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Abstract

Organizational communication research is vital for understanding and
addressing workplace bullying, a problem that affects nearly half of working
adults and has devastating results on employee well-being and organizational
productivity. A communication approach illustrates the toxic complexity of
workplace bullying as it is condoned through societal discourses, sustained
by receptive workplace cultures, and perpetuated through local interac-
tions. Examining these (macro, meso, and micro) communicative elements
addresses the most pressing questions about workplace bullying, including
() how abuse manifests, (b) how employees respond, (c) why it is so harm-
ful, (d) why resolution is so difficult, and (e) how it might be resolved. This
article provides tips for addressing and transforming workplace bullying,
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which may be of particular interest to consultants and human resource
professionals, while also offering a theoretical synthesis and launching pad
for future research.

Keywords

organizational communication, workplace bullying, psychological abuse

The just-world hypothesis: A macro-level societal assumption that the
world is fair and orderly and that victims of misfortune deserve what
happens to them.

Workplace policies: Meso-level communicative structures that regu-
larly address racial discrimination and sexual harassment but do not
include information about how to deal with an “equal opportunity”
office bully.

Giggles, eye rolls, threats, and silence: Some of the many microinterac-
tions that sustain and perpetuate workplace bullying.

These are the “pictures” of workplace bullying' in action—from macro to
micro, respectively. Adult bullying is catastrophic for those targeted and
devastating to organizations. Most of the typical ways of responding to bul-
lying fail to change the situation and can even worsen the target’s plight, so
exploring and addressing the issue from multiple perspectives is essential.
Communication scholarship provides a unique perspective and reinvigo-
rates other scholarship by weaving together multidisciplinary voices on
workplace abuse.

The communication perspective provides valuable insights into how bul-
lying is driven by macro-level discourses (e.g., cultural, societal values, and
beliefs), buttressed by meso-level policies and practices (e.g., organizational,
educational), and fashioned or resisted through micro-level talk and interac-
tion. In this article we explore how communication-based workplace bully-
ing studies provide key insights on the most pressing questions about adult
bullying, mobbing, and psychological abuse at work. These questions include
the following:

1. What does bullying look like, and how does it manifest in organizations?

2. How do employees and organizations make sense of and respond to
bullying?

. Why is adult bullying at work so harmful?

. Why is workplace abuse so difficult to address and stop?

5. How can workplace bullying be addressed or ameliorated?

B~ W
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To contextualize the communication fields’ responses to these questions,
we first review the origins and threads of the academic dialogues surrounding
the issue.

Workplace Bullying:
Tracing Its History and Voices

Workplace bullying is a toxic combination of unrelenting emotional abuse,
social ostracism, interactional terrorizing, and other destructive communica-
tion that erodes organizational health and damages employee well-being.
Bullying affects nearly half of working adults: Approximately 1 in 10 U.S.
workers experience persistent abuse in any given year, another 30% to 40%
are bullied sometime during their working lives, and an additional 10% wit-
ness bullying but are not targeted directly (Namie & Lutgen-Sandvik, 2010).
Bullying is similarly prevalent in the United Kingdom and EU countries,
with somewhat lower rates in Scandinavia (Zapf, Einarsen, Hoel, & Vartia,
2003). Adult bullying at work is clearly a pressing, widespread problem.
Two somewhat different conversations about workplace bullying developed
in the late 1970s and early 1980s—one focused on targets of abuse, the other
on perpetrators.

Target-Focused Perspective

In Scandinavia, the United Kingdom, and the EU researchers focused their
attention on targets. Heinz Leymann (1990, 1996), a German psychologist
and physician working in Sweden, is one of the field’s pioneers. He studied
worker trauma after bank robberies and subway drivers’ trauma from sui-
cidal and accidental deaths on the subway tracks and eventually linked mob-
bing to posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Norwegian psychologists
joined the dialogue and have continued as key voices, particularly regarding
the psychological ramifications of workplace bullying (e.g., Einarsen,
Raknes, & Matthiesen, 1994; see also the Bergen Bullying Research Group).

In the 1980s, radio audiences in the United Kingdom learned about bullying
through a series of broadcasts that drew interest from business-management
and organizational development and behavior scholars (e.g., Rayner, Hoel,
& Cooper, 2002). While also concerned with the toxicity to targets, U.K.
management scholars recognized bullying’s corrosive effects on organiza-
tions. German academics in organizational behavior and psychology, on the
other hand, viewed adult bullying and mobbing as escalated conflicts
marked by severe power disparity (e.g., Zapf & Gross, 2001). Interest in the
target-based perspective has extended from these early voices to include
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management and psychology academics in New Zealand, Australia, South
Africa, the Netherlands, India, Canada, Japan, China, and a number of other
countries (for detailed discussion of these works see Zapf et al., 2003).

Perpetrator-Focused Perspectives

In the early 1990s U.S. researchers began examining the legal and human
risks of workplace violence and aggression. Although early U.S. research
included psychological perspectives (e.g., Spector, 1975), much of the
research in business, management, and organizational behavior was con-
cerned with violence prevention, risk management, and the diagnosis of the
violence-prone workplace (e.g., Denenberg & Braverman, 1991). The perpe-
trator focus differed from the target focus in mobbing-bullying scholarship
for the most part due to the occurrence of insider murders (i.e., “going
postal”), a predominantly U.S. phenomenon (R. E. Allen & Lucerno, 1996).
These early U.S. conversations—chiefly in management/business and orga-
nizational behavior—centered on the presence, escalation, and causes of
hostile workplace interactions that could lead to violence and insider murder.
This body of work has continually been challenged with calls for more com-
plex approaches that access multiple facets of adult bullying and examine the
issue in situ.

Target-Focus Emergence in the United States

Carroll Brodsky’s The Harassed Worker (1976) recognized psychological
harassment as a major factor in many Workers Compensation claimants’
injuries. This out-of-press book represents one of the earliest target-focused
studies of bullying in the United States, yet it stirred little interest from U.S.
scholars at the time, most of whom were predominantly focused on violence
prevention. Brodsky’s psychological research was revived in the early 1990s
when interest in bullying surged in Britain, and U.S. medical practitioner-
scholars became concerned about verbal abuse of medical students and
nurses. In addition during the 1990s U.S. scholarship emerged that examined
target-focused workplace injustice. During the 1980s and 1990s U.S. scholarly
interest grew slowly regarding target perspectives of bullying and emotional
abuse; however, volumes burgeoned in the popular press.”

In the 2000s U.S. scholarship on bullying and mobbing has grown expo-
nentially and the terms workplace bullying and mobbing have become more
widely recognized. Meanwhile, international scholarship is more easily avail-
able in digital formats, and the dialogue has become broadly cross-national
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and interdisciplinary, extending from its management-psychology roots to
include voices from law, education, medicine (especially nursing), and more
recently, human resource management (HRM) and industrial relations (e.g.,
D’Cruz & Noronha, 2010; Macintosh, 2006; Yamada, 2000). The range and
number of scholars who research workplace bullying indicate its ubiquity
across nations, professions, and settings. Demarcated lines between different
perspectives have blurred; psychological researchers now consider organiza-
tional dynamics, and organizational researchers have begun to explore
psychological variables (e.g., Fast & Chen, 2009). In addition, the perpetrator—
target perspective divide has softened. Increasingly, bullying scholarship
underscores the complexity of workplace abuse and the need to engage inter-
disciplinary, multilevel perspectives.

Organizational Communication
as a Nexus for Bullying Research

Organizational communication scholars joined the academic conversation
about workplace bullying in the early 2000s (Keashly, 2001; Lutgen-Sandvik,
2003). This research provides a complex yet productive interdisciplinary
nexus, richly attending to the pressing questions about adult bullying. The
communication field thinks and works in interdisciplinary spaces, and because
of this interdisciplinary perspective, it also serves as a cross-pollinator for
the varied perspectives and fields concerned with bullying (e.g., education,
nursing, law, management, psychology, etc.). That is, communication
research offer a unique perspective while also reinvigorating other scholarship
by weaving together diverse disciplinary voices. Relatedly, organizational
communication research shows that bullying is a complex multilevel issue
occurring not only inside organizations but also one that is inextricably inter-
connected with larger social systems of meaning (i.e., discourses) and institu-
tional polices.

Organizational Communication
Provides a Critical Voice and View

Organizational communication also has a rich critical tradition that encour-
ages questioning hidden power relations at work (Mumby & Ashcraft, 2006).
Moving beyond the surface appearance of organizational phenomena allows
for the critique and restructuring of taken-for-granted beliefs, meanings, and
patterns of organizing. As demonstrated in the review that follows, com-
munication scholars ask, for example, “Why are target narratives so often
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disbelieved?” and “What systems of meaning contribute to stigmatizing tar-
geted workers?”

When pondering such questions, we are concerned with voice in organiza-
tions and note that hierarchal position is often equated with voice in a way that
designates highly placed bullies as truth tellers and targeted workers as trouble-
makers or problems (Lutgen-Sandvik, 2003). Communication scholars critique,
for example, the nearly religious adherence to chains of command (Lutgen-
Sandvik & McDermott, 2008) and remind organizational members and practi-
tioners that the chain-of-command is a social construction, one that can be
reconstructed or circumvented simply by deciding and having the courage to
do so (Kassing, 2009).

Macro to Micro for More Effective Interventions

Organizational communication research takes as a guiding premise that to
understand workplace bullying (and other institutional processes) research-
ers and practitioners must move beyond examining abuse as a solely psycho-
logical, dyadic issue manifesting “inside” organizations. Although verbal
aggressiveness has interconnections with biological impulses (Beatty &
McCroskey, 1997; Infante & Wigley, 1986) and at times appears to involve
only a bully and a target, bullying at work continues only when organiza-
tional cultures condone, model, or reward it. Because of the varied emphases
in the communication field, one of the central values of a communication
perspective is that it considers how multilevel discourses work within and
through each other to constitute, resist, maintain, and transform social
phenomena (Lutgen-Sandvik & McDermott, 2008; Mumby & Stohl, 1996).

The importance of recognizing the social forces at macro, meso, and micro
levels is rooted in the need to create interventions that get at the source of
bullying rather than work on its surface symptoms. Efforts focused solely on
the individual or micro level are rarely effective, especially if the organiza-
tional culture rewards aggression or upper managers fear confronting bullies
(Lutgen-Sandvik & McDermott, 2008). Similarly, efforts focused on rebuild-
ing organizational cultures falter if they do not take into consideration the
overriding social and cultural beliefs that support aggression as a means
toward success at all costs. One of the values of organizational communica-
tion scholarship is its inclination to take all three levels into consideration
when analyzing problems and suggesting interventions.

A richer understanding is available by examining how three different lev-
els or spheres of communication and meaning contribute to bullying and
make bullying exceedingly difficult to address. Organizational members, for
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the most part, easily recognize the micro-level processes that comprise
bullying—the everyday talk and interaction marked by interpersonal aggres-
sion. Members intimately feel and experience this level of communication in
their daily work lives.

The meso- or mid-level communication processes at the organizational
and workgroup level include factors such as organizational climate, culture,
policies, and procedures. Although people faced with bullying typically point
first to bullies’ pathology, they subsequently move from this to ask, “Why
doesn’t upper-management do something?”” (Lutgen-Sandvik & McDermott,
2011). This move from micro to meso indicates that affected workers recog-
nize that bullying involves more than human pathology and only continues if
sanctioned or ignored.

In the “big picture,” macro-level communication processes are cultural
and historical systems of meaning that less obviously serve to support and
encourage aggression. These belief systems are the “relatively consistent . . .
sets of emotionally-charged viewpoints, morals, and customs that act as per-
ception filters” (Lutgen-Sandvik & McDermott, 2011, p. 4). These macroforces
are somewhat challenging to recognize because of their taken-for-granted
character. And, when recognized, they can evoke feelings of defeatist resig-
nation, represented by comments, such as “This is just the way things are,”
and “You can’t fight city hall.” At times, organizational members glimpse
macroforces, but they can seem so huge, so overwhelming, that for the excep-
tional few who take up social issues as moral causes, most turn away with
slumped shoulders of defeat.

Taking to heart the importance of macro, meso and micro levels, we over-
view thought leadership from organizational communication research that has
responded to key questions about workplace bullying. Table 1 summarizes
these contributions. For ease of discussion, we use the terms discourse to
mean every-day talk and interaction and Discourse(s) to mean the social
forces embedded in macro-level communication (Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004).

What Is Workplace Bullying and

How Does It Manifest in Organizations?

Naysayers and journalists often ask us, “What is workplace bullying? Isn’t
bullying something that just happens on the school yard?”” Communication
research has shown that bullying is socially constructed via a complicated
convergence of interactive processes informed, usually in unrecognized
ways, by macro-level systems of meanings or discourses.

Downloaded from mcq.sagepub.com at UNM Health Sciences Library and Informatics Center on July 20, 2012


http://mcq.sagepub.com/

(panunuod)

(¥00T “Ie 32 sa.e314 :900T “f1APUES
-uadinT ‘eg QT ‘UBMOD)) ssaldamod
se 5193411 JO uonez|iadeeyd
s,ydJeasad ased snbniy

(900T “1Apues-usBinT e600T
‘UBMO?)) SSDUDANIBYS JO SW.Ia)

Ul paXiW SJe SD110B) 9DUEISISSY
(#00T “e 32 saUea 19007
S|IApUES-U3INT ‘B4 00T ‘UBMOD))
>oeq Y31y SIDJoM pa1asiel ISO||

(9002

“le 39 Aded] | | 0T ‘NOWIRQIN
8 Y|IAPUES-USBINT 1500 IAPUES
-uadin) 8uiaq oaul pavjjeL
(S00T “IIapues-uadin

£100T A|yseay]) sw.io} ‘saunies)
o1129ds YaIm uonedIuNWWoD
(800¢ Aoe.L pue ‘s11aq)y
SIApues-ua3inT) uouswouayd
SANEDIUNWIWOD A|[Bruass]

(900 “1apues-usdin) sieduer
Buiuididsip—siaodau [enpialpul
tsa1[nq uyuijdidsip—siJodau
9AND9]|0d 03 sasuodsay

(100T Alyseay]) s193.4e1 awe|q
US)JO pUE dAIIDYD A|oJed
sasuodsau [euoneziuedi
(100€ A1yseay)

san220 3ulk|inqg agnop Jou
saop diysapes| [euoneziuesio

(000z

‘UOIPIBAAD | 0T “!APUBS-US3INT
8 SIWEN]) S|9A3] ‘sIaquIaW
|euonezjuesio Auew SUlA[OAUl
AJIAIIDE [BUNWIWOD ‘9A19)[0D Y
(010T IAapues-usdin @
3IWEN ‘€00T “J!APUES-Ua3INT)
asnqge yaim Suoje og 031 sUaylo
93eJNOdUD JO SJ9YI0 JUI|IS
sJossa.33e pase|d A|ysiH
(£007 “jIApues-uadinT) a3uaws
s193.48) MdU pue ‘Ino s1ad.ue)
SOALIP ‘S19)|00|UO SDUB|IS
ssa20.d Auo1e[edss ‘[edI2hD

(1107 nows @K

2 IApueS-uadin) Supjew asuas
ui uodn UME.Ip S3SINOJSIT «

(900€ “1Apues-uaginT) asisau

03 seAnesaduw [eaow pue (00T
‘UOP[BAA) SUOIIOW [BIO

(rooz
Jessouln) 3 ‘soeUa( ‘97RO
‘saUea] 6007 ‘SSO4 8 ‘uosuppIq
S|IApUBS-U3INT) snqe YIm
1984e) 0) Jaises d|doad swos
BW s91103938D PAIdN.IISUOD
A|[ero0s se A1d1uyas pue Japuso) .
(9007 ‘s342q)V 8 “JiApuES-USZINT
Aed] {800T ‘NOWIRQIN B
IApUES-U93IN) uonedyNd3Iqo
99/o|dws a3eunodus pue
asnqe aakojdwa 1u0ddns
$3SINOJSIP JO ADUSNJUOD Y »

ipuodsau
suonezjues.io
pue saaLojdws
op MoH

sajiuew 3ul|nq
aoe|d>om
S90p MOH

oI

(TN

ouadel

uonsanb Aoy

8uid||ng aoe|dy40oAA 3NOQY suonsany) [esauad) Sulpaeday diysiepesT 3ysnoy | :uonedlunwwo?) [euoneziuesiQ *| dqeL

Downloaded from mcq.sagepub.com at UNM Health Sciences Library and Informatics Center on July 20, 2012


http://mcq.sagepub.com/

(panunuos)

(9002
“[e 39 Aoeu] ) ssajadoy ‘paddeny

8uiaq Jo asuas aseaJdu] ued
agen3ue| [eorioydersw (200 “|e 39
Aded] ) wJey aseaddul ‘AljiqeAslaq
9onpaJ saAne.LIeu paziuediosiq
(1107 ‘Bowd@IW

8 dIApues-uadini) Suriamodwasip
9q Ued $3lIBINQEI0A Sulwe.y
‘Bupjew asuas s1odue]

(£00T e 32 Aoeay)

Sulurejdxa ‘Buiquiasap Anoyiq
(800T “1Apues-usBinT) sanRUSP!
-jJ|os padewrep pue ‘ewne.) ‘ewssng
(9007 I 30 Aorup.

00T “|& 39 sa.esy) 99} Wy}
Y31y 01 pea| Aew saLI0IS 3sAY |
‘ured 8uiqLIdsap ‘saLI0IS ||9) S1a8Ue]
(800T “iapues

-ua3inT) saAnedleu 9| Sulkiols-ad
‘BuiAes a0} Yjom AIuap|

(800 “iapues

-uadinT) adnsn( “1om Inoqe
sya112q p[ay A|deap susreauy |
(00T

“[e 32 Aded] ‘8007 WNOWISDIN
2 Y|IAPUES-US3INT) SSUOZ JBM
awo23q sdno.ssjom padewrep
uoneindau [euoneziuediQ
(800T ‘MowR@IW

2 IApueS-Ua3InT) sade|ddJom
S91JIX0) pUB SUOSIOd

(000T ‘uo-preAn)
SUOIEBSIDAUOD JO SPaJpuny ul
UO S3AI| PUE [BID0S S| 3sNqQy

(900T “lipues-usganT)
3|In8 |99} SISSBUIM IUB|IS

(00T
SIApues-uadin) sdno.syaom
2J13UD SBYLLISY ‘SADUB|IS ASNQY

(0107 “Apues-usgan
g dlWepN]) Sased Jo pUIYd
3UO Ul UO[IDE SANINIISUOD

el suoneziuediQ .

(600Z ‘n22Q 8
“Janeg ‘PUBBIAA SO0T Aomayiau]
g Aoed] tg00T VlIAPUES-US3INT)
2J4NJ|ND JBWNSUOD PUB HJIOM
pred o1 payjuy| st Aausp|
(11028007
230WIR O 78 MIAPUES-US3INT)
108.4%) 9zneWSNS Aj[edneWolne JInjuey
$9SJNOJSIP WIPIANUY «  0s Sulk|Inq sI AYAA

(3,uod) ;jpuodsau
suoneziued.io pue
soa/o|dws op moH

oI

OS9

[o¥RLIN| uonsanb Aoy

(panunuod) *| sjqe

Downloaded from mcq.sagepub.com at UNM Health Sciences Library and Informatics Center on July 20, 2012


http://mcq.sagepub.com/

(panunuod)

84007 ‘UBMO?) ‘DAnesadw] [BIOW
Se 9due)siIsaJ “8'3) S3LIB|NGRIOA
Suiwe.y uluamodws Suisooyd

(£00T “'Ie 38 Adeu]) Bunaodad usym
S31101S 3(qDA3I3q |23 03 SuludeaT]
(900T “e 32 AoedL ‘8OOT “MiApuES
-uadinT g0z ‘onese[ % Alysesy)

.S198.),, SWNDIA 3SNQe pue
.Bul||nq ade|dyjaom , asnqge SuiupN
(£00T “Ie 32 Aoed))

AJ03s asnqge 3umojdws Ajnoig
(900T “1Apues-uaginT e 00T
‘UBMOD)) 92UBDSSUDA IO} DISOP PIDIOA
‘loqe) , 994ojdwis-wa|qoud, uo Supje|
(800T “IIapues

-ua8InT) S>DBIIB USOMIDQ ISA0D
03 aWn INOYIIM >de33e Sujoduo

Aq pauayeam sasusyop 198Je|
(9007

SlIApUES-US3INT | 00T Alysead)
asnge 340dau 01 9duadnAJ 19348)
(8007 ‘Mowp@I

8 J|IAPUES-US3INT) USWOM
JuswIydUY S3I||NG ‘JUSSSE JUB|IS
(€00 “N1Apues-uadinT)

SJ3>00|UO JO IJUBIPNE PAdUI|IS

(600T “I& 32 BIWEN S|IAPUES
-uadInT t£00T VIAPUES-USSINT
6007 ‘SUISSEY]) DDIOA SIAO0M
pazijeuidiew Joj adedg

(8007 nowR@IW

8 YIApUBS-US3INT {000T “|B 30
7399(]) sadueyd djeWId ‘24N Nd
pue saidijod Suik|ngnuy

(900 “re 30 Aoea) | 10T
130w 8 dIAPUES-USINT)
Supfew asuas 3wi| ‘wioyul

1B S1IBINQEIO0A SulWe.4
(9002

“[e 39 Adeu] {96007 ‘UBMOD)
saJn|rej paARdaad s | YH

($00T “|& 30 sauea)y

‘800T NOWISA|A 8 IApUES
-uadInT {984 | ‘AjoABUS 3 ‘USIID)
‘sanyured) sampijod |puuosiad
snon3iquie ‘onsjuodeluy

(010T apues-usdin

g alwep]) SulA||nq ul paAjoAul
sJaquiaw [euoneziuedio Auel

(e1padpiIpAL00T AoRdL

600 4a44) suoneiuasaidau
A|pualij-Ae| 9ABUIDI[R YIM
s14odau ojwapede Suissaaning
‘YoJessad [euone|sued|

(010T “Ie 30 a1weN £00T “|
19 |IApUES-UagIN) ddudjeAald
Jo ssauaJeme djjqnd asea.du|

(9007 e 32

Aoea) t£00T ‘Onede( % Alysesy))
s|aqge| Suisnyuod ‘ajdnnjnw o1 anp
soualtadxa Suiweu Andiyiqg

(ze61
‘Z399(J) 24NSO|d BAISINISIQ

(700T “ame) padusjis usyo
s9210A passaiddo pue  yna,,

SWO023(Q SSANNEJJEBU UIE1U3D) o

ipa1eJolPWE
aq 3ui|nq
aoe|dyjIom
ued> MoH

ipossauppeun
usyjo os 3ulf||nq
aoe|ddjdom sI AYAA

oI

oS3

oudel

uonsanb Aay)

(penunuod) *| a|qeL

12

Downloaded from mcq.sagepub.com at UNM Health Sciences Library and Informatics Center on July 20, 2012


http://mcq.sagepub.com/

(panunuos)

(900T

“Ie 39 Ade4] 1900 “[B 39 BIQyded
‘8861 [ 39 43]|iy) sJoSeurw
‘s19ad Suneonpa y3nouys 1u1oddns
Buiseauoul 9u0ddns [epos 3urindag
(900€ “1Apues-uadin)

SII0M

paiadueiuou yum Ajjernadss

‘9210A 9A1323)|0D SuiSeunodu]
(1107 ‘Rowd@d|

8 IApUES-US2IN ‘800 lIAPUES
-uagIn ££00T ‘sS04 % SSO

(9007 ‘si33ay

g JadurY ‘G6 | ‘DIUBU|) S|OOYIS

ul uonuaAa.id ssauaAIssau33e
[eqJaA ‘uonejuswndae uiydea|
(010T Alyseay| :€00T ‘sso4 B

$SO4) SUOIIBSJIDAUOD Ul SUIIN0S-34
pue Sunoaid ‘SujuieJy Japuelsig
(900T “1Apues-uagin

‘8600T ‘UBMOD)) ddUEISISAI
9A1393]|03 jo Jomod Zuliodsaapun
(900¢ ‘stBany

g JaduRY /66| AO¥SOIDDY
 A1neagq) A||nq saljinq sexeWw

JeyMm IN0Qe suaquidw Sujured|

« (900¢ “Ie 32 AoeAL 1] 10T ‘800C
1I0WI_(A 8 dIAPUES-U3INT
*600T ‘S00¢ ‘urwnaN g Alyseay))
S||D|S UOIIEDIUNWILLOD SAIIINIISUOD
o pue sonoe) Suiwedyau Suiydoes]
(600 “Ie 32 a1weN
SIApues-uadinT) a8endug| jo
«2ouelsodwi uo Sujuress ‘uonesnpy

(010 “niapues-uasin

2 ‘DIWEN| ‘DIWEN]) S2INIEIS
3ulA|Ing-nue Joy Suiudiedwer .

(zooT

“[e 39 A5eJ] 10| 0T YlApuES

-uadinT g alwep]) S1I9INO
$$9228-21|qnd Ul 3JOM DIWIPEIY

(0102 “1e 2 B1wEN

‘010T “iApuES-USZINT % BlWeN

'600T ®IWeEN @ SIWeN SjIApues

-uadin) sdnoud Aoedoape

Yaim Bursulied sojwspedy o dde|dIom Ued MOH

(3,uod) ;pareJOlPWE
aq Bui|Ing

oI

TN

oudel

uonsanb Asy)

(panunuod) *| sjqe

13

Downloaded from mcq.sagepub.com at UNM Health Sciences Library and Informatics Center on July 20, 2012


http://mcq.sagepub.com/

UONEBDIUNWWIOD A[IWe) 0lUl SIDBYD
3ulA||nq 22|d>JOM JO JSAO Pad|g

3ulf||nq ssaJppe A||nyssaddns
suoneziue3io moy Sulujwexy
SUdAJRIUI O] |1’y
suoneziuedio Aym 3uriojdx3
Suif||nq uo uonesUNWWOD pue
Suiziueduo aAnisod jo 10943
sa13ojouydan

UONEIIUNWWOD M3U JO 3|0y
Buiureny

(uoneuswng.e) aduazadwod
UOIEDIUNWWOD dJBN|EAT
BulA|inq Buissaippe Yaim
payjsel suadeurW YdueasDY
yoeasad diysiapes|

PUE “>]u0M3D%} ‘2dua3adwod
UONEIUNWWOD ‘3)eUlpJOgns
-1o1uadns Supeadanu|
saonoeud ‘sapijod YH
swe.go.ud ssaujjam Jo 3]0y

suonenyis 8uiA|nq ui 34oddns
[eI20S JO 9JUIsqe ‘JUISAUd »
aAndadsJaad saljnqg Suliojdxy .

{Yoeasau
3uif||nq aoe|d>juoMm
Joj suonda.p

sugiedwed yaeay olgqngd . 24mny aJe JBYAA

oI (TN

oJde| uonsanb Aoy

(penunuod) *| s|qe

14

Downloaded from mcq.sagepub.com at UNM Health Sciences Library and Informatics Center on July 20, 2012


http://mcq.sagepub.com/

Lutgen-Sandvik and Tracy I5

Macro-Level Manifestation

Although bullying certainly involves individual psychology and aggressive
dyadic communication, the phenomenon is informed by multiple Discourses.
In response to organizational psychologists’ call for a more nuanced theo-
retical explanation of bullying (Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf, & Cooper, 2003),
organizational communication scholars used a communication flows theo-
retical approach (McPhee & Zaug, 2000) to illustrate how five levels of
human communication (from micro discourse to macro Discourses) contrib-
ute to the manifestation of employee-abusive organizations (Lutgen-Sandvik
& McDermott, 2008). This theoretical explanation, illustrated through an
in-situ case study, shows that different message flows (i.e., micro levels of
talk, organizational policies, cultural Discourses) are mutually constitutive;
that is, “Messages in one flow merge with, shape, and influence—usually in
unseen, unintended ways—messages in other flows” (Lutgen-Sandvik &
McDermott, 2008, p. 311). Thus, workplace bullying is more than just
aggressive information transmission.

Organizational communication scholars suggest that in asking “What does
workplace bullying look like?”” we must incorporate how the socially con-
structed categories of race, ethnicity, and gender mute certain members of the
workforce and make them easier targets for mistreatment (Lutgen-Sandvik,
Dickinson, & Foss, 2009; Meares, Oectzel, Derkacs, & Ginossar, 2004).
Gender, ethnicity, and race are historically stigmatizing markers that contrib-
ute to workplace bullying for certain people. Women and persons of color are
often targeted by aggressive organizational members because they are easier
targets of a variety of negative social phenomena (B. J. Allen, 2009).

From the macro level, adult bullying manifests in organizations because
there exist multiple Discourses that encourage disregarding or minimizing
worker mistreatment. These Discourses condone goading people at work in
the name of productivity and objectifying them by treating them as if they are
chattel or objects (Tracy, Lutgen-Sandvik, & Alberts, 2006). Lutgen-Sandvik
and McDermott (2008) argue that employee abuse emerges from the “mean-
ings inherent in contemporary workplaces [that] come from an amalgamation
of economic theory, religious and secularized ideals of work, the merger of
corporate interests and governing bodies, . . . [belief in] rugged individual-
ism, [the dogma of] meritocracy, and the ideology of entrepreneurialism” (p.
317). These Discourses, of course, also affect meso-level workplace bullying
policies and practices.
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Meso-Level Manifestation

At the meso or organizational level, serial bullying is a cycle that generates
when a target is singled out, bullied, and driven from the workplace and
regenerates when another target is singled out, bullied, driven from the work-
place, and so on (Lutgen-Sandvik, 2003). Because serial bullying has this
cyclical quality, simplistic solutions (e.g., terminating employment of targets)
only give a short-lived impression of solving the problem. Especially in
cases of serial bullying where targets are singled out, bullied, and then driven
from the organization, firing target after target shifts focus from the collec-
tive nature of the problem. Sadly, organizations are likely to see that bullying
is a problem only after recognizing these cyclical communication patterns
over time.

At the meso level, organizational communication scholars also call atten-
tion to the ways bullying effectively mutes organizational members (Lutgen-
Sandvik, 2003), especially when perpetuated by managers or other influential
employees. Powerful persons’ persistent hostility toward lower-ranked
employees silences most onlookers by evoking fear and discouraging resis-
tance. That said, communicative structures can also provide space for alter-
native expressions of workplace experience beyond those from managers,
spaces that include the perspectives from subordinate staff (Namie & Lutgen-
Sandvik, 2010; Tracy et al., 2006).

Organizational communication research also invalidates the popular (mis)
conception that a few lone aggressors are at fault for bullying. A nationally
representative communication study of U.S. workers suggests that in most
bullying cases many organizational members—perpetuators, henchmen/women,
and silent witnesses—are involved (Namie & Lutgen-Sandvik, 2010).

Micro-Level Manifestation

At its heart, workplace bullying is a communicative phenomenon that is talked
into being (Lutgen-Sandvik, Alberts, & Tracy, 2008). Indeed, all current mea-
sures of workplace bullying quantify bullying through the frequency and dura-
tion of negative acts, the majority of which are different types of communication
(for overview of measures, sece Cowie, Naylor, Rivers, Smith, & Pereira,
2002). Bullying manifests by the use of particular communicative forms, such
as public humiliation and spreading rumors (Keashly, 2001; Lutgen-Sandvik,
2005); rude, foul, and abusive language (Vega & Comer, 2005); persistent
criticism (Einarsen & Hoel, 2001); and explosive outbursts such as yelling,
screaming, and swearing (Lutgen-Sandvik, Namie, & Namie, 2009).
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Organizational communication research has demonstrated, however, that
bullying is not only about these forms of communication but is characterized
by specific communicative features—intensity, persistence, and power dis-
parity between targets and perpetrators (Lutgen-Sandvik, 2005). Thus, if a
certain form of communication (such as screaming or spreading a rumor)
lacks these specific features, the communication is not considered bullying.
The primary feature of bullying is persistence (frequency, repetition, dura-
tion), which essentially alters messages’ meanings and effects. Screaming
occasionally does not equate with bullying. Screaming over and over at the
same person, day after day, week after week, and month after month—that is
workplace bullying.

Communication is not only central in the perpetuation of bullying but also
key to the way targets make sense of it. Targets come to the awareness that
they are being bullied through conversations or intersubjective sense making
(Lutgen-Sandvik & McDermott, 2011; Tracy et al., 2006). By talking with
friends, family, and c-workers, targets begin to label their treatment as mis-
treatment, and sense making generates and, to some degree, fixes this mean-
ing (Lutgen-Sandvik & McDermott, 2011). In a very real sense then, the
involved parties talk workplace bullying into being: Perpetrators persistently
abuse targets, targets feel and talk about feeling abused, witnesses concur that
targets are being treated aggressively, and nonwitnesses listen to and affirm
target accounts. If someone in the chains of conversation reads published
research or popular press articles about bullying, involved parties grow even
more convinced that the experiences do equate with workplace bullying.
Once so convinced, they face the challenge of how to make sense of and
respond to the problem.

How Do Employees and Organizations Make

Sense of, Respond to, or Resist Workplace

Bullying?

Communication scholarship has paid considerable attention to sensemaking

and resistance to power abuses. With a focus on voice, targets’ perspectives
are central.

Macro-Level Discourses’ Effect on Bullying Response

At the macro level, organizational communication scholars are interested in
how socictal assumptions and Discourses inform employee responses to
adult bullying. Waldron (2009), for example, suggests that emotions like
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outrage, anger, and indignation are indicators of what people believe is moral
or immoral regarding human interactions at the global level. Lutgen-
Sandvik (2006), too, argues that employees who resist bullying often do so
because they feel a moral imperative to act.

Moral Discourses that are embedded in religious doctrine and other ideolo-
gies, in turn, inform micro-level responses to adult bullying at work (Lutgen-
Sandvik & McDermott, 2008). On the one hand, the moral imperative that
people should “fight the good fight” propels targets to battle injustice and bul-
lying. Unfortunately, all too often, targets instead make sense of their situation
by drawing on discourses of individualism, omnipotent leaders, and unbeatable
evil (Lutgen-Sandvik & McDermott, 2011). These discourses intensify feelings
of powerlessness and can contribute to learned helplessness.

Meso-Level Policies and Practices’
Effect on Bullying Response

Organizational communication researchers conceptualize bullying as a sys-
temic issue that, to a great degree, develops from organizational practice and
policy. As Keashly (2001) notes, organizational representatives rarely doubt
or deny that bullies act the way targets describe. Nonetheless, even when
upper managers accept the veracity of target reports, the majority of their
responses typically fail to end abuse. A recent study suggests that in only a
third of cases, such responses result in improving target situations (Namie &
Lutgen-Sandvik, 2010). Most of the research suggests that targeted workers
rarely feel satisfied with organizations’ responses (e.g., Keashly, 2001).

The organization’s response largely depends on whether leaders believe
the target is at fault for the abuse. If managers blame the employee, they are
more likely to minimize the complaints, punish the target, or simply frame bul-
lying as a personality conflict (Keashly, 2001, p. 253). If the organization
takes responsibility, upper management is more likely to take direct action
with the bully. The organizational response also depends on the number of
people complaining. When a contingency of workers collectively report
abuse, organizations are more likely to sanction bullies through demoting,
transferring, or firing. On the other hand, sole targets reporting bullying are
more easily blamed and more likely to be fired, demoted, or transferred them-
selves (Lutgen-Sandvik, 2006).

Responses at the Micro Level

Organizational communication research provides considerable insight to the
ways individuals make sense of and resist workplace bullying through the
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field’s complex understanding of voice, particularly whose voice is privi-
leged in research (Cowan, 2009a; Lutgen-Sandvik, 2006; Mumby, 2009;
Mumby & Stohl, 1996). This work extends management research about targets’
coping (Zapf & Gross, 2001) through its critical conceptualization of power
and resistance in unevenly matched workplace relationships. Prior research
typically characterizes targeted workers as powerless, as the term farget
might suggest. However, Lutgen-Sandvik (2006), Cowan (2009a), and Meares
et al. (2004) all suggest that targeted workers resist bullying in many inge-
nious ways. These studies demonstrate the social processes involved in
resistance as well as the forms of resistance most likely to result in providing
relief from abuse. Taken together we see that communication scholars
reconsider and critique the notion of the “powerless” target that heretofore
has dominated workplace bullying research.

In addition to resistance, employees engage in a full range of identity work
when they are abused, including work to save face, confirm self-perceptions
with others, and re-story life narratives (Lutgen-Sandvik, 2008). Targets ask
themselves, “Why did this happen to me?”” and “What kind of person am [, if
this could happen to me?” Because adult bullying includes personal attacks,
social ostracism, and a multitude of other painful messages (Keashly, 2001;
Lutgen-Sandvik, 2006), targets feel traumatized. Targets experience bullying
as unexpected and undeserved and feel especially stigmatized because onlook-
ers watch and hear them being mistreated in public settings (Waldron, 2009).

Communication research also provides a distinctive contribution by explor-
ing the narrative form of employee responses to bullying (Meares et al., 2004;
Tracy et al., 2006). Targets can make sense of their abuse through rich meta-
phors. Bullies are “demons,” bullying feels like “water torture,” and targets
feel like “chattel and slaves.” Showcasing the stories and metaphors of abuse
is crucial for conveying the human pain of bullying, something unavailable in
much of the earlier variable-analytic research (Tracy et al., 2006). By studying
the metaphorical language targets use to describe their experiences, communi-
cation researchers underscore why bullying feels so horrible and why persis-
tently abusive communication pushes targets toward fight, flight, or (most
often) freeze par