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Abstract  In this article the authors look at those who have been largely ignored in previous research, those who experi-
ence bullying negative behaviours but who do not label themselves as bullied. The research objective is to examine the 
reliability of asking people to self-labelling themselves as bullied as a measure of actual bullying and to see if there is a 
threshold in the bullying experienced that leads to the bullied being willing to self label themselves as bullied and to what 
extent labelling as a victim of bullying impacts on the degree of emotional reaction to the negative behaviour experienced. 
Quantitative methods are used to analysis two large data sets to highlight a sub-set of people who do not self-label and test 
differences between them and the self-labelled bullied. The findings indicate that using a dichotomous system of the bullied 
and the not-bullied is confounding. Even at very high levels of negative behaviour there persists a tendency for respondents 
to not self-label. Also found was that regardless of whether self-labelled as a victim of bullying or not those who experi-
ence negative behaviour have similar strong emotional reactions to bullying. The research finds that self-labelling is a valid 
but unreliable measure of workplace bullying and suggests that using a Negative Behaviour index of experiences that takes 
into account persistence and intensity is a much more reliable measure that captures the totality of bullying.  

Keywords  Dignity at Work, Bullying, Negative Behaviour, Harassment, Self-labelling, Measurement 

1 Introduction 
This article focuses on negative behaviour at work; what 

is known as workplace bullying in the UK or mobbing in 
Europe. A growing body of literature has found facets of 
interpersonal humiliation, aggression and destructive psy-
chological manipulation in the workplace (Rayner, Hoel & 
Cooper 2002; Duffy Ganster & Pagon, 2002; Fox and 
Stallworth, 2004, (Burnes & Pope, 2007)). Bullying is about 
negative interpersonal behavior in interpersonal work rela-
tionships. It is not about isolated incidents between strang-
ers, but is placed in the context of a relationship where the 
players have a past and a future together in the work-
place(Heames, Harvey, & Treadway, 2006). Although there 
has been a growing trend to recognise the damaging nature 
of workplace bullying in organisations' Dignity at Work 
policies (CIPD, 2004), how to measure it accurately is far 
from clear.  

Typically measurement consists of respondents reporting 
specific behaviours, and then separately being asked if they 
consider themselves bullied commonly posed as a yes/no 
dichotomous question. Analysis invariably reports on cate-
gories of behaviour (as percentages) within a population 
and incidence of labelling also as percentages reporting the 
numbers of people who both label and report. Some 
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reporting conjoins the two methods in broad terms, for ex-
ample by behaviours (see Rayner and Keashly, 2005). 
There is no doubt about the widespread occurrence of bul-
lying behaviours and labelling (e.g. Rayner, 1997; Harlos 
and Pinder, 1999; Einarsen, 1999; Zapf & Gross, 2001; 
Keashly & Jagatic, 2003; (Hodson, Roscigno, & Lopez, 
2006)), what is not known is the reality of the workplace 
experience across a continuum of negative behaviour from 
low levels through to and beyond what currently constitutes 
the dichotomous cut-off points that define being bullied in 
the extant literature.  

In this article we look at those who have been largely ig-
nored in previous research; those who experience negative 
behaviour (bullying) but do not label themselves as bullied. 
Our objective is to see how reliable self-labelling is in 
measuring bullying and to what extent labelling as a victim 
of bullying impacts on the degree of emotional reaction to 
the negative behaviour experienced.  

So is negative behaviour a problem other than for those 
who label themselves as victims of bullying? What is clear 
from the literature is that when negative behaviour is ex-
perienced persistently, the victim has negative health out-
comes whether they label themselves as bullying victim or 
not (Hoel, Faragher, & Cooper, 2004). This strongly indi-
cates that workplace negative behaviour can have serious 
consequences for the individual’s well being, but also con-
sequential organisational costs due to sickness, lower than 
average staff performance and eventually staff turnover as 
the ‘victim’ leaves the organisation to escape the negative 
behaviour (Rayner, 1998) or resists in other ways (Lut-
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gen-Sandvik, 2006).  
Conceptualisations, measurements and definitions are 

inexorably linked, often through an iterative process as one 
informs the others. In this research we attempt to inform 
what an unacceptable level of negative behaviour is and 
thus conceptualise what can be considered as bullying out-
side of victim labels. To do this we use a negative behav-
iour measurement continuum rather than dichotomous 
catagories. An approach similar to that used by (Lut-
gen-Sandvik, Tracy, & Alberts, (2007) who use a contin-
uum they describe as ‘degrees of bullying’.  

In this study we use quantitative methods of analysis on 
two large data sets in order to highlight this sub-set of peo-
ple and the parameters associated with them. We will seek 
to hasten the process of investigation by bringing to bear 
knowledge and processes that have been used in the parallel 
area of sexual harassment; a considerably more conceptu-
ally developed research area than bullying. 

We start by examining the literature on bullying and 
negative behaviour and how it is measured before going on 
to explain our research approach and methods 

2 Bullying at Work 
Early studies by pioneering researchers of bullying at 

work established two main approaches. The first, Heinz 
Leymann, identified a set of negative behaviours using 
critical incident technique with severely affected targets of 
bullying. He calculated incidence by asking respondents 
whether negative behaviours had been experienced weekly 
and also if they had occurred for at least six months. He did 
not ask people either to label themselves as bullied or not 
(e.g. Leymann, 1990). 

This approach was further developed by Einarsen et al 
(1994) who extended the frequency to include ‘now and 
then’ as well as the daily/weekly measures of Leymann. 
The key difference introduced by Einarsen was that of la-
belling, and he only counted those who experienced nega-
tive behaviours and who also labelled themselves. The re-
search community has broadly adopted Einarsen’s introduc-
tion of labelling. Frequency centres on weekly behaviours, 
although the time period over which measurement is taken 
varies from six months to two years (see Hoel, Rayner & 
Cooper, 1999, for a review). 

Considerable debate has focused on how to ‘count’ those 
who are bullied (e.g. Einarsen et al, 2003; Rayner et al, 
2002) and is summarised here. As bullying is thought to be 
about repeated actions, some persistency of experience of 
negative behaviour over the last six months (at least) has 
been used by researchers. However, there is an ongoing 
debate as to whether only those who label themselves as 
bullied should be counted, as only half those who have ex-
perience weekly negative behaviour during the last six 
months also label themselves as bullied (Rayner, 1999). Her 
comparison of the different bullying measures produced 
different levels of incidences; but more fundamentally it 

showed that different measures included quite different sets 
of people. Thus any subsequent analysis of ‘the bullied’ 
would draw on different sub-populations, depending on 
which measurement definition is used. A by-product of this 
methodological comparison was the discovery of a large 
number of people who reported experiencing negative be-
haviour at work on a frequent basis, but who did not label 
themselves as bullied. This finding is similar to other stud-
ies that use different lists of behaviours (e.g. Hoel & Cooper, 
2000; Cowie & Jennifer, 2000). Thus we appear to have a 
fairly stable phenomenon in UK studies that shows that as 
many as half of those who experience weekly negative be-
haviours do not label themselves as ‘bullied’ yet most re-
search has ignored them by focusing only on the 
self-labelled bullied. A recent US study has highlighted 
only one-third of US participants self-label(Lutgen-Sandvik 
et al., 2007) 

To date, studies into bullying at work have typically 
asked respondents whether they have been bullied at some 
point and then have only asked those who have labelled 
themselves as bullied to give further information about the 
incidents that they have experienced. Clearly this is an in-
appropriate methodology if we are to gather information 
about the experience of negative behaviour at work. A 
noteworthy exception to this that asked every respondent 
every question (Hoel & Cooper, 2000) identified that, re-
gardless of whether or not someone labels himself or herself 
as bullied, the experience of negative behaviour at work has 
negative health outcomes. 

What, then, can we hope to learn from the group of 
non-labellers, and how should we take forward our under-
standing and definition of bullying at work? To inform us 
how to fast-track our research approaches we now examine 
the parallel field of sexual-harassment that has seen consid-
erable methodological advances in the last few years.  

Early studies into sexual harassment also revealed that 
there was an issue of labelling that confounded the meas-
urement of the phenomena (Fitzgerald, Gelfand and Dras-
gow [1995] provide a useful review). Repeatedly, studies 
found that negative outcomes were reported by those who 
experienced sexually harassing behaviours regardless of 
whether they label themselves as sexually harassed. The 
issue can be tracked over the years, and a very large study 
into the US military allowed several of the definitional ar-
guments to be revisited. One paper from the military study 
stated ‘labelling incidents as sexual harassment is of mar-
ginal meaningfulness in terms of job outcomes and antece-
dents of harassment’ (Munson, Miner & Hulin, 2001:293). 
Indeed this view reflects the current practice of incidence 
measurement in sexual harassment where the focus is on 
reports of experience of behaviours. The Sexual Experi-
ences Questionnaire (SEQ) has been developed over a pe-
riod of ten years and currently has 26 items, only one of 
which relates to labelling their experience as sexual har-
assment (e.g. Hay & Elig, 1999).  

One of the most obvious routes of investigating why 
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people do or do not label is to examine the experiences they 
report. This was a priority for the sexual harassment re-
searchers who discovered that non-labelling respondents 
reported a shorter list of behaviours experienced than peo-
ple who did label themselves as sexually harassed. This 
finding adds validity to the notion of a ‘threshold’ idea – 
that people need to have had had ‘sufficient’ exposure in 
order to label. This led us to our first proposition for this 
investigation that examines the propensity to self-label to 
the intensity/ frequency of behaviours reported.  

Sexual harassment researchers are very clear and highly 
consistent in minimising the importance of labelling. We 
can see a very solid case for also taking such a stance in 
bullying, since if an organisation wishes to assess the (po-
tential) damage from negative behaviour, they must include 
all people who experience negative behaviour given that 
these people also experience negative outcomes (Hoel & 
Cooper, 2000; Hoel et al, 2004; Lutgen-Sandvik et al., 
2007). However, we also make the case for the importance 
of understanding the labelling issue further in this research 
on two grounds. Firstly, it may expose different emotional 
reaction propensities to the experience of negative behav-
iours. Secondly it may be that the currently used research 
definition cut-off point of being bullied is lower than many 
respondents will accept constitutes bullying. If this were the 
case we would expect a sharp decline in refusal to self-label 
at some higher point in the intensity/frequency of negative 
behaviour.  

On the other hand if we view bullying as a process of es-
calating conflict (Einarsen, 1999) with progressive in-
creases in the frequency/intensity of negative behaviours, 
we would postulate that intervention at an early stage would 
be more likely to succeed than intervention at a later point 
after the working relationship(s) has broken beyond repair 
(UNISON, 2000). Thus picking up signs of escalating levels 
of workplace negative behaviour that are still below those 
that are currently viewed as constituting bullying can be a 
signal to mobilise Personnel, HRM, Trade Union or other 
professionals to defuse the situation early and quickly 
(Rayner, Hoel & Cooper, 2002).  

A final point is one which cannot be answered here, but 
one which will be returned to in our discussion. The process 
of bullying is a complex one, and it would be helpful to 
understand exactly where labelling fits within it. What other 
variables are at play that differentiates non-labellers and 
labellers? 

Our literature search revealed agreement that as bullying 
progresses, the overall emotional reaction to it increases in 
intensity (e.g. Adams, 1992). This fits well with the notion 
of conflict escalation. The appropriateness of choosing 
emotional reaction as a measure of the effect of negative 
behaviour is shown from the research by Munson, Miner & 
Hulin (2001) into the effects of sexual harassment on 
28,000 men and women in the military. Their research 
showed that emotional reaction had the strongest associa-
tion with harassment compared to other outcomes such as 
psychological well-being, health, or organizational com-

mitment. 

3. Methodology 
The research questions derived from the literature and the 

propositions derived from them are: 
What is the influence of respondent demographics? 
P1 the respondents ’ age, gender, job tenure, job senior-

ity or ethnic origins, will be predictor of Negative Behav-
iour experienced, propensity to self-label bullied and or 
their emotional reaction to negative behaviour. 

Does the self-label category count relate to the level of 
negative behaviour experienced and reflect its occurrences? 
If it does, we would expect the number of cases 
self-labelling bullied to increase rapidly as number of nega-
tive behaviours and their frequency increases. Conversely 
the number of cases at higher levels will decline rapidly 
because few will remain who have not self-labelled bullied 
if the labelling reliably reflects the number being subjected 
to bullying. 

P2 the propensity to self-label as bullied in the last six 
months will relate to the intensity/frequency of negative 
behaviour experienced and reflect the number of case oc-
currences.  

Is the bullying definition threshold too low, so it does not 
equate to the non-labellers understanding of what is bully-
ing is, leading them to not self-label? In other word is there 
some higher negative behaviour threshold where the pro-
pensity to self-label increases. 

P3 the propensity to self-label bullied will increase sub-
stantially at some threshold level of intensity/frequency of 
negative behaviour. 

Do self-labellers have a stronger emotional reaction to 
negative behaviour? Could this variable explain their pro-
pensity to self-label bullied? 

P4 the emotional reaction to the intensity/frequency of 
negative behaviour will be greater in those self-labelled 
bullied than in those that do not self-label themselves bul-
lied. 

To summarise our research design examines the rela-
tionships between the following variables: a Negative Be-
haviour measure, a dichotomous Bullied Not-Bullied 
self-label, an Emotional Reaction Construct and a range of 
individual and work related demographic variables.  

3.1. The Surveys 

This research brings together the results of two major 
questionnaire surveys of members of the UK's largest trade 
union UNISON that has members who work mainly in the 
public sector. The initial survey was sent to a random sam-
ple of 5000 members with usable returns of 761 of which 
56 per cent were civic workers, 26 per cent health workers, 
with most of the remainder being either education or utility 
company workers. UNISON confirmed that the returns pro-
file reflected their membership in terms of sector. The sec-
ond survey was sent to a random sample of 4000 members 
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in the police section of UNISON (civilian police employees) 
and elicited 690 usable responses. In our analysis and find-
ings, we use the title ‘General survey’ to describe the full 
membership survey and use the title ‘Police survey’ for the 
survey of police civilian workers.  

Analysing the two surveys allows us to compare and 
contrast the experience of workers in different occupational 
groups in order to see whether broad conclusions can be 
made about negative behaviour, the emotional reaction to it 
and the relationships to labelling as bullied. The respondent 
profile for the two surveys is shown in Table 1 where it can 
be seen that both survey respondents’ profiles are broadly 
comparable and show satisfactory representation across age 
ranges, gender and job levels.  

Table 1.  Respondents' profile by Survey 

 Police Survey General Survey 
Gender   
Female 433 540 
Male 256 217 
Age    
<25 12 34 

25-34 167 179 
35-44 198 250 
45-54 217 236 
55-64 87 57 

Ethnicity   
Asian 6 12 

Afro-Caribbean 4 23 
Caucasian Euro' 630 660 
Caucasian other 39 51 

Job   
Clerical/Admin’ 240 571 

Specialist/Supervisor 293 94 
Middle Manager 49 73 
Senior Manager 13 13 
All respondents 690 761 

The survey run by the Chartered Institute of Management, 
a UK-based organisation found very high rates of bullying 
(over 40%) when targeting individuals (Woodman & Cook, 
2005), but far lower rates are reported by organization-
ally-based contacts such as HR managers (CIPD, 2004). A 
study by Rayner and McIvor (2006) found confusion on 
behavioural definitions of bullying in a series of focus 
groups involving over 120 people such that even being ex-
posed to abusive language could not be agreed on as a ‘bul-
lying’ behaviour. What behaviours comprise workplace 
bullying is not the topic of this paper, rather what groupings 
occur, whether labelling is an effective measure and one 
appropriate for detection of employees’ experience of 
damaging interpersonal relationships at work (Hoel et al., 
2004). 

3.2. Development of a Negative Behaviour Measurement 

The partner organisation rejected the two existing survey 
tools, the Negative Acts Questionnaire (NAQ),(Einarsen & 
Skogstad, 1996) and the Leymann Inventory of Personal 
Terrorization (Leymann, 1996) due to the number of items 
and scales used. There was no definitive list of bullying 

behaviours at the time (see Keashly and Jagatic 2003 for a 
review) although interpersonal bullying was thought to be 
distinct from organisational bullying (Harlos & Pinder, 
1999; Liefooghe & MacKenzie Davey, 2001). This situa-
tion has not changed with qualitative studies continuing to 
demonstrate employees’ and academics’ lack of clarity for 
delineation between ‘negative behaviour’, ‘bullying’ and 
other constructs (Serantes & Suarez, 2006). In order to gen-
erate a smaller item list, a qualitative review was under-
taken into reports of workplace bullying in Andrea Adams 
text (Adams, 1992) which resulted in 13 items being identi-
fied which covered the scope of behaviours reported in the 
text. These items were compared to the LIPT and the NAQ 
and range coverage was found to be adequate.  

In the questionnaire respondents were asked if they had 
experienced any of the thirteen behaviours listed in the last 
six months, following the style of Einarsen’s NAQ (ibid). 
They were given a frequency response choice for each of 
the negative behaviours of, every day, every week, every 
month, less than once a month and never. These frequencies 
are less ambiguous than those found in the NAQ which had 
been rejected by our partner organisation.  

Our index of negative behaviour is a computed composite 
of thirteen "bullying behaviour" questionnaire items from 
the surveys’ questionnaires. In the coding of the behaviours 
we depart from the common practice in behavioural re-
search of treating these as an ordinal variable scale since 
our surveys have data that has ratio scale characteristics 
because the choices offered to respondents reflect frequency 
of occurrence of negative behaviour. Therefore, before any 
composite index is computed the individual negative be-
haviours need to be weighted by the frequency of occur-
rences to convert the scores into a standardised ratio scale.  

Thus, we take the view that bullying is most effectively 
conceptualised as a continuum that uses as it measure a 
composite index of the number of acts and their frequency 
of occurrence. Researchers in the USA also conceptualise 
bullying in a similar way and calculate a composite index 
called ‘degrees of bullying’ using similar logic (Lut-
gen-Sandvik, Tracy and Alberts, 2007).  

The ratio scale approach we advocate has the advantage 
of avoiding the ordinal scale’s built in tendency at a com-
posite measurement level to exaggerate low frequencies of 
negative behaviour at the expense of high levels. For in-
stance if we used a ordinal scoring system where every day 
is coded as 4 and less than once a month is coded as 1 then 
we are implying in a composite variable that four experi-
ences at less than once per month (4) equate to one experi-
ence daily (4). This clearly exaggerates the importance of 
the frequency of low level negative behaviour and inflates 
the value of the composite variable. This low-end exaggera-
tion of frequency is a great concern in a behavioural vari-
able such as this one where low frequencies of negative 
behaviours (less than once a month) are likely to be experi-
enced by many cases, while those who experience higher 
frequencies of negative behaviour (daily) are likely to a 
minority.  
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Therefore, we choose to code our data as a ratio variable 
that reflects the ratio of occurrences of the behaviours ex-
perienced. To standardise the scale so it has linear charac-
teristics we coded the responses to reflect the ratios so that 
every week equated to 1, and, assuming a five day working 
week and a twenty day working month the others were 
coded proportionally, so that daily occurrence equated to 5, 
weekly to 1, monthly to 0.25, and less than monthly to 0.12. 
The scores for each respondent on the thirteen behaviour 
items were then combined into an index to take into account 
the intensity of negative behaviours experienced (see ap-
pendix for an example of the method).  

Thus, it can be seen that the index is one that combines 
intensity (the number of negative behaviours experienced) 
with frequency (how often the negative behaviours are ex-
perienced). Clearly, a weakness in such a composite meas-
ure is the assumption that all negative behaviours are equal 
in impact. However, in the absence of a sound theoretical 
base to allow weighting of individual behaviours this prob-
lem is unavoidable. The advantage of such an index is that 
it allows comparisons to be made at a composite level of 
what is a multi-dimensional phenomenon. What of course is 
hidden by this approach is a full understanding of the un-
derlying dimensions. However, we report on this in another 
paper (Rayner & Dick, 2004).  

The negative behaviour questionnaire items were factor 
analysed for both questionnaires using a principal compo-
nent analysis with a Varimax rotation that produced a 
nearly identical four-factor model for the two surveys. 
Overall, sixty-six per cent of the variance can be explained 
by the four factors in both the surveys. 

Table 2.  Negative Behaviour Index measurement model: Police survey 

Factors and observe variables Regression weight R2 
Task attack [0.77]   

Excessive work monitoring 0.66 0.44 
Given meaningless tasks 0.65 0.43 
Withholding information 0.82 0.68 

Set unrealistic tasks 0.60 0.36 
Personal attack [0.84]   

Belittling remarks 0.86 0.74 
Persistent criticism 0.83 0.69 
Malicious rumours 0.61 0.37 
Public humiliation 0.74 0.55 

Isolation [0.80]   
Ignored by others 0.83 0.69 

Cut off from others 0.82 0.68 
Verbal attack [0.66]   

Being shouted at 0.76 0.57 
Verbal abuse 0.80 0.63 

Physical threats 0.42 0.18 
Negative Behaviour Index [0.81]   

[ ] Cronbach’s scale reliability 
All parameters significant p < 0.00 

In both surveys the factors are readily identified as being 
very similar to Einarsen’s et al (1994) bullying phases and 
Zapf's et al. (1996) typology of bullying. Confirmatory fac-
tor analysis of the measurement model confirmed construct 
validity with all fit statistics converging on a good fit for an 

oblique four factor model for both surveys (RMSEA: 0.078, 
0.077. NFI: 0.944, 0.948. CFI: 0.953, 0.958). The factors 
that are detailed with their test statistics in Tables 2 for the 
Police Survey and Table 3 for the General survey show 
sound measurement properties that confirm a valid con-
struct.  

The reliability of the scales for the factors shown in Ta-
bles 2 and 3 are above the 0.7 alpha threshold suggested by 
Nunnaly (1978) with the exception of the Verbal attack 
factor which have a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.66 for the Police 
Survey and 0.64 for the General Survey. The low contribu-
tion to the scale of the observed variable Physical Threats is 
the cause due to its very low frequency of occurrence in our 
studies.  

Table 3.  Negative Behaviour Index measurement model: General survey 

Factors and observed variables  Regression weight R2 
Task attack factor [0.79]   
Excessive work monitoring 0.74 0.54 

Given meaningless tasks 0.73 0.54 
Withholding information 0.71 0.50 

Set unrealistic tasks 0.72 0.52 
Personal attack factor [0.81]   

Belittling remarks 0.80 0.64 
Persistent criticism 0.85 0.72 
Malicious rumours 0.61 0.37 
Public humiliation 0.69 0.48 

Isolation factor [0.76]   
Ignored by others 0.81 0.65 

Cut off from others 0.79 0.63 
Verbal attack factor [0.64]   

Being shouted at 0.68 0.46 
Verbal abuse 0.81 0.66 

Physical threats 0.49 0.24 
Negative Behaviour Index [0.85]   

[ ] Cronbach’s scale reliability 
All parameters significant p < 0.00 

However, here we are interested in bullying as a whole 
rather than the examination of its factors and their relation-
ships that we explore in detail elsewhere (Rayner and Dick, 
2004). We therefore composite the individual observed 
variables to form a Negative Behaviour Index, which has a 
satisfactory Cronbach’s scale reliability coefficient of 0.81 
for the Police survey and 0.88 for the General survey. We 
use the term index since we are not suggesting that it is a 
unidimensional measurement model since it is clear from 
the confirmatory factor analysis that the factors represent an 
oblique measurement model with the four factors correlated 
in an oblique manner (see Table 4) with a range 0.56 to 0.82 
in the Police survey, and 0.57 to 0.83 in the General survey.  

3.3. Bullying Self-Label Variable 

After answering questions on negative behaviour and 
emotional reactions, respondents were asked in the ques-
tionnaires ‘Have you been bullied in your job in the last six 
months’ Yes or No. In the covering letter, correspondents 
were given the following description of bullying. ‘Work-
place bullying is when an employee is systematically mis-
treated and victimized by fellow workers, or supervisors 
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through repeated negative acts like ridicule, offensive 
comments, verbal abuse, malicious rumours, social exclu-
sion, or persistent unfair criticism.’. 

Table 4.  Inter-factor correlations (Police survey above the diagonal, 
General survey below the diagonal) 

 1 2 3 4 

1 
Task attack 1.00 0.73 0.68 0.56 

2 
Personal attack 0.77 1.00 0.71 0.82 

3 
Isolation 0.57 0.66 1.00 0.59 

4  
Verbal attack 0.65 0.83 0.57 1.00 

3.4. Development and Testing of an Emotional Reaction 
Measure 

Our emotional reaction variable is based on a composite 
of eleven "emotional reaction" items in the questionnaire. 
These items were posed directly after the negative behav-
iour questions and they asked respondents what emotional 
reactions they had to their treatment. A five-point ordinal 
scale was given for each emotion ranging from "a great 
deal" to "not at all". Thus, the emotional reaction variable 
combines both the degree of emotional reaction and the 
range of emotional reactions experienced.  

The emotional reaction questionnaire items were factor 
analysed for both questionnaires using a principal compo-
nent analysis with a Varimax rotation. This produced load-
ing on all the items on just one factor for the two surveys. 
Confirmatory factor analysis of the emotional measurement 
model confirmed construct validity with all fit statistics 
converging on a good fit for a unidimensional model for 
both surveys (RMSEA: 0.087, 0.100. NFI: 0.954, 0.956. 
CFI: 0.960, 0.961). Measurement of the scale’s reliability 
was satisfactory with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.95 for the 
Police survey and 0.92 for the General survey. We name 
this variable Emotional Reaction. The observed variables 
for this scale are detailed latter in Table 9. 

To test the combined measurement model’s stability 
across the samples we used AMOS’s capacity for 
multi-sample analysis. We found no significant differences 
(X2 difference of 1.47 for 3 DF, p >0.5) in the structural 
parameters obtained by freely estimating the model in both 
samples and those obtained by constraining the structural 
parameters in the second survey to those in the first survey. 
This result shows a strong cross-survey validation of the 
constructs we have used and the measurement model used 
in the surveys for bullying factors and the emotional reac-
tion factor.  

4. Research Results 
4.1. Demographic Affects 

To assess whether demographic variables are associated 
with the level of the Negative Behaviour Index (NBI), pro-

pensity to self-labelled bullied (Bullied) or Emotional Reac-
tion, we calculated the correlation for respondents, gender, 
age, tenure and job seniority. In addition to see if ethnic 
origin was associated we created a dichotomous label that 
we describe as Ethnic Bias where those of Caucasian origin 
are contrasted with those from other ethnic origins. The 
correlations are shown in Table 5 for the Police survey and 
the General survey.  

Table 5.  Correlation of Negative Behaviour Index (NBI), Bullied label 
and Emotional Reaction index with Demographic variables 

 
Police Survey 

NBI Bullied Emotion’ Reaction 
Bullied label **0.44   

Emotional **0.64 **0.59  
Gender 0.02 0.06 0.07 

Age -0.06 *-0.08 -0.06 
Tenure -0.06 **-0.12 *-0.11 

Seniority 0.00 0.03  0.03 

Ethnic bias -0.12 -0.04  -0.04 
General Survey 

 NBI  Bullied Emotion’ Reaction  
Bullied label **0.39   
Emotional **0.60 **0.50  

Gender 0.03 0.03 0.06 
Age 0.03 0.03 0.03 

Tenure -0.01 -0.03 0.02 
Seniority 0.07 0.01 0.07 

Ethnic bias **-0.22 -0.06 **-0.13 

* Significant at 0.05 level 
** Significant at 0.01 level 

In the Police survey and the General Survey no signifi-
cant correlations are found with the NBI for gender, age, 
tenure or seniority. This lack of demographic effect was 
also applicable to the Bullied for the General Survey. 
However, in the General survey those who labelled Bullied 
showed significant correlations with age and tenure that 
indicate that younger and less experienced respondents 
were more likely to label themselves as bullied. However 
the effect size for age (-0.08) and tenure (-0.12) is small and 
can be viewed as unlikely to have any substantial influence 
on the propensity to self-label bullied (R2: age -0.6%, tenure 
-1.4%). The negative association with age contrasts with 
Einarsen and Raknes (1997) who found an association be-
tween bullying and older workers. The Emotional Reaction 
variable was found to have no demographic associations 
other than a negative one with tenure in the Police Survey 
(-0.11) which is indicative of those with less tenure being 
slightly more likely to experience a stronger emotional re-
action (R2: -1.2%). Next, we consider the associations with 
Ethnic Bias. Here the results in the surveys contrast with the 
General survey showing no associations while the Police 
survey finds significant correlations with NBI (-0.22) and 
Emotional Reaction (-0.13). This is indicative of respon-
dents with Caucasian origins being less likely to experience 
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Negative Behaviours and less likely to have strong Emo-
tional Reactions. However, we can only view this as a 
rough indicator since the results may be due to the nominal 
label combinations used in computing the variable. To in-
vestigate the detailed effect of ethnic origins we calculated 
the NBI means for each Ethnic nominal label. In Table 6 it 
can be seen that in the Police Survey those of Asian origin 
have higher levels of NBI than other groups while in the 
General survey all groups other than those of European 
Caucasian origin have higher levels of NBI. However, cau-
tion is needed since the sample sizes for the minority groups 
are very small and therefore findings are prone to distortion 
by individual differences rather than group characteristics.  

Table 6.  Ethnic origins and Means for Negative Behaviour Index (NBI) 
for Police and General Surveys 

 Police Survey NBI General Survey NBI 
 Cases Mean [SD] Cases Mean [SD] 

Asian 6 5.76 [9.1] 12 8.26 [13.8] 
Afro-Caribbean 4 0.06 [0.1] 23 8.42 [12.9] 
Caucasian Euro' 630 2.86 [6.3] 660 1.92 [4.9] 
Caucasian other 39 2.69 [4.8] 51 4.09 [10.1] 

Total 687 2.91 [6.3] 754 2.36 [6.1] 

4.2. Negative Behaviour and Self-Labelling Bullied for 
the Four Populations  

The percentage of people who self-labelled ‘bullied’ in 
the last six months for the Unison members employed in the 
civic, health, miscellaneous and police sectors are presented 
in Table 7. Those shown as "bullied yes" have self-labelled 
themselves as bullied in the job in the last six months. The 
proportion that view themselves as bullied at work ranges 
from sixteen per cent in civic workers to twenty seven per 
cent in the miscellaneous category (covering workers in 
utility firms and education establishments for example.) 

Table 7.  Percentage bullied in last six months for all case and those 
reporting negative behaviour (NBI) 

 
General Survey Police 

Civic Health Misc All Survey 
All Cases 417 264 80 761 690 

Bullied Labelled Yes 16% 20% 27% 18% 21% 
NBI cases  61% 70% 69% 64% 64% 
NBI cases 254 184 46 484 439 

Bullied Labelled Yes 26% 27% 41% 27% 33% 
Bullied Labelled No 74% 73% 59% 73% 67% 

Interestingly the police service, with its command and 
control ethos that is often associated with bullying behav-
iour, has similar levels of bullying (21%) to the health ser-
vices (20%) with its stereotype of a caring ethos.  

When we look at the negative behaviour cases in Table 6 
we find that between sixty one per cent (civic workers) to 
seventy per cent (health workers) have experienced nega-
tive behaviour in the last six months. However, we observe 
that only a third of those experiencing negative behaviour 
label themselves as bullied (General Survey 27%, Police 
Survey 33%). Clearly, we need to explore why it is that so 
many respondents who experience negative behaviours do 
not label themselves as bullied. Could it be that they ex-

perience lower levels of negative behaviour than those who 
are self-label bullied? 

4.3. Levels of Negative Behaviour and the Propensity to 
Self-labelled Bullied 

In Table 8 we compare the ratio of those who do not label 
themselves as bullied to those who do for the two surveys, 
for different ‘zones’ of the Negative Behaviour Index. 

Table 8.  The ratio of cases of self-labelled bullied to non-self labelled 
bullied 

 
Surveys 

General. Police All 

NBI Score 
range 

Ratio 
[Labelled]  

Not-labelled 

Ratio 
[Labelled] 

Not-labelled 

Ratio 
[Labelled] 

Not-labelled 
< 0.2 12.7 10.0 11.5 

 [10] [9] [19] 
 127 92 218 

0.2- 0.9 6.7 4.7 5.6 
 [16] [18] [34] 
 107 85 191 

1.0 - 4.9 1.5 1.3 1.4 
 [46] [43] [89] 
 68 56 123 

5.0- 14.9 0.9 1.2 1.0 
 [41] [44] [85] 
 36 52 88 

>15.0 0.7 0.4 0.5 
 [20] [29] [49] 
 13 11 24 

Cases 

Bullied Label [134] [143] [277] 
Not Labelled 350 298 646 

Total NBI 484 439 923 

The ratio figure is the multiplier of ‘cases experiencing NBI but 
not-self labelled bullied’ to ‘self-labelled bullied’. Numbers in 
brackets are self-labelled bullied cases. Numbers in italic are the 
cases experiencing NBI but not-self labelled bullied 

In this and subsequent analyses we report only on re-
spondents who experienced negative behaviour and include 
labellers and non-labellers. At levels of the negative behav-
iour scale equivalent to less than 0.2 on the Negative Be-
haviour Scale (NBI), we find 19 respondents self-label bul-
lied compared to the total of 218 respondents who do not 
label. At this level of NBI these must be considered invalid 
labellers since a score of less than 0.2 on the NBI can only 
be achieved by one negative behaviour at a frequency of 
less than once per month. At levels of negative behaviours 
equivalent to an NBI of 0.2 to 0.9 (scores which must ex-
clude weekly frequency) we find 34 self-label themselves as 
bullied compared to 191 non-labellers. Thus, it can be seen 
there is a significant minority who self-label themselves as 
bullied even when they experience low frequencies of nega-
tive behaviour. Thus if we take Leymann’s definition of at 
least weekly or Einarsen’s self-labelling and weekly as a 
yardstick we must conclude that self-labelling alone is 
found to be an unreliable measure of bullying. 

At scores on the NBI of 1 to 4.9 the number of respon-
dents self-labelling themselves as bullied increase to 89 but 
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the findings show that there are more people (123) who do 
not self-label themselves as bullied. At an NBI of 5 to 14.9 
the number self-labelling is 88 but even at these high levels 
of negative behaviour an equivalent number of workers still 
will not label themselves as bullied (85 non-labelled against 
88 labelled as bullied). At the intense end1 of the NBI in-
dex where the NBI is 15 or more 49 self-label bullied but 
despite this extreme of Negative Behaviour 24 respondents 
still choose not to self-label themselves as bullied.  

Looking at the pattern of increasing numbers of self- la-
belled bullied as we move up the NBI score range (19, 34, 
89, 85, 49) and the pattern for the General survey graphed 
in Figure 2, we can safely say that the pattern supports our 
second proposition's statement that the propensity to 
self-label will relate to the level of negative behaviours ex-
perienced. In other words, the number who self-label does 
progressively increase with the level of NBI experienced. 
However, we note that a small number (19) of self-labellers 
do so at very low levels of negative behaviour while another 
34 do so at a frequency of less than once a week. Thus we 
must conclude that labelling alone is an unreliable measure 
and if it is to be used it must be filtered to exclude labellers 
who do so at low levels of frequency.  

Contrary to the expectations in our third proposition, the 
findings in Table 8 show that the propensity to not self-label 
bullied persists even at higher levels of negative behaviour, 
235 at ≥ 1; 112 at ≥ 5; 24 > 15. Figure 1 illustrates this for 
the General survey, and shows clearly that there are as 
many respondents experiencing high levels of negative be-
haviour who refuse to label themselves as bullied as those 
who do. We also note that there is no clear indication of the 
existence of some self-defined higher threshold of bullying 
frequency that will trigger a propensity to self-labelling 
bullied, since we see no threshold type steep reduction at 
any specific NBI level. Other moderating variables may be 
at work here, which we will explore in our discussion sec-
tion.  
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Figure 1.  The actual number of cases against the Negative Behaviour 
Index for self-labelled bullied and not 

Overall the data demonstrates that research relying on 
self-label ‘bullied’ people as a measure of incidence will 
under-represent the incidence of bullying behaviour by 
around 50% (in our research at an NBI of > 1 only 223 

                                                             
1 Note: We call this intense since an NBI score of ≥ 15 cannot be achieved 
unless it includes daily frequency. 

self-labelled bullied while 235 did not self-label bullied). 
Furthermore if labelling and a filter is used which excludes 
those who self label at low frequencies (the approach of 
Einarsen et al., 1994) the number counted as bullied would 
be even less. 

Next, we examine the emotional reaction to negative be-
haviour and whether this is greater in those self-labelled 
bullied than in those that do not. 

4.4. Labelling and Emotional Reaction to Negative 
Behaviour 

We suggested earlier in our propositions that the emo-
tional reaction to the negative behaviour could be greater in 
those that self-label bullied than in those that do not 
(Proposition 4). Implied is the suggestion that those who 
have less of an emotional reaction to negative behaviours 
will have a lower propensity to self-label themselves as 
bullied. If this is true then it may explain the large number 
of workers who refuse to self-label themselves bullied de-
spite experiencing high levels of negative behaviour 
(Proposition 3).  
The correlations shown in Table 5 for the association of 
Emotional Reaction to self-labelled bullied is 0.59 in the 
Police survey and 0.50 in the General survey while the cor-
relation to NBI is larger at 0.64 for the Police survey and 
0.60 for the General survey (all are statistically significant 
at the 0.01 level). Therefore, it seems that Emotional reac-
tion is not more strongly associated with self-labelling than 
the NBI index. However, an explanation may be due to dif-
ferences in levels of emotional response to the individual 
observed emotion variables that make up the Emotional 
Reaction measure. To do this we look next at the means for 
these individual emotion variables for the self-labelled and 
the non-self-labelled. To achieve parity we calculated the 
means for the Emotional Reaction Variable for the 
self-labellers (2.32 Police, 2.16 General) and then computed 
the approximate NBI level that had an Emotional Reaction 
mean that equated to it for those who do not self-label ( ≥ 2 
NBI). Thus by standardising on the overall Emotional Index 
for the labelled and non-labelled groups we can contrast 
their patterns of emotional experiences to see if the differ-
ences might help illuminate labelling behaviour. 

Table 9 shows for the two surveys the means for NBI 
against the emotion observed variables for those who la-
belled bullied compared to those who did not label who 
experienced a score on the NBI of 2 or more.  

The rank order of the emotion observed variable means 
are ordered by those found in the Police survey. Compari-
son of the rankings between the Bullied labelled and the 
NBI ≥ 2 shows there are identical rankings in both the Po-
lice and the General survey. Differences exist in the means 
but these are modest and follow no particular pattern. Like-
wise, there are very few differences between the two sur-
veys in terms of rankings or means. Overall, these remarka-
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bly similar results in emotional reaction patterns and the 
correlations for the composite variable Emotional Reaction 
for the two surveys indicate that there is no evidence to 
support our proposition. Therefore, we can eliminate the 
possibility that it is different levels or patterns of emotional 
reaction to negative behaviours that distinguish those who 
self-label from those who do not. Clearly, the propensity to 
self-label as bullied has little to do with having stronger or 
different reactions to negative behaviour than the non- la-
belled.  

Table 9.  The emotional reaction means for labelled-bullied and non 
labelled cases of Negative Behaviour Index (NBI) levels of ≥ 2 

 Means for Police Means for Civic, 
Health, etc 

Emotions,  
observed variables 

Bullied  
Label 

NBI  
≥ 2 

Bullied 
Label 

NBI  
≥ 2 

Stressed 3.34 3.30 3.13 3.11 
Angry 3.08 2.99 2.79 2.83 

Powerless 2.69 2.70 2.64 2.73 
Undermined 2.48 2.57 2.48 2.41 
Depressed 2.48 2.50 2.44 2.41 
Sadness 2.35 2.31 2.35 2.23 

Humiliated 2.06 1.94 1.84 1.77 
Confused 2.04 1.97 1.86 1.87 
Isolated 1.91 1.91 1.69 1.71 
Fearful 1.58 1.51 1.47 1.28 

Shameful 1.06 1.02 0.88 0.91 
EmotionalReaction 2.32 2.26 2.16 2.14 

Number of Cases 127 163 127 150 

Table is ordered by level of Emotional reaction for Bullied Label in 
the Police Survey. T-tests are significant at the 0.001 level. 

Table 5 indicated that for all those surveyed there was a 
moderately strong correlation between the NBI and Emo-
tional Reaction (Police, 0.64; General 0.60). However, if we 
consider only those cases that score on the NBI the correla-
tions show a strong association (0.88 for both surveys) be-
tween the Emotional Reaction variable with the NBI for the 
two surveys which suggests that the NBI is an effective 
bullying measure that can predict a large proportion (R2 
78%) of a similar range of negative emotional outcomes in 
diverse employment contexts.  

5. Discussion of Results 
We summarise the findings and relate this to other re-

search by revisiting the four research propositions.  
What is the influence of respondent demographics? 
The respondents’ age, gender, job tenure, job seniority or 

ethnic origins, will be predictor of Negative Behaviour ex-
perienced, propensity to self-label bullied and or their emo-
tional reaction to negative behaviour. 

Overall, our findings disconfirm the propositions since it 
was found that a respondent’s gender or seniority has little 
or no influence on whether they experience bullying be-
haviours at work. However, in one of the surveys older re-
spondents and those with longer tenure were slightly less 
likely to experience bullying behaviour than younger re-
spondents. This British finding contradicts the findings 

from Scandinavian data (Einarsen and Raknes, 1997) where 
older workers were more likely to experience bullying– 
clearly a potential for future cross-cultural exploration. Al-
though we have found that non-Caucasian ethnic groups do 
have higher means for NBI, the low number of 
non-Caucasian participants indicates that generalised con-
clusions should not be drawn.  

The propensity to self-label as bullied in the last six 
months will relate to the intensity/frequency of negative 
behaviour experienced and reflect the number of case oc-
currences.  

The pattern of increasing numbers of self-labelled bullied 
as negative behaviours scores increase and the frequency 
graph shown earlier in Figure 1 both support the proposition 
in so much as they relate to the intensity/frequency of nega-
tive behaviour. We can safely say that those who self-label 
do for the most part experience a range of negative behav-
iours that are above the lower end of bullying frequency but 
there are a small numbers of self-labellers who do so on at 
very low levels (a negative behaviour experienced less than 
once per month).  

It is clear from our findings that self-labelling does not 
reflect accurately the number of cases experiencing high 
levels of negative behaviour since more than half remain, 
who will not self-label bullied. Therefore, we must con-
clude that self-labelling is a reasonably valid but unreliable 
measure of workplace bullying compared to the Negative 
Behaviour Index. 

The propensity to refuse to self-label bullied in those who 
have experienced negative behaviour, that meets the 
self-labelled bullied definition, will reduce substantially as 
the intensity/frequency of negative behaviour increases. 

Contrary to our expectations our findings show that the 
propensity to avoid self-labelling persists even at higher 
levels of negative behaviour and that there is no threshold 
level where a substantial number of non-labellers switch to 
self-labelled bullied.  

We speculated in our proposition’s underpinning theory 
that even though a definition was supplied within the study, 
that respondents may not hold the same definition and this 
could have produced non-labelling. Liefooghe (2001) has 
explored the issue of the social construction of bullying at 
work that has revealed many different ways of conceiving 
bullying. If respondents hold a certain definition in their 
minds, it is possible that they use this definition to label 
themselves rather than the definition supplied by the re-
searchers. Indeed recent work in the UK has shown a lack 
of agreement amongst workers on what constitutes ‘bully-
ing behaviour’ (Rayner and McIvor, 2006). However, we 
observed no threshold type reduction at a higher level of 
negative behaviours. This suggests that it is not a question 
of definition of which negative experience constitutes bul-
lying or how frequently it occurs for these non-labellers.  

So it would appear that there are other mechanisms at 
work with the non-labellers, who, in this study, are also 
experiencing negative behaviour at work. Many possibili-
ties exist such as shame, the playground stereotypes, or a 
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lack of awareness (e.g. Lewis, 1999). For those undertaking 
surveys, the answer as to why there is a lack of labelling 
may take years to appear, but it is likely the lack of label-
ling will still be present regardless.  

Finally, we come to our fourth proposition which was  
The emotional reaction to the intensity/frequency of 

negative behaviour will be greater in those self-labelled 
bullied than in those that do not self-label themselves bul-
lied. 

Our findings contradict this proposition. In both surveys 
we have found that there are similar correlations with emo-
tional reaction for the workers who do not self-label bullied, 
and the self-labelled cases. This is confirmed by our find-
ings that the profile of means and their rankings of individ-
ual emotional reactions were remarkably similar for both 
labelled and non-labelled bullied in both surveys.  

Overall, the findings indicate that differences in emo-
tional reaction have no explanatory power in predicting a 
propensity to self-label bullied. Looking at it another way, 
the findings reinforce the ineffectiveness of self-labelling as 
a means of judging the scale of workplace negative behav-
iours, as it is clear that its emotional effects on those who 
chose not to self-label themselves is as severe as those who 
labelled bullied. This is also found in the sexual harassment 
surveys (e.g Munson et al, 2001) where there appears to be 
no difference in emotional reaction between labellers and 
non-labellers 

6. Conclusions 
It is hoped that this study will contribute to the question 

about how academic fieldwork and employers should 
measure and ‘count’ those who are bullied at work. Our 
findings indicate that only using a dichotomous system of 
the bullied and the non-bullied is likely to confound re-
search results. There persists a tendency for respondents 
who experience bullying not to self-label. This is true in a 
wide range of organisational settings from Health Care to 
Police forces.  

Our findings suggest strongly that the lead taken in the 
sexual harassment research field (Hay & Elig, 1999) should 
be followed in bullying measurement by concentrating re-
porting on the behaviours experienced rather than on di-
chotomous self reports, regardless of definitions used. For 
researchers it will also have the advantage of providing a 
richer picture of the phenomena that will help a deeper un-
derstanding of the nature of bullying escalation.  

For practitioners a measurement that is scaled, rather than 
the number self-labelling ‘bullied’ (or not), also has advan-
tages. It allows the organisation to measure levels of nega-
tive behaviour in different areas of a business and identify 
those where intervention is required. Also the effect of Dig-
nity at Work training can be monitored by such means.  

There is evidence (e.g. Hoel et al, 2004; Lutgen-Sandvik, 
2006) that experience of bullying behaviour at work has 
negative health effects regardless of labelling. Our findings 

support this notion as we have found that the emotional 
reaction to negative behaviour has been proportional to it 
regardless of any labels of bullied or not. The strong asso-
ciation found between negative behaviour and the emo-
tional reactions to it suggest that negative health and psy-
chological effects can be expected in conjunction as has 
been found in the sexual harassment research (Munson, 
Miner & Hulin, 2001). These findings suggest surveys 
which ask yes or no style questions on whether someone 
feels bullied are unlikely to show the true level of negative 
behaviour experienced. Instead employee surveys need to 
ask about the frequency of a range of negative acts such as 
the ones used in this research. Our findings of the strong 
emotional reaction felt to bullying experiences suggest per-
sistent workplace negative behaviour has consequences for 
employees’ well being, but also consequential organisa-
tional costs due to sickness, lower than average staff per-
formance and eventually staff turnover as the ‘victims’ 
leave the organisation to escape the negative behaviour.  

It can be concluded that researchers and employers 
should be investigating the experience of negative behav-
iour at work, rather than investigating only those who label 
themselves as bullied. What can not be ignored by practi-
tioners is that there are substantial groups of people who are 
not labelling themselves as bullied but who are experienc-
ing bullying behaviours. Our data suggests that the em-
ployer must measure behavioural experience to be satisfied 
they are reliably tracking workplace bullying activity in 
their organization.  
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