

individual and organizational outcomes, such as increased turnover intentions, presenteeism, and 

post-traumatic stress (Agervold & Mikkelsen, 2004, Naseem & Ahmed, 2020, Nielsen & 

Einarsen, 2012). Moreover, workplace bullying can occur unconsciously and insensibly, and 

various causes that are not directly related to bullying might lead to it. Then, it is reasonable to 

conclude that an important question associated with workplace bullying is ‘Is workplace bullying 

just a negligible misunderstanding or is it a concealed danger for the organization?’ or ‘what 

exactly are those causes of harassment within a professional organization?’ This research 

question will be discussed in detail further in this paper.  

I have specifically chosen this topic for the research because I, as a ‘Business 

Administration’ major student, am interested in deeply understanding all the aspects of a 

business organization; which policies lead to the success of the business and which undermine it. 

Thus, it is essential for a business person to consider beforehand what features of a company can 

predict it unconsciously to ensure success. To achieve this goal, I am going to look at the causes 

of workplace bullying in order to investigate to what extent it is predictable because it will 

address the larger problem of hidden reasons for business failure. 
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Methodology 

This study is based on a systematic literature review related to workplace bullying. For 

the purposes of the study, I have chosen eight scholarly articles derived from online library 

sources. The date of publication ranges from 2009 to 2017. The journal articles found are mainly 

empirical studies, but there are some conceptual ones as well. All of the papers were available to 

me from academic databases like JSTOR, Taylor and Francis Online, ProQuest, and ECONBIZ. 

To make the research process easier and ensure that the findings are precisely related to the 

research question, I have used the keywords and phrases like workplace bullying, harassment, 

organizational culture, Machiavellianism, job characteristics. The book chapters, magazines, 

news, and reports are among excluded sources. 
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Hidden causes 

The literature review on antecedents of workplace bullying shows that among the main 

factors that predict it are the type of organizational culture, job characteristics, Machiavellianism, 

certain leadership styles, and personality traits. The significant contribution to the exploration of 

causes of workplace bullying was made by Pilch & Turska (2015). The authors have pointed out 

the importance of the organizational culture that an organization maintains. The empirical study 

concludes that hierarchy culture supports workplace bullying more than adhocracy, clan cultures. 

The reason for this may be the fact that a large bureaucratic structure may undermine employees' 

problems and the abuse of authority may take place. In contrast, clan culture creates a friendly, 

interpersonal atmosphere and minimizes the excessive rules restricting the freedom of 

employees; an adhocracy culture, in its turn, assures the fluent, flexible structure and avoids 

strict hierarchical relations; all of these features limit workplace bullying to some extent (Pilch & 

Turska, 2015). However, Pilch & Turska (2015) also mention that it is complicated to predict and 

describe workplace bullying with such general descriptions, the organization consists of different 

complex aspects that need to be examined separately. At this point, it is reasonable to mention 

the study conducted by Pheko, Monteiro, & Segopolo (2017) that examined the relationship 

between the specific cultural dimension of the organization and workplace bullying. This study 

has concluded that among the dimensions that directly increase the likelihood of bullying to 

happen are large power distance, short-term orientation, strong uncertainty avoidance, strong 

job-orientation, collectivism, masculinity, individualism (Pheko, Monteiro, & Segopolo, 2017). 

Both Pilch & Tusrka (2015) and Pheko, Monteiro, & Segopolo (2017) highlight the point that 

none of these dimensions exist separately, the organizational culture consists of a plethora of 
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various dimensions, and the occurrence of workplace bullying depends on whether the 

dimensions that heighten or minimize workplace bullying prevail in the organization.  

A limited number of existing modern studies in the broader literature have examined the 

role of job characteristics in predicting workplace bullying. However, (Notelaers, De Witte, & 

Einarsen (2009) underline certain job characteristics that may predict workplace bullying. 

Employees who face many stressors in their job are more vulnerable to become victims of 

bullying because of unstable behavioral and affective reactions (Pheko, Monteiro, & Segopolo, 

2017). Role conflict is found to be one of the main factors that arouse bullying (Bowling & 

Beehr, 2006; Hauge et al., 2007, as cited in Pheko, Monteiro, & Segopolo, 2017). Additionally, 

role ambiguity, lack of decision-making and task-related feedback, job insecurity, and frequent 

job changes all cause the employees to undergo stressful work life and elevate the chances of 

him/her to engage in the act of bullying, whether as a victim or a bully (Pheko, Monteiro, & 

Segopolo, 2017). 

Furthermore, a number of authors have recognized Machiavellianism as a motivator of 

workplace bullying. This was successfully established as described by Pilch & Turska (2015) as 

well. In light of their empirical research, it is clear that Machiavellianism is a personality 

variable related to workplace bullying for several reasons. Machiavellians are capable of acting 

in unethical manners and manipulating others to receive gain. People with this trait tend to bully 

others in many different settings, including workplaces (Pilch & Turska, 2015). For 

Machiavellians, bullying is a way of influencing others or is a result that comes from the 

generally negative view of other people. With regard to the specific workplace setting, 

Machiavellianism, and later bullying can be an unethical path to achieve certain organizational 

profit (Pilch & Turska, 2015). The study confirms that bullies and bully-victims in business 
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organizations tend to exhibit higher levels of Machiavellianism that again proves its importance 

as a predictor of workplace bullying. Machiavellianism is also similar to the authoritarian 

leadership style of managers in business, and the path analysis conducted by Ertureten, 

Cemalcilar, & Aycan (2013) indicates that the authoritarian leadership style indeed motivates 

bullying. In contrast, transformational, transactional, and parenting types of leadership are 

negatively related to bullying because they encourage trust, small power distance, and rewarding 

tendencies (Ertureten, Cemalcilar, & Aycan, 2013). 

Some researches have tried to identify whether there are some personality traits of 

victims that can appear as indicators of workplace bullying. From the given literature, it can be 

concluded that no significant criteria were found by researchers. However, there were some 

general traits and tendencies that most of the victims exhibited as observed by Glaso, et al. 

(2007). Targets of bullying usually seemed to be anxious, submissive, lacked self-esteem, and 

social competence (Glaso et al., 2007, as cited in Pilch & Turska, 2015). All of these features 

make employees in a business organization more vulnerable to become exposed to workplace 

bullying. 
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Conclusion 

To sum up, this literature review has attempted to address the issue of workplace 

bullying, more precisely, to identify what factors can lead to its occurrence. Several studies have 

concluded that the type of organizational culture that exists within the workplace is essential for 

determining the prevalence of workplace bullying. Additionally, the findings of the literature 

review suggest that there might also be other predictors of workplace bullying, such as the 

organizational culture, job characteristics, and certain personality traits. 

The sources available in online databases can mainly answer my research question. 

However, the research on personality traits that victims of workplace bullying display can be 

called insufficient and weak. On the other hand, the impact of organizational culture on job 

performance and later on workplace bullying is studied in detail by many researchers, and this 

has made the review of causes of the phenomena more detailed.  

In addition to that, the main suggestion for future research would be to conduct a study 

that would examine and discuss the causes of bullying in one specific country. The limitation in 

the given literature was the excessive diversity of countries where the workplace bullying was 

studied. The culture in which bullying takes place can be an important factor and results may 

vary from country to country. However, it was impossible to choose one particular country and 

explore the implications of bullying to the business organization specifically in that part of the 

world, which is the significant limitation. 

The inference that can be carried forward from the analysis of the available literature is 

that workplace bullying can indeed be caused by indirect factors and provoke unwanted harm for 

the organization and its workers. This means that workplace bullying is not a ‘negligible 
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misunderstanding’ between employees that can be overlooked and underestimated by the 

managers, but a ‘concealed danger’ that can destroy the company from within.  

The question that then naturally arises is how managers can prevent workplace bullying 

from happening. The future implication for the business managers based on my findings from the 

literature review is to explore the effective strategies to cope with and avert the unwanted abuse 

of any source of power inside the organization. 
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