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Conceptual model for workplace 
bullying and long-term consequences

Job characteristics

Negative Social relations

Individual level

Workplace level

Stress response:
Perceived stress
Sleep problems
Salivary cortisol

Long-term onsequences:
Long-term sickness
absence
Turnover
Unemployment
Depression
Type II Diabetes



Tekst starter uden 

dato og ”Enhedens 

Workplace bullying

• Bullying at work, according to most definitions, takes 
place when someone, repeatedly and over a long 
period of time (usually 6 months), is exposed to 
negative acts from one or several others, in a 
situation where he or she for different reasons may 
have difficulties defending him- or herself against 
these actions 

• Friendly teasing and single conflicts are not bullying.

I n s t i t u t  f o r  F o l k e s u n d h e d s v i d e n s k a b



Escalating a conflict

1. Discussion and argumentation

2. Debate and polarization

3. Interaction through deeds, not words

4. Concern for reputation and coalition

5. Loss of face (and moral outrage)

6. Dominance of strategies of threat

7. Destructive campaigns   

8. Attacks against ’enemy’

9. Total destruction 

Bullying
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1. Aggressive actions
Sophisticated, hidden / ‘behind closed doors’, difficult to confront

2. Bullying / stigmatization
Direct actions – humiliate, ridicule, isolate

3. Management act
Case – find shortcomings of the target

The target cannot defend him/herself anymore and has many symptoms and 
sickness absence days

4. Expulsion
Direct: dismissal, are made redundant

Indirect: ’voluntary’ agreement to resign

Four phases in the development of bullying

Leymann 1996



Risk factors of workplace bullying - Background

Individual level

Negative social climate, many conflicts, lack of information 

Lack social support from co-workers and supervisors 

Høgh, Ortega, Giver, & Borg, 2007; Lakey, Tardiff, & Drew, 1994; Lee & Ashforth, 1996.

Organizational level

Stressful and poorly organized work environments 

Agervold & Mikkelsen, 2004; Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Einarsen, Raknes, & Matthiesen, 1994; 

Hauge, Skogstad, & Einarsen, 2007; Leymann, 1996; Rafnsdóttir & Tómasson, 2004.



Workplace bullying in Denmark 2012 - 2016

Work and Health Surveys, National Research Centre for the Working Environment: https://arbejdsmiljodata.nfa.dk/

Workplace bullying and sexual harassment

Workplace bullying     Witnessing workplace bullying    Sexual harassment
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Measuring workplace bullying



Measuring workplace bullying I

Self-labelling item

Preceded by a definition ‘Bullying takes place when employees 
are exposed to negative or offensive acts repeatedly over a 
longer period of time, which it is difficult to defend oneself 
against’. Zapf et al 1995

• Have you been subjected to bullying at work within the 
past 6 months? 

Response options: Never, now and then, monthly, weekly, 
and daily

• Occasionally bullied= now and then and monthly

• Frequently bullied= weekly and daily



Measuring workplace bullying II

Negative acts questionnaire (22 items) Einarsen et al 2009

Examples of items:

• Someone withholding information which affects your 
performance

• Spreading of gossip and rumors about you

• Being shouted at or being target of spontaneous anger

• Repeated reminders of your errors or mistakes 

• Persistent criticism of your work and effort
…

Response options: Never, now and then, monthly, weekly, and daily 



Job characteristics

Negative Social
relations

Individual level

Workplace level

Stress 
response:
Perceived stress
Sleep problems
Salivary cortisol

Long-term 
onsequences:
Long-term sickness
absence
Turnover
Unemployment
Depression
Type II Diabetes

Workplace bullying and long-term 
consequences
Individual level



Workplace bullying and long-term sickness
absence

0,00 1,00 2,00 3,00 4,00 5,00 6,00

Ortega et al 2010, n=9,949

Clausen et al 2012, n=9,520

Stromholm et al 2015, n=21,834

Grynderup et al 2016, occ. Bullied, n=4,114

Grynderup et al 2016, occ. Bullied, n=4,114

Nabe Nielsen 2016, n=7,650

Total effect size

OR [95% CI]

1.92 [1.29; 2.84]

2.26 [1.50; 3.42]

2.20 [1.07; 1.67]

2.05 [1.57; 2.84]

2.22 [0.92; 4.01]

1.77 [1.50; 2.12]

2.07 [1.31; 2.82]



Workplace bullying and labour market affiliation

• Unemployment (Glambek et al. 2015)

• Turnover (Glambek et al. 2015, Hogh et al. 2011, Hogh 2012, 
Berthelsen et al 2011, Clausen et al. 2013, Clausen et al. 
2016)

• Intention to leave the job (Berthelsen et al 2011, Houshmand
et al. 2012, Moreno-Jimenez et al. 2012, Glamsbek et al. 
2014)



0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20

Loerbroks et al 2014, FU 1 year

Kivimaki et al 2003, FU 2 year

Rugulies et al 2012, 9,949, FU 2 year

Rugulies et al 2012, 9,949, FU 2 year

Gullander et al 2014, 5,198, FU 2 year

Gullander et al 2014, 5,198,  FU 2 year

Loerbroks et al 2014, n=621,  FU 3 year

Einarsen et al 2015, 2,847, FU 5 year

Total effect

Total effect of Frequently bullied, n=15,147

Total effect of occasionally bullied, n=15,147

Workplace bullying and depression

Frequently bullied (OR: 9.04 [95% CI: 5.30-18.01])

Occasionally bullied (OR: 2.19 [95% CI: 1.52-3.43])

Overall OR: 4.14 [95% CI 2.61-5.98]



Workplace bullying and CVD

Xu, T. et al 2018, In press

Please find the reference
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I n s t i t u t  f o r  F o l k e s u n d h e d s v i d e n s k a bWorkplace bullying and type II diabetes
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I n s t i t u t  f o r  F o l k e s u n d h e d s v i d e n s k a bWorkplace bullying and type II diabetes



Job characteristics

Negative Social
relations

Individual level

Workplace level

Stress response:
Perceived stress
Sleep problems
Salivary cortisol

Long-term onsequences:
Long-term sickness
absence
Turnover
Unemployment
Depression
Type II Diabetes

Workplace bullying and health 
- three possible mechanisms

Individual level
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Workplace bullying is a serious stressor

I n s t i t u t  f o r  F o l k e s u n d h e d s v i d e n s k a b

• … a potent social stressor. (Hauge et al. 2010) 

• … similar to, or even more severe than other stressors …… 
Hauge et al. 2010

• … workplace bullying is systematically and persistently 
directed towards a targeted individual. Hauge et al. 2010

• Bullying may result in severe stress reactions …                 
Einarsen and Mikkelsen 2003

• Stressors constantly challenge a complex dynamic 
equilibrium in the body (homeostasis). Chrousos 2009



Tekst starter uden 

dato og ”Enhedens 

Chronic stress responses

• Hyperactivity of the stress-system due to CRH overdrive, 
hyperactivity of the adrenergic system, and excess 
circulating glucocorticoid hormoner.

May lead to

• Chronic hypoactivity of stress may lead to inertia, 
excessive fatigue and amotivational syndromes.

McEwen and Stellar 1993; Schulkin et al 1998; McEwen 1998.
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Salivary cortisol, known as a stress hormone

Activation of of the HPA axis

Cortisol increases

Glukose and fat are releases to the blood

High cortisol deprives sleep

Cortisol can be measured in hair, blood, urine and saliva



Workplace bullying and salivary cortisol



Workplace bullying and cortisol



Negative behaviour at work and salivary cortisol



Workplace bullied at any time and salivary cortisol



Workplace bullied at any time and salivary cortisol

-3,50

-3,00

-2,50

-2,00

-1,50

-1,00

-0,50

0,00

Not Bullied Occasionally bullied T2 Frequently bullied T2

Diagramtitel

Not bullied Occasionally bullied T1 Frequently bullied T1

We observed that if exposed to workplace bullying at any time the morning cortisol 
concentrations were non-significantly lower. 



Workplace bullying and salivary cortisol
in Danish studies

• We found an association between reporting workplace bullying the 
past 6 month (Hansen et al 2006, 2011, and 2012). 

• We found no changes in salivary cortisol with onset of workplace 
bullying and no changes in salivary cortisol with discontinuance of 
bullying (Gullander et al 2015). 

• This may indicate that workplace bullied do not differ from not 
bullied in salivary cortisol two years before and after workplace 
bullying.

NWB 2006
No difference

WB 2008
Lower cortisol

NWB 2011
No difference



Workplace bullying and salivary cortisol 
all studies
• In 2004 one pilot study found a flatter cortisol profile during a 

workday compared to a day off (Kudielka et al. 2003)

• Three Danish studies showed lower morning cortisol among 

the bullied respondents (Hansen et al 2006 and 2011; Hogh

et al 2012)

• In 2012 a case control showed no difference between 

workplace bullied (Le Lac et al. 2012)

• In 2015 a cohort study found no difference in salivary cortisol

between bullied and non-bullied (Gullander et al 2015)



0,00 1,00 2,00 3,00 4,00 5,00 6,00 7,00 8,00 9,00

Lallukka et al 2011, bullied: Yes/no (n=5399)

Lallukka et al 2011, bullied: Yes/no (n=5399)

Hansen et al 2014, occ. Bullied (n=2919),

DSI

Hansen et al 2014, freq. Bullied (n=2919),

DSI

Hansen et al 2014, occ. Bullied (n=2919),

AWI

Hansen et al 2014, freq. Bullied (n=2919),

AWI

Total effect size

Sleep problems in longitudinal studies

5 years follow-up

2 years follow-up

OR [CI]

2.00 [1.61; 2.48]

2.04 [1.23; 3.39]

1.69 [0.53; 5.32]

3.32 [1.16; 9.53]

2.83 [1.03; 7.75]

2.25 [0.76; 6.61]

2.36 [1.05; 5.85]



Workplace bullying, sleep and long-term 
sickness absence

Sleep problems
1.10

Workplace bullying LTSA
Direct effect: 1.88

Total effect: 2.07

Sleep problems explained 13 % of association between workplace bullying and long-
term sickness absence



Perceived stress explained 13% of the association between workplace bullying and 
long-term sickness absence (LTSA) (Grynderup et al 2016) 

Workplace bullying, perceived stress and 
long-term sickness absence 

Perceived stress
1.09

Workplace bullying LTSA
Direct effect: 1.87

Total effect: 2.05
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Workplace bullying and long-term 
consequences

Workplace level



Branch et al 2013



Workplace bullying and Long-term sickness 
absence among non-bullied coworkers

Hansen et al.

1

1,05

1,1

1,15

1,2

1,25

1,3

1,35

Workplace with no bullying Workplaces with >1-<10%

bullying

Workplaces with >=10% bullying

OR for LTSA 

Invited Responders



Exposure to WU level of bullying and depression 
- Workplace level



Summing up on Workplace bullying, health and 
long-term consequences – Individual level

• Some evidence for an association to low cortisol

• Evidence for a prospective association to sleep

• An association to perceived stress

• Evidence for a prospective association to depression

• Evidence for a prospective association to CVD

• Evidence for a prospective association to Diabetes Mellitus 
type II

• Evidence for a prospective association to long-term sickness 
absence

• Evidence for a prospective association to unemployment, 
turnover, and intention to leave the job



Summing up on Workplace bullying, health and 
long-term consequences – Workplace level

• Some evidence for a prospective association to long-term 
sickness absence among non bullied colleagues


